ROMEO AND JULIET 
STUDY GUIDE
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Romeo and Juliet, first produced in 1595, is a tragedy by William Shakespeare. It is set in Verona, a city-state in Italy, during the sixteenth century.

Act I: Exposition and Rising Action
Exposition means that important issues and characters are introduced, or set forth. A prologue in the form of a sonnet outlines the content of the play and introduces main themes. 

Scene I (9)
Two servants precipitate violence; an important pronouncement

1. What is the mood of these men?

2. What is the tone of their conversation? To what or whom might you compare them? 

3. Notice how the fight builds—from servants to Tybalt and Benvolio, to Lady and Lord Capulet and Lady and Lord Montague.

4. What is the difference between Tybalt and Benvolio’s responses? It is a difference they will preserve throughout the play. What might it show about their characters? How is Tybalt, for instance, characterized by Benvolio (17)? 

5. The Prince speaks (15). Read carefully and learn what he threatens. Might this be foreshadowing?

6. Following the resolution of the brawl, we hear Romeo talked of by Benvolio and Montague (his father). What do we learn about Romeo here?

7. From Romeo (23-25), we learn the cause of his strange behavior. What is it? Find the oxymoron, a form of paradox in which two contrasting terms are used together, in his speech (21).

8. What has been the lady’s response to Romeo? What allusion (23-25) helps to communicate her character?

Scene 2 (27)
A street. Usually the first part of this scene is set in the Capulet home. Juliet’s father, Capulet, and a suitor, Paris, talk.

1. How old is Juliet? Keep her age in mind as the play progresses.

2. How does Capulet feel about her marriage? Why? (27) The theme of haste is introduced here. 

3. What is the agreement between Capulet and Paris (27)? How will the coming party contribute to their plan (27-29)?

4. Benvolio and Romeo meet the servant who is delivering invitations in the street. What is Romeo’s mood? Remember the sonnets we read (11).

5. Why does Romeo decide to go to the Capulet party (31-33)? Why does Benvolio want him to go?

Scene 3 (33)
Capulet’s home: Juliet’s mother and her nurse reminisce about Juliet

1. What traits of the Nurse are revealed in her long speech (35)? She is a comic character. Look for her to provide humorous breaks in the play’s action. She is also a confidant to Juliet throughout most of the play and her foil eventually.

2. Juliet and her mother talk of Paris. What is Juliet’s response (39)? 

3. Juliet says little in this scene. Note the relative amount of speaking of the grownups and Juliet in this scene. What does this tell us about Renaissance marriage?

Scene 4 (41)
Romeo and his friends in the street; they decide to “crash” the party

1. Note that Romeo’s mood is the same as in the previous scene.

2. Mercutio is introduced. He is one of the most important characters in the play and also one of the most interesting. What is his response to Romeo’s mood(43-47)? What is his function here? Look for puns as an expression of high spirits.

3. Read Queen Mab speech (47) as a lyric poem about magic, fairies, and dreams. 

4. Look for the foreshadowing (49). The theme of star-crossed lovers is introduced here.

Scene 5 (51)
Party at the Capulets (In productions of this play, a lovely Renaissance dance is staged.)

1. What instantly happens to Romeo (53)? 

2. Capulet and Tybalt have an exchange about the presence of a Montague at the party (55)? What does this interchange say about Tybalt? About Romeo? About Montague? Might Tybalt’s response foreshadow future problems for Romeo and Juliet?

3. Romeo and Juliet manage to speak (57). Look for the sonnet in their exchange. What is the conceit (a striking parallel or metaphor, usually developed at some length in a poem) in the sonnet? What might be appropriate about this metaphor? 

4. What is the awful discovery Romeo makes when Juliet’s nurse calls her (59)?

5. Juliet learns who Romeo is (61). Note the paradoxes in her reaction (I.5.147-155).

Act II: Rising Action Complications arise, the action builds, and the plot moves ahead.

