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Henry VI  (1590--1591)
The Merchant of Venice (i596—1597)

King Lear (1605)

The Tempest (1611)
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Romeo and Juliet

Romeo and Juliet,a play written in the second period of
Shakespeare’ s dramatic career, has always enjoyed popular
esteem. The play was probably written in 1595,and is thought as
the contemporary with Richard [l and A Midsummer Night’s
Dream. Shakespeare’ s direct source was the long poem The
Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet by Arthur Brooke
published in 1562, The 3,000 lines of verse of Brooke was very
dull. Although Shakespeare is basically faithful to the tale, he
adapts Brooke freely. Brooke takes a very moral tone about the
lovers,especially in his Address to the Reader ; and some of this
attitude comes through in the play, largely as a part of the
admonitions of Friar Lawrence, while Shakespeare takes a
temperate attiude towards the lovers; and Shakespeare is always
ready to accept and transform a conventional morality and an
appropriately limited place in the play for the whole moral
bearing of the play.

With his masterly skills, Shakespeare has transformed the
tale into action, altering and compressing to make a sharp
theatrical point,telescoping events,expanding such characters as
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the Nurse and Mercutio, cutting material and inventing new
episodes. The effect is not merely to make the story fit“the two
hours’ traffic of our stage” and to produce significant
juxtapositions of events(for Shakespeare obviously enjoyed the
possibilities of antithetical love and hate, youth and age,in the
tale) but to display in it qualities of passion and intellectual
subtlety hidden under the surface of other versions. The play,
considered in relation to its source,is one of the dramatist’s most
brilliant transformations.

Morality is an important element both in Brooke’s verse and
Shakespeare’s play,but what we have in Shakespeare’s play is a
pathetic but charming love story. The love Shakespeare describes
is of itself beautiful and valuable; but just as it is in its very
nature the business of the young, with passions hardly
controlled,so it is in its very nature associated with disaster and
death. Portents, whether of the stars or of dreams, will foretell
it. Out of this truth one can make a partial morality; but in this
play Shakespeare offers a complex pattern of suffering from
which a moral man might as well decide for love or against it.
Caught in that tragic swirl of events ,Romeo and Juliet say more
than Brooke’s sermon can. Romeo fluctuates from melancholy to
high spirits, from unmanly despair to calm, and moves from
recognition that it is “e’en so”to a kind of adult fatalism. Juliet
more strikingly changes from a girl too young to have thoughts
of marriage into a mature and suffering woman,

It is in this sense that we should understand the emphasis on
Fate. It is represented in the law of the world, which neither the
dateless passion of the lovers nor the expedients of Friar
Lawrence can alter. Fortune throws the character into attitudes
which ironically belie their fine words;the Friar says “Wisely and

« 9 .



