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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature 

Key Stage: 4 and 5 

Author / Text: William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet 

Theme: Words, poetry and plagiarism 

Rationale  
In these activities, students will conduct a close linguistic exploration of the text, which 

considers the central and deadly role that words play in the lovers’ fate. They will also engage 

in broader tasks which contextualise the play in terms of its relationship to its main source, 

Brooke’s Romeus and Juliet, and the fashion for sonnet writing in the 1590s. Enjoy the ideas 

below, but remember ‘Wisely and slow. They stumble that run fast’! 

Content 
Literary and historical sources: 

 Brooke’s Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Juliet (1562) 

 First edition of Shakespeare’s Sonnets (1609)  

 Gouge’s Of Domesticall Duties (1622) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 

 Juliet’s eloquence: Penny Gay 
 Daughters in Shakespeare, dreams, duty and defiance: Kim Ballard 

 

Key questions 

 What is the dangerous power of words in the play? 

 Just what exactly is in a name?  

 How does Shakespeare use and adapt the sonnet form? 

 How good a poet is Romeo? 

 Did Shakespeare steal words or ideas from his source, Arthur Brooke’s Romeus and 

Juliet?  

 

Activities 
1) The deadly power of words 

 

Remind students of one of the most famous speeches in the history of drama: 

‘O Romeo, Romeo! wherefore art thou Romeo?’ to ‘Take all myself’. (1.2.33–49) 
 

http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Brookes-Romeus-and-Juliet
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/First-edition-of-Shakespeares-Sonnets-1609
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Of-Domesticall-Duties-by-William-Gouge-1622
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Juliets-eloquence
http://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/articles/Daughters-in-Shakespeare-dreams-duty-and-defiance
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In class read this speech and debate the following questions. 
 
a) The first line is very commonly quoted and misunderstood. What do you think Juliet means? 
b) ‘Deny thy father and refuse thy name!’ What might be the consequences for Romeo if he 
cut himself off from his family?  
c) ‘What’s in a name? That which we call a rose / By any other word would smell as sweet’ 
(2.2.43–44). Do you agree that names aren’t important? Do names change our understanding 
of, and attitudes to, what they describe? 
 
In many ways Romeo and Juliet are victims of their names, and words more generally. Words 
in Romeo and Juliet are deadly. Give small groups one or two of the following quotes.  
 
Ask students to feed back to the class on: 
 

- Who is speaking?  
- What is happening at that point in the play? 
- How does the character speaking present language itself (e.g. names, words, speech or 

writing)?  
 
 

  What, drawn, and talk of peace? I hate the word      
 As I hate hell, all Montagues, and thee. (1.1.69–71) 
 
 

 Three civil brawls, bred of an airy word,      
 By thee, old Capulet, and Montague,      
 Have thrice disturb'd the quiet of our streets (1.1.89–91) 
 
 

  JULIET You kiss by th' book.   
 
NURSE Madam, your mother craves a word with you. (1.5.110–11) 

 
 

  ROMEO                             By a name      
 I know not how to tell thee who I am.      
 My name, dear saint, is hateful to myself,      
 Because it is an enemy to thee.      
 Had I it written, I would tear the word.     
 

 JULIET My ears have yet not drunk a hundred words      
 Of that tongue's utterance, yet I know the sound. (2.2.53–59) 
 
 

 FRIAR God pardon sin! wast thou with Rosaline? 
 

ROMEO With Rosaline? my ghostly father, no; 
I have forgot that name, and that name's woe. (2.3.44–46) 

 
 

                                      O, give me thy hand,     
 One writ with me in sour misfortune's book!      
 I'll bury thee in a triumphant grave. (5.2.81–83) 
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  Hath Romeo slain himself? Say thou but ay,      
 And that bare vowel I shall poison more      
 Than the death-darting eye of cockatrice.      
 I am not I, if there be such an ay.      
 Or those eyes shut that make thee answer ay (3.2.45–49) 
 
 

 ‘Romeo is banished': to speak that word,     
 Is father, mother, Tybalt, Romeo, Juliet,      
 All slain, all dead: 'Romeo is banished'!      
 There is no end, no limit, measure, bound,      
 In that word's death; no words can that woe sound. (3.2.122–26)  
 
 

  O friar, the damned use that word in hell;      
 Howling attends it.How hast thou the heart,      
 Being a divine, a ghostly confessor,      
 A sin-absolver, and my friend profess'd,      
 To mangle me with that word 'banished'? (3.3.47–51). 
 