Prologue (65)
The act opens with another sonnet by the Chorus

Scene 1 (65) Near Capulet’s orchard

1. Why do you think Romeo is avoiding his friends (67)?

2. What is Mercutio’s attitude toward Romeo’s love (67-69)? What role does he play here? He will play it consistently throughout the play.

Scene 2 (69)
Juliet is at her window and Romeo is below in the orchard; it is late at night following the party
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Look for the conceit in Romeo’s speech (69). This speech, by the way, is a soliloquy, a speech in which the actor is supposedly thinking but speaks aloud so that the audience can hear his thoughts. What is Juliet compared to? What do such comparisons tell us?

2. Juliet speaks aloud about Romeo’s name. What is problem with Romeo’s name? (71-73)

3. Look for the hyperbole (bold overstatement or extravagant exaggeration of fact for special effect) in Romeo’s speech (73).

4. Juliet doe not play hard-to-get. She loves and she is honest. Nevertheless, she worries a little.  What does she worry about? (75)

5. Note how psychologically true are the ways each lover finds not to leave the other and look for the famous oxymoron (83). 

6. The theme of “haste makes waste” is important in this scene. Look for its statement. (77) 

Scene 3 (83)
Friar Lawrence’s cell

1. What activity is the Friar engaged in (85)? The recurring theme of poisoning is introduced here. Look for the personification in the first two lines of his speech. 

2. Romeo hears the last few lines of the Friar’s speech. The lines will later be seen as foreshadowing. 

3. Try to get some sense of the Friar’s personality from his lines (85-87). How well does he seem to know Romeo? The Friar will be Romeo’s confidant, thus balancing the Nurse’s role for Juliet. This is a very balanced play. Look for other examples of balancing in the play, such as scenes which balance each other.

4. Be prepared to explain the meaning of Romeo’ speech (87).

5. Why does the Friar disapprove of Romeo’s love for Rosaline (89)?

6. Why does he accept the new love (89)? Look again for the theme of haste makes waste (91).

Scene 4 (91) A street

1. Romeo’s friends. What is the news about Tybalt (91)? This may be foreshadowing. 

2. What is the mood of Benvolio and Mercutio? Look for puns that express their lightheartedness (93). 

3. Is Romeo’s mood any different from when he was pining for Rosaline (93-95)?

4. Can you see any differences between Benvolio and Mercutio (95-97)?

5. Juliet’s nurse enters with a servant. The young men tease her (97).

6. What message does Romeo give her (101-103)? The theme of haste is furthered here.

Scene 5 (103)
Capulet’s orchard

1. What is Juliet’s mood? What does it show (105)? Note how the lyric poetry (II.5.4-17) helps to express her mood.

2. What do you notice about the interchange between Juliet and her nurse (105-107)? Why do you think Shakespeare designed the scene this way? What contrast does it show? What does the character of the Nurse show about the character of Juliet?

Scene 6 (109)
Friar Lawrence’s cell

1. How long has it been since Romeo and Juliet met? 

2. Read Friar Lawrence’s speech carefully (109-111). Is it ominous? What theme is he expressing? 

3. Romeo and Juliet go off with the Friar to be married.

4. Why does the play not end here? What might Shakespeare have in mind? What elements of another path has he already presented?

Act III: The Climax
This is the climax, or turning point, of the action of the play. In a tragedy, an irrevocable act sends the course of the play toward an unhappy conclusion.
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Scene 1 (115)
A public place in Verona

1. Considering what happens in this scene, why do you think Shakespeare begins it with so much punning and joking?

2. Explain why Romeo is reluctant to fight with Tybalt (119). 

3. How would Mercutio interpret Romeo’s reluctance to fight Tybalt? What does he do about the situation? Why?

4. What is ironic about the way that Mercutio is wounded? 

5. Even while he is dying, Mercutio still manages to maintain his characteristic sense of humor. Find examples of his humor.

6. As he dies, Mercutio repeats a phrase several times. What is this phrase and why is it significant?

7. Why does Romeo cry, “O, I am fortune’s fool!” (III.1.142)?

8. Do you think Romeo should have avoided Tybalt and left the punishment of him up to Prince Escalus? Why or why not?

9. Since the Prince had decreed (Act I, Scene 1) that whoever disturbed the peace by street fighting again would be executed, why doesn’t he have Romeo killed instead of merely banishing him? Is he right?

