
               

R&J: 60 
  
Performance Study Guide  
  

  
  

The plays of William Shakespeare remain the core of many middle and high school literature curricula because they 

articulate virtually every significant aspect of human nature, human relationships and emotional experience.   

  

Experiencing a performance of R&J: 60 will bring to life some of literature’s most enduring characters.  Seeing and 

hearing Shakespeare professionally performed can create a lifelong appreciation 

of theater, as well as bring to life complicated language and ideas in innovative 

and eye-opening ways.  
   

Background on Shakespeare:        
 
His theatre’s original practices, his audience, and the Atlanta Shakespeare 

Company’s performances   

 
The Atlanta Shakespeare Company (ASC) at the New American Shakespeare 

Tavern is proud to call itself an ‘Original Practice’ company. In a nutshell, 

‘Original Practice’ means the active exploration of the Elizabethan stagecraft and 

acting techniques that Shakespeare’s own audiences would have enjoyed nearly 

four hundred years ago.  

So what does this mean for an audience member at one of our Shakespeare productions? You will see an exciting 

performance featuring period costumes, sword fights, sound effects created live by our actors rather than pre-

recorded ones, and live music played on the stage of our Elizabethan-style playhouse.  But most important of all, 

our actors are trained to speak Shakespeare’s poetry directly to you, the audience, instead of using the more modern 

acting convention of ignoring the audience’s presence. Our actors make eye contact with you and make sure you’re 

in on all the jokes.  As a student seeing one of our Shakespeare plays, you will gain added understanding of 

Elizabethan style, language and drama by seeing it performed as Shakespeare’s own company might have. To 

Shakespeare’s original audiences theater was an active event that engaged and included them (think sports event, 

rather than the movies,) and he wrote his plays accordingly.  This, more than any other reason, is why those plays 

are written to be experienced live in performance rather than just read out of a book…as we hope you’ll agree when 

you see ASC’s Romeo and Juliet!  

  

What exactly did it mean to attend live theater in Shakespeare’s time? For starters, it is useful to know that 

Shakespeare’s audience didn’t go to ‘see a play’--they went to ‘hear a play.’  In fact, it is helpful to think of 

Shakespeare’s audience as active players in the drama rather than passive observers of a 2- dimensional 

entertainment, as we would be today while watching a movie.  

  

 The Elizabethan audience was rambunctious, opinionated, loud and voracious 

about their entertainment.  Shakespeare’s theater company built their performance 

space, The Globe, on the south bank of the Thames River since it was           

illegal for players or theaters to exist within the confines of London itself.  Nearby 

the Globe you could find the Clink Prison, bear-baiting pits, brothels, and all 

manner of unsavory folk. It’s really no surprise that the government and Puritan 

element of English society frequently tried to close down the theaters throughout 

Shakespeare’s career.    

  

Theater attendance was a daytime activity, since the Elizabethans had no effective 

means to light a space besides candles and torches.  Most theaters offered a 

performance at 2 or 3 in the afternoon every day (except Sunday) throughout much of the year. When the Bubonic 

Plague was at its worst during the summer, the government closed the theaters because they constituted a health 

hazard, combining too many people in too small a space.   

  

Since they performed during the day (the Globe was open to the elements to take advantage of daylight), many 

 

 



audience members skipped work or other duties to attend.  All different kinds of people attended the theater.  Lords 

and ladies could pay 2 or 3 pence to sit in one of the upper galleries of the Globe, and regular folks stood in the area 

just in front the stage itself for only a penny.  Shakespeare wrote his plays to appeal to all levels of society…and we 

can see that this still works today.  Not everyone at every performance gets all the jokes, the historical references 

and word play--even Shakespeare didn’t expect that—but everyone takes at least something away from performance.  

  

Theatrical sets as we usually understand them didn’t exist back then.  Costumes were more lavish versions of what 

people wore every day, with traditional added pieces when the author wanted the audience to recognize a king, or a 

magical fairy, or a bear, to name just a few examples. From the few hand-drawn sketches of theaters surviving from 

the 16th and 17th centuries, we believe that what the Elizabethan play-goer saw on the Globe stage was very similar to 

what you see when you come to the Shakespeare Tavern or see our touring set: a “playhouse-inspired” unit with 

three doors (right, left and center), a balcony above the center entrance, and the ability to enter and exit from each of 

the doors.  At the Atlanta Shakespeare Company, we also use exits off the floor and from the center of the stage into 

the audience in order to make you part of the action.  