 
 
2) Young love and the sonnet form  

When the play was first performed in the 1590s, sonnets were highly fashionable. Romeo and 

Juliet is perhaps the play (along with Love’s Labour’s Lost, which he was likely working on 

around the same time) where we can most clearly see the influence of Shakespeare’s ‘other’ 

career as a sonneteer.  

a) Romeo as a ‘teenage poet’: 

Before he meets Juliet, Romeo is a somewhat stereotypical writer of Petrarchan love sonnets in 

his pursuit of Rosaline. Here are his descriptions of love (from Act 1, Scene 1) as he pines for 

the chaste Rosaline: 

Here's much to do with hate, but more with love. 
Why then, O brawling love! O loving hate! 
O any thing, of nothing first create! 
O heavy lightness! serious vanity, 
Misshapen chaos of well-seeming forms! 
Feather of lead, bright smoke, cold fire,sick health, 
Still-waking sleep, that is not, what it is! 
This love feel I, that feel no love in this. 
Dost thou not laugh? (1.1.175–183) 

Ask students to consider the following: 

 What poetic techniques does Romeo use here?  

 Why do you think Benvolio laughs at this speech?  
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b) Romeo the mature lover 

The most famous sonnet in the play is a dialogue between Romeo and Juliet which ends with 

their first kiss (Act 1, Scene 5).  

ROMEO If I profane with my unworthiest hand, 
This holy shrine, the gentle sin is this: 
My lips, two blushing pilgrims, ready stand 
To smooth that rough touch with a tender kiss. 

 

JULIET Good pilgrim, you do wrong your hand too much, 

Which mannerly devotion shows in this: 
For saints have hands that pilgrims' hands do touch, 
And palm to palm is holy palmers' kiss. 
 
ROMEO Have not saints lips, and holy palmers too? 
 
JULIET Ay, pilgrim, lips that they must use in pray’r. 

 
ROMEO O then, dear saint, let lips do what hands do, 
They pray– grant thou, lest faith turn to despair. 
 
JULIET Saints do not move, though grant for prayers' sake. 
 
ROMEO Then move not, while my prayer's effect I take. (1.5.93–106) 

 

 How has Romeo’s language of love changed from Act 1, Scene 1? 

 This sonnet perfectly follows the structure Shakespeare uses in his sonnets. How 

does Shakespeare make this poem a dramatic event on stage? 

 How are religious imagery and ideas used in this sonnet? 

 Compare this sonnet with Shakespeare’s Sonnets (1609): 27 ‘Weary with toil, I 

haste me to my bed’, 108 ‘What’s in the brain that ink may character’, 116 (marked 

119 in the first edition of the Sonnets) ‘Let me not to the marriage of true minds’.  

 How are these similar/different to the sonnets in the play? 

 

3) Adaptations  

Shakespeare’s primary source for Romeo and Juliet is the little-known poet Arthur Brooke’s 

Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Juliet (1562). Some people argue that Shakespeare ‘stole’ the 

plots for his plays. Others say he adapted other people’s work in a way that made it uniquely 

Shakespearean. What do you think? 

Compare and contrast Brooke’s story with that of Shakespeare. What effect might these plot 

changes have? 