Scene 2 (129)
Capulet’s orchard; this scene is frequently played in Juliet’s room

1. Juliet’s opening speech, in which she prays eagerly for night and Romeo to arrive, again contains the “death-marked love” theme. Find examples of this theme in her words (III.2.1-3).

2. What are the cords that the Nurse is bringing? For what will they be used?

3. Whose death is the Nurse lamenting? When do you realize this?

4. Whose death does Juliet assume the nurse is crying about?

5. Even in her grief, Juliet is still able to play on words. Notice how she does this (III.2.51-57) and explain the puns that she is making.

6. Find the examples of oxymoron in Juliet’s speech (III.2.79). Why do you think she is speaking this way?

7. What makes Juliet stop abusing Romeo? What is her reasoning that lies behind her defense of him?

8. At the end of the scene, what arrangements do Juliet and the Nurse make?

Scene 3 (139)
Friar Lawrence’s cell

1. This scene balances the scene that precedes it. In what ways are the two scenes similar in subject matter? In construction?

2. A dramatist may reveal character by contrasting one character with another. We have seen how Juliet reacted to the news of Tybalt’s death and Romeo’s banishment. Now we see Romeo’s reaction. Which of the two seems stronger or more mature?

3. Romeo also plays on words in this scene, even in the midst of his grief. Find examples of puns in his speeches.

4. By what logic does the Friar stop Romeo from harming himself (III.3.119)? 

5. What plan does the Friar suggest to Romeo?

6. Why is Romeo’s “comfort revived” near the end of the scene?

Scene 4 (153)
Capulet’s home

1. This scene serves to remind us of a plot complication we may have forgotten about: Paris’ desire to marry Juliet. Why do you think Capulet has changed his mind and now approves of the marriage taking place in a few days’ time?

2. Whom do the Capulets think Juliet is mourning for? Why?

3. Those of you who enjoy the nurse’s jokes should see an ironic double meaning in Lady Capulet’s comment in (III.4.11). What is it?

4. What is ironic about this scene?

Scene 5 (155)
Capulet’s orchard; Juliet’s room? 

1. What do the lark and the nightingale symbolize (III.5.1-7)? Why does Juliet insist that the bird they heard was the lark?

2. Explain the symbolism in III.5.2-5 and 27. How does it differ from the traditional use of such symbolism?

3. How does Shakespeare foreshadow the lovers’ doom as they say their farewells? Find and underline a passage in which he does this.

4. Notice the restraint Juliet shows in her answer to her mother’s question (III.5.70-87).

5. The dialogue between Juliet and her mother contains some interesting double entendres. Find them and then decide what Juliet is really saying. 

6. Lady Capulet’s “joyful tidings” have exactly the opposite effect on her daughter. Explain why (165).

7. What reason does Juliet give for not marrying Paris? Is it a valid one? 

8. How does Lady Capulet react to this refusal? Is her reaction that of a typical mother, in your opinion? Explain.

9. To what does Lord Capulet compare Juliet in III.5.135-143? Is the conceit an appropriate one—from Juliet’s point of view, as well as from ours?

10. How does Lord Capulet react to Juliet’s refusal to marry Paris? Is his reaction justified from his point of view? Explain.

11. Juliet appeals first to her mother, then to her Nurse, for support against her father’s decree. What response does each one give her?

12. Whose advice is more hateful to her? Explain why.

13. Juliet now must face her problems alone. What does she propose to do? What does this decision reveal about her character (as opposed to Nurse’s)?
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Act IV: Falling Action
  Events begin to descend toward the play’s conclusion. Frequently, in a Shakespearean tragedy, the fall is temporarily averted by a seeming turn for the better. Look for this event in this act.