  

Why do we invest so fully in Elizabethan Original Practices?  We believe that   Shakespeare’s plays get to the core 

of what it means to be human.  We believe Shakespeare’s plays are great works of literature as well as engaging, 

funny, outrageous entertainment… and a fundamental way to understand them is to see them performed in the same 

way that their author originally intended. Original practice offers numerous ways in to closer readings of the plays as 

well as cross-curricular opportunities to study history, social sciences, and world literature.   

 

Shakespeare’s Sources:  
  

Think about how many movies today are inspired by television shows, books, or 

other movies. Shakespeare was no different—he often borrowed the stories for his 

plays from other sources. His primary source for Romeo and Juliet was a poem by 

Arthur Brooke called The Tragicall Historye of Romeus and Iuliet, written in 1562. 

He may also have known the popular tale of Romeo and Juliet from a collection by 

William Painter, entitled The Palace of Pleasure, which was written some time 

before 1580. Shakespeare also likely read the three sources on which Brooke's 

poem and Painter's story were based -- namely, Giulietta e Romeo, a novella by the 

Italian author Matteo Bandello, written in 1554; a story in a collection called Il 

Novellio, by the widely-popular fifteenth-century writer Masuccio Salernitano; and 

the Historia Novellamente Ritrovata di Due Nobili Amanti or A Story Newly Found 

of two Noble Lovers, written by Luigi Da Porto and published in 1530. For more 

information, check out Amanda Mabillard’s An Analysis of Shakespeare's Sources for Romeo and Juliet at 

Shakespeare Online: http://www.shakespeareonline.com/playanalysis/romeosources.html  (11/22/07)   
  

The CHARACTERS in our abridged production of Romeo and Juliet:     

  

Sampson and Gregory: Servants of the Capulet household.  Biting your thumb as they do is a vulgar and 

disrespectful gesture.  

 

Abraham: This young man- a servant to the Montagues- just happens to be on the wrong street at the 

wrong time.  

 

Benvolio: Friend to Romeo. A bit older and more rational than his friend.   

 

Tybalt: The “Prince of Cats.” Juliet’s cousin, temperamental, and an excellent swordsman. 

 

Capulet:  Father of Juliet, a rich merchant. Wants her to marry the wealthy Paris.  

 

Lady Capulet: Mother of Juliet, a trophy wife. She had Juliet when she was a teenager.    

 

Prince Escalus: The ruler of Verona who has forbidden public acts of violence. The Prince has dealings 

http://www.shakespeareonline.com/playanalysis/romeosources.html


with the Capulet family and is related to Romeo’s friend, Mercutio.    

 

Romeo:  A young man who is continually falling in and out of love.  

 

Paris: The wealthy young nobleman that the Capulets want Juliet to marry.  

 

Peter: Gullible servant to the Capulets, who cannot read.  

 

Juliet: An only child and 14 years old.   

 

Juliet’s Nurse: Widowed nursemaid to Juliet.  Arguably a closer friend and companion to Juliet than her 

own parents. 

  

Mercutio: Close friend of Romeo.  He is fiery and likes to party.  

 

Friar Lawrence:  He marries Romeo and Juliet, hoping to reconcile the feud between their families. 

“This alliance may so happy prove to turn your households’ rancor to pure love.”  

 

Paris’s Page:  He is left on guard at the Capulet tomb.  

 

Balthazar: Serves Romeo after he is banished from Verona.    

  
  

The ACTORS in our abridged production of Romeo & Juliet:        

 

Adam King (Romeo/ Sampson) holds a BFA in Acting from Webster University, and has 

been a company member at ASC for three years. ASC credits include Our Town, The 

Complete Works of William Shakespeare (Abridged), As You Like It, Twelfth Night and 

numerous others. He also serves as an Education Administration Assistant and resident 

teaching artist, and is currently a touring performer in Shakespeare 4 Kids: Dream Scheme, 

Shakespeare: The Language that Shaped a World, and R&J:60. As a teaching artist, he has 

also worked with the Alliance Theatre and the Marcus Jewish Community Center. 

 

Kati Grace Brown (Juliet/ Tybalt/ Gregory) moved to Atlanta after completing her BFA in 

Musical Theatre & Directing from the Barter Theatre Conservatory at Emory & Henry College 

(VA). She has been with the Atlanta Shakespeare Company ever since and is entering into her 

8th season as an actor, director, choreographer, administrator and teaching artist. Kati Grace is 

a cast member of Shakespeare for Kids: Macbeth and Shakespeare: the Language That Shaped 

a World, both touring until December 2015. On Mainstage, her favorite credits have included Miranda in 

Tempest, Emilia in Othello and Luciana in The Comedy of Errors.  