Brooke Shakespeare  Effect of these changes? 
Action takes place over nine 
months  

Action takes place over four 
or five days 

 

Romeus and Juliet secretly 
spend nights together for 

Romeo and Juliet only spend 
one night together  

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/First-edition-of-Shakespeares-Sonnets-1609
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Brookes-Romeus-and-Juliet
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Brookes-Romeus-and-Juliet


The British Library | www.bl.uk/shakespeare  5 

 

three months 
Mercutio is a very minor 
character hardly mentioned 
by Brooke 

Mercutio is a highly 
developed character and a 
close friend of Romeo  

 

Romeus and Juliet meet at the 
dance but Romeus is struck 
dumb by her beauty   

Romeo and Juliet meet at the 
dance and complete a love 
sonnet in their dialogue  

 

 

Brooke begins his poem with a letter ‘To the Reader’ in which he explains that the purpose of 

the story which follows is to provide moral instruction and warn the reader about the dangers 

of lust. He is critical of the behaviour of Romeus, Juliet, the Nurse and the Friar: 

 

And to this end (good Reader) is this tragical matter written, to describe unto thee a 

couple of unfortunate lovers, thralling themselves to unhonest desire; neglecting the 

authority and advice of parents and friends; conferring their principal counsels with 

drunken gossips and superstitious friars (the naturally fit instruments of unchastity); 

attempting all adventures of peril for th' attaining of their wished lust; using auricular 

confession the key of whoredom and treason, for furtherance of their purpose; abusing 

the honourable name of lawful marriage to cloak the shame of stolen contracts; finally, 

by all means of unhonest life hasting to most unhappy death. (pp. 2v–3r) 

 

How far do you think Shakespeare shares the views of Brooke’s narrator? Give evidence from 

Shakespeare’s play to support your argument.  

 

Extension activities 

 Research other sources of the Romeo and Juliet story  

 Research adaptations of Shakespeare’s version by Bernstein/Sondheim, Tom Stoppard, 

Baz Luhrmann and Prokofiev  

 Compare Juliet’s ‘What’s in a name?’ speech with the semiotic theory of Ferdinand de 

Saussure (the ‘arbitrary’ link between words and what they represent)  

 Consider the importance of daughters and duty in the play:  

 

When we first meet Juliet in Act 1, Scene 3, she agrees (without complaint) to be married off at 

13 years old because it’s what her parents want. She will love Paris exactly as much as she is 

told to: 

 

But no more deep will I endart mine eye 
Than your consent gives strength to make it fly (1.3.98–99). 

 

Read the whole scene. What advice would you give an actress playing Juliet about how to play 

this scene? How does Juliet feel about this marriage?  

 

Published just after Shakespeare’s death, clergyman William Gouge’s Of Domesticall Duties 

(1622) was a widely-read book giving advice about personal conduct.  It gives a flavour of 

contemporary attitudes to parent/child relationships and the question of duty and obedience.  

 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Of-Domesticall-Duties-by-William-Gouge-1622
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Of-Domesticall-Duties-by-William-Gouge-1622
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When writing about marriage, Gouge is quite clear – you must have the consent of your 

parents:  

 

Children for the most part being heady and rash for want of experience; and seeking 

more to satisfie their present carnall desire, then to provide a good lasting helpe for 

themselves; but parents … having by much experience, better understanding … is it 

not meete, even for the child’s good … the parents should have a stroake [make the 

decision] (p. 449).  

 

Gouge is also critical of priests who marry children without the consent of their parents: 

 

Their fact is as bad as the fact of the principals themselues. Their solemnization of such 

mariages emboldneth both the parties that are so married, and also all the persons that 

are present thereat. They highly dishonour Gods holy ordinance. (pp. 452–53) 

 

Discussion questions: 

 

 Is Friar Laurence responsible for the deaths of Romeo and Juliet? 

 Re-read Act 3, Scene 5. How does the behaviour of Capulet in this scene compare with 

his behaviour elsewhere in the play? What arguments does he give for why Juliet 

should obey his wishes and marry Paris?  

 Re-read all Paris’ lines in the play (there aren’t that many!). Is there anything actually 

‘wrong’ with him as a match for Juliet?  

 

 

 