Scene 1 (177)
Friar Lawrence’s cell

1. Why is Paris visiting the Friar?

2. Notice the emphasis on haste. Where have we seen this theme before?

3. According to Paris, what is the reason for the speed with which his marriage to Juliet is to occur? 

4. There is much wit—and irony—in Juliet’s replies to Paris in their speeches (IV.1.22-37). Find examples of the double meanings in Juliet’s words. What do you think of her conduct here?

5. Study Juliet’s speech (IV.1.78-90). What figure of speech occurs in it several times? Why would Juliet speak in this manner at this time?

6. If the Friar cannot help her, what does Juliet say that she will do?

7. Explain the plan the Friar suggests to Juliet. How does she react to it? Are you surprised at her reaction?

8. Why, do you suppose, cannot Juliet simply tell her parents that she is already married? Explain.

Scene 2 (187)
Capulet’s house

1. What is the importance of this brief scene?
2. Why does Capulet change the wedding date? Of what is he guilty here?
3. Is Juliet telling the truth to her father? Explain.
4. Find two lines of Lady Capulet’s that are, in view of the ending of the play, strangely prophetic. Comment on them.

Scene 3 (191)
Juliet’s room

1. What excuse does Juliet give the nurse and her mother that permits her to be left alone?
2. Before she finally drinks the potion, Juliet imagines several frightening things that might happen to her. What are these things? Are the fears natural? How does she overcome them?

Scenes 4 & 5 (195,197)  Capulet’s house and Juliet’s room

1. For what dramatic purpose does Shakespeare supply thirty lines of puns and wit at the beginning of the fourth scene?
2. In explaining to Paris what has happened to Juliet, what conceit does Lord Capulet employ? Why is it even more appropriate than he realizes?

Act V: Denoument
The conclusion is reached

Scene 1 (211)
Mantua

1. From the exchange between Romeo and his servant Balthazar, it is evident that one part of Friar’s plan has backfired. Which part would this be?
2. What does Romeo really mean by, “Well, Juliet, I will lie with thee tonight” (V.1.37)?
3. Why is the apothecary’s poverty important to the play?
4. By what reasoning does Romeo convince the apothecary to sell him poison? Why didn’t he want to sell it to Romeo at first?
5. Romeo says to the apothecary, “I sell thee poison; thou hast sold me none” (V.1.87). What does he mean by this? In what sense is the poison he has purchased a “cordial”? (A cordial is a reviving drink.)

Scene 2 (217)
Friar Lawrence’s cell

1. What was Friar John’s errand, and what has prevented him from completing it?
2. Friar Lawrence says, “The letter was not nice…” (V.2.18). What does he mean? Note how drastically the meaning of the word nice has changed since Shakespeare’s time.
3. How does Friar Lawrence think he can save the situation? What important piece of information do we know that he does not?
4. What is the dramatic function of this scene?
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Scene 3 (219)
A churchyard with the Capulet’s tomb

1. Why has Paris come to the Capulets’ tomb?
2. What is ironic about his question (V.3.19-20)?
3. Romeo’s conceit (V.3.45-48) is rather gruesome, but, under the circumstances, quite appropriate. Explain what he means.
4. What does Paris think that Romeo is doing at the tomb? Explain how he sees the situation.
5. Does Paris have a special reason to hate Romeo?
6. There is bitter dramatic irony in Romeo’s comments on Juliet’s appearance in the tomb. Point this out.
7. How does Paris’ death reinforce the tragic nature of the outcome of the play? Is it necessary to the play as a whole? Does it illustrate any general truth that Shakespeare may be pointing out?
8. In Friar Lawrence’s words (V.3.121-122) are an echo of an important piece of advice he once gave Romeo. Relate his words here to those he said then. 
9. What new “solution” does the Friar offer Juliet? Why does she refuse? 
10. Besides Romeo’s, Juliet’s, and Paris’, another death is announced in this final scene. Whose is it and how did it happen?
11. Even the Prince has been twice bereaved by the Capulet-Montague feud. Explain. 
12. How do Capulet and Montague symbolically bring their feud to an end?
13. Do you think the Friar and the nurse will be punished for their actions? Why or why not?
14. In what ways—both in form and content—is the Prince’s speech a fitting conclusion?
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