Mary Ruth Ralston (Benvolio/ Lady Capulet/ Paris’s Page/ Balthazar) is an actor, teaching 

artist, lighting designer, fight assistant, and Apprentice Company graduate with the Atlanta 

Shakespeare Company. She has co-directed several after-school residencies and summer 

camp programs for middle and high schoolers, and delights in sharing her enthusiasm for 

Shakespeare with students. 

 

 



O'Neil Delapenha (Mercutio/ Paris/ Prince/ Nurse/ Peter) is a South Florida native, and new 

addition to The Atlanta Shakespeare Company. Most recently he was the production 

manager and actor at Fantasy Theatre Factory, South Florida's longest running children's 

theatre touring company. There he led educational workshops and programs, catering to 

families, children with special needs, and public festivals. 
 
 

Vinnie Mascola (Lord Capulet/ Friar Lawrence/ Abraham) has worked with The 

Atlanta Shakespeare Company for five years, appearing in over thirty productions 

in that time including King Lear, Romeo and Juliet, Comedy of Errors, and Hamlet. 

  
 

The Story:               
   
“Two households, both alike in dignity, in fair Verona, where we lay our scene.”   

 

 
 

Servants of the houses of Montague and Capulet pick a fight, later broken up by Benvolio. The Prince arrives and threatens to 

execute the next men to brawl in the street.  

 

Romeo is not present for the first, but when he does appear we find out he is in love with Rosaline, who does not love him back. 

Benvolio tries to cheer him up, but Romeo won’t play along.  

 

Lord Capulet sends Peter (a servant) to invite the guests to a party that the Capulet family is throwing.   

  

Romeo and Benvolio are loitering about the streets when they meet Peter with his list of the people he is meant to invite. But 

Peter cannot read and asks Benvolio to read the names.  Seeing Rosaline’s name on the list, Romeo and Benvolio resolve to 

crash the party.  



 

Meanwhile, Juliet’s mother and her nurse are preparing Juliet for the big party, and 

inform her that she will meet Paris, a possible suitor, that night. Juliet is underwhelmed 

by this prospect, but agrees to be pleasant to him at the party.  

 

Romeo, Benvolio and Mercutio are on their way to the Capulet’s ball, when they stop 

for some poetical word play on dreams, Queen Mab (Queen of the Fairies), and 

Romeo’s inability to have fun.   

 

Suddenly, Romeo sees Juliet for the first time. They are attracted at first sight, and are 

already in love before they each realize who the other is. 

 

Once at the party, the three try to blend in since they are at the enemy’s house, but 

Tybalt recognizes Romeo as a Montague.  Tybalt wants to fight, but Lord Capulet 

demands that Tybalt behave himself. 

After the party ends, Romeo hides from Benvolio 

and Mercutio in the garden outside Juliet’s 

bedroom window. Juliet appears on her balcony, 

wondering why Romeo has to be a Montague, her 

sworn enemy.  As she continues to talk (to 

herself- she believes) about her love for him, he 

waits till the best moment to announce his love. They make plans to be married the next 

day.   

 

Friar Lawrence is meditating on using the power of herbs for good or ill when Romeo 

shows up, describes his love for Juliet, and begs the Friar to marry them in secret. Friar 

Lawrence eventually agrees, hoping to heal the rift between the families.  

 

When Juliet hears the news, she runs to Friar Lawrence cell to be married immediately. 

 

Out on the street, it is hot, and Mercutio is bored. Itching for a fight, he soon gets his 

wish: Tybalt shows up and immediately taunts Mercutio. As the word play heats up, 

Romeo appears. Since it is really Romeo that Tybalt wants to fight, he attempts to anger 

Romeo with insults, but Romeo stays calm and attempts to defuse the situation. Romeo 

will not fight with his new kinsman, but Mercutio has no such reservations. Tybalt and 

Mercutio fight, and in the melee, Tybalt gets a rapier thrust into Mercutio, under Romeo’s restraining arm. Tybalt runs away, 

and Romeo’s desire for peace leaves him as he realizes that Mercutio has been mortally wounded.  When Tybalt returns, Romeo 

cannot restrain himself and fights furiously with Tybalt. Tybalt is slain and Romeo runs away. For killing Tybalt, Romeo is 

banished by the Prince.  

 

In the next scene, Juliet is impatiently waiting for night to fall so her new husband can secretly visit her chamber and 

consummate their marriage. Instead, the Nurse appears to tell her of her cousin Tybalt’s death at her husband’s hand. Worst of 

all, Romeo has been banished. Juliet despairs both for her cousin’s death and for the banishment of her new husband, and asks 

the Nurse to take a ring to Romeo as token of their love. The Nurse says she will make sure Romeo visits Juliet one last time 

before he must leave Verona forever. 

 

When the Nurse finds him, Romeo is hiding in Friar Lawrence’s cell, weeping and wailing. The Friar and the Nurse convince 

him to stop crying like a child, and to go to Juliet to comfort her.  

 

In Juliet’s room, Romeo and Juliet spend one last night together, and in the morning he flees to Mantua.  

 

As Romeo leaves, Juliet’s parents tell her about their marriage plans for her Paris. Juliet refuses and her father reacts angrily, 

demanding that she obey. Lord Capulet threatens to disown her, and even Lady Capulet and the Nurse are no comfort to her.  

 

Juliet rushes to Friar Lawrence’s cell, desperate for remedy. After much thought, Friar Lawrence gives her a sleeping potion to 

drink the night before her second marriage. The plan is that, having drunk the potion, she will fall into a deathlike appearance 

and her parents will place her supposedly dead body in the family tomb. Friar Lawrence will get word to Romeo that she is not 

really dead, and Romeo will come for her and take her with him to Mantua.  



 

Everything goes according to plan: Juliet sleeps alone that night and- 

though she has second thoughts as she considers horrible fantasies of 

entombment with the bodies of her ancestors- she drinks the sleeping 

potion.  

 

Meanwhile, in Mantua, Romeo finds out from his servant Balthazar 

that Juliet is dead, as everyone in Verona believes. Having heard this 

news before the Friar’s letter can explain the trick, Romeo believes 

that Juliet is actually dead and resolves to join her in death.   

 

The play wraps up swiftly now, as Paris (grieving for the “dead” 

Juliet) and Romeo both reach the tomb at the same time.  Romeo 

doesn’t want to fight Paris. But Paris (thinking that Romeo the 

Montague is Juliet’s enemy), tries to protect Juliet’s body, and the two men fight. Paris is slain and Romeo lays him in the tomb. 

Romeo drinks poison. Moments later, Juliet stirs, and awakens to see Friar Lawrence, who has arrived just minutes too late to 

warn Romeo of the plot. The Friar tries to convince the waking Juliet to leave with him. Once she sees Romeo’s body, she will 

not be moved and the Friar, frightened at how wrong it has all gone, rushes away. There is no more poison left for Juliet to drink, 

so she uses her dagger to join her love in death.  

 

All photos in the Story section taken by photographer Daniel Parvis.  
  

Activities, Questions, Resources           
   
During the Performance, Watch And Listen For This:  

  

Light vs. Dark: 

 

R&J:60 director, Laura Cole, believes that Juliet is the representation of light while Romeo brings more of a 

melancholy darkness to the table. Listen for key phrases of text when these characters describe themselves and 

each other. What is an instance of dialogue that supports Ms. Cole’s concept? How do the actors manifest this 

concept in their performances?  

 

Original Practice Theater:   
 

The Atlanta Shakespeare Company believes that Shakespeare’s actors spoke directly into the eyes of their 

audience members rather than ignoring them or pretending that they were not a part of the story being told 

onstage. Watch for when the actors make the decision to speak directly to the audience rather than to one 

another. Think about how this practice is different from other companies that you might have seen perform 

before. How does this choice affect your experience as an audience member?  

 

Thematic Doubling:  

 

In our production, five actors play fifteen roles. What are the considerations you believe that the director took 

when determining which actor would take on which role? How effective are those choices? Consider 

specifically Juliet & Tybalt being played by the same performer. What factors do you think played a part in that 

decision?  

After the Performance, Talk About This:   

 
The Business of Shakespeare’s Theatre: It was vitally important to the success of Shakespeare’s company, The 

Lord Chamberlain’s Men, that Queen Elizabeth like his performances. Think about the character of Prince Escalus. 

How is this figure of authority portrayed? What characteristics of Prince Escalus might Elizabeth have connected 

with or been flattered by? What faults does Escalus have? Could those have any parallel to any royals or politicians 

that Elizabeth would have encountered?  

 

Acting Techniques- Character Development: The actors’ job in this production is to make the story, language 

and character motivations as clear as possible to the audience. That can be a challenging task considering how 

many characters some of the actors play. What vocal and physical choices did you see the actors make to help 



clarify the gender, status and personality of their several characters?  

 

After the Performance, Do This: 

 

Capulet vs. Montague: We know that the Capulets and Montagues are wrapped up into everlasting hatred.. but 

why? The feud is never explained and presumably happened a long time ago. Work together in groups to come 

up with as many different (realistic) potential reasons for their conflict. Take into account everything that you 

learned about the characteristics of the families from watching the play as well as historical information about 

Italy during Shakespeare’s day. What manner of conflict resolution might have been more effective for these 

characters than brawling in the streets.   

 

“It’s a love story…” Taylor Swift structured her entire song “Love Story” after a modern-day Romeo & Juliet 

scenario. What other songs can you find that mention the storyline or characters from this famous play?  

 

Shakespeare in Other Forms           

 

Did you know that there are thirty film versions of Romeo & Juliet, including the following: 

 

 

 

1968, Directed by Franco Zeffirelli 

For many students in the 90s and early 2000s, this was the version shown in English Class. 

Did your teacher show you this version or assign you to watch it?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

1996, Directed by Baz Luhrmann 

You might be more familiar with Mr. Luhrmann’s recent take on The Great Gatsby or his 

flamboyant musical Moulin Rouge, but he also presented a modernized (read: there are guns, 

not swords) version of the Bard’s classic love story.  

Notice how much of Juliet’s text has been cut in this version- why might that be?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

2013, Directed by Carlo Carlei 

While the actors appear in Elizabethan dress, they speak in a mixture of the classic text and 

modern English. Screenplay writer, Julian Fellowes (of Downton Abbey- fame), has 

received a lot of criticism from the Shakespeare nerds of the world for changing the text. 

What do you think about his decision?  

 

 

And of course, who could forget… 

 

http://www.imdb.com/media/rm238399744/tt0063518?ref_=tt_pv_md_1
http://www.imdb.com/media/rm1804967424/tt0117509?ref_=tt_ov_i
http://www.imdb.com/media/rm2355355392/tt1645131?ref_=ttmi_mi_all_sf_1


 

 

Gnomeo and Juliet… yeah… this happened.  

 

 

 

 

These is also a ballet version by Sergei Prokofiev and an opera (Romeo et Juliette) by Charles Gounod. 
 
Famous and Commonly Used Phrases from Romeo and Juliet       
  

Other than Hamlet, Romeo and Juliet is probably Shakespeare’s most often-quoted play in modern popular culture.  

 

A few phrases you might have heard before:   

  

Starr-cross’d lovers  

The two hour’s traffic of our stage  

You kiss by the book  

But, Soft!  What light through yonder window breaks?  It is the east, and Juliet is the sun.  

Romeo, Romeo!  Wherefore art thou Romeo!  

What’s in a name?  That which we call a rose by any other word would smell as sweet.  

A plague o’ both your houses!  

O, I am fortune’s fool!  

  

What are some others that you noticed while watching the performance? Where have you heard them before: were 

they used in commercials? Referenced in a movie? Parodied in a cartoon or television comedy? Why do you think 

writers keep choosing to reference Romeo and Juliet nowadays—what do they have to gain from quoting 

Shakespeare?  

  

Resources for Further Information/Exploration        

 
Websites:  
Mr. William Shakespeare and The Internet: http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/- this site contains excellent resources 

and is a great ‘meta’ site.  

Shakespeare’s Globe website: www.shakespeares-globe.org  

  

Books:  
Romeo and Juliet Folger Edition  
The Elizabethan World Picture by E.M.W. Tilyard  

1599 by James Shapiro  
Asimov’s Guide to Shakespeare by Isaac Asimov  
Staging In Shakespeare’s Theaters by Andrew Gurr and Mariko Ichikawa  

Shakespeare A to Z by Charles Boyce  
  

The Atlanta Shakespeare Company’s performance text (the version of the play we use while rehearsing each 

performance) is The Applause First Folio of Shakespeare in Modern Type, edited by Neil Freeman. or more 

information on the First Folio of Shakespeare visit: http://web.uvic.ca/shakespeare/Annex/DraftTxt/index.html  

http://shakespeare.palomar.edu/-
http://www.shakespeares-globe.org/
http://web.uvic.ca/shakespeare/Annex/DraftTxt/index.html
http://www.imdb.com/media/rm1022409216/tt0377981?ref_=tt_pv_md_1

