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Letter from the Director of Education 
First and foremost, THANK YOU SO MUCH for bringing this 

production of Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet to your students. During the 

past eleven Nebraska Shakespeare touring seasons, I have seen the amazing 

impact that these touring productions have had on students’ lives. I 

understand how difficult it is to bring an event like ours into your school 

with schedule and budget constraints, and so again, thank you for 

supporting this touring program. It is educators like you that continue to 

make a difference for their students in the world of theatre and education.  

 The following study guide accompanies our 12th annual touring 

production of Romeo and Juliet. It further explores the text and challenges 

students to think critically about the show. This production is an 

abbreviated adaptation of the play and, therefore, this study guide will not 

address the lines and characters that have been cut for time and clarity. 

As you peruse the materials, look for the Romeo and Juliet logo.   

This symbol indicates an interactive, fun activity for students to engage 

with the text and further their understanding of the dramatic literature. Feel 

free to adapt any of the exercises to fit your students’ experience and 

comfort level.  All activities can be used before or after the production. 

Please contact me with any other questions and comments.  
 
Sincerely, 

 
 
 

Sarah Carlson-Brown 
Director of Education- Nebraska Shakespeare 
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Nebraska Shakespeare On Tour 
When Nebraska Shakespeare puts together our fall On Tour production, we face a couple of 

challenges. The first is that the performance must be 75 minutes, to fit easily into a school’s schedule. If 

the complete script of Romeo and Juliet was to be performed, the play would last over 3 hours. So the 

script for this touring production was trimmed 

considerably, eliminating side plots, smaller 

characters, and combining some characters and lines, 

but all the while keeping the original Shakespeare 

language intact. 

The second challenge faced is that the On Tour acting company is made up of seven actors, yet the 

play calls for 22 named characters, along with servants, musician, pages, and a Chorus. That means the 

audience will get to see some of the actors play more than one character.  There will also be cross-

gendered casting in this production of Romeo and Juliet. The traditionally-male characters of Benvolio, 

Capulet, and Prince will be played by female actors. These cross-gendered roles (female playing male roles, 

or vice versa) allow us to open up a dialogue about gender restrictions that occurred in Shakespeare’s 

time, while also discussing gender roles in our current society. 

The Play: A community divided, wracked with fear and rocked by violence. Romeo desperately 

struggles to retain what is left of art, beauty, and love. Juliet, clinging to her family for protection and 

strength, has fallen victim to their blind hatred. In an attempt to find control over their own hearts, Juliet 

and Romeo discover that in this desolate wasteland, merely surviving is insufficient. Despite the ongoing 

civil destruction, it is the internal conflict between head and heart that holds this world hostage. Presented 

through a Brechtian theatrical lens, this Romeo and Juliet lays bare the means of production, transforming 

characters before the audience, and stripping away the disguise of live performance. This world must 

change or be forever broken. 

 

The Production Style: Every season, Nebraska Shakespeare 

On Tour strives to bring a new style or concept to its 

audience. From mask work to puppetry to gender 

performance, Shakespeare On Tour productions challenge 

their audience with new and engaging theatrical devices. This fall, Romeo and Juliet will be presented 

through a Bretchian lens. Bertolt Brecht was one of the most influential figures of 20th century theatre. 

Brecht’s theories for the stage, including his well-known Epic Theatre form, changed how theatre was 

produced and received. His Epic Theatre methods allow the audience to see every aspect of the 

performance by stripping away all tricks and conventions of theatre. For this production, all actors will 

remain on stage throughout the performance, interacting with one another as characters as well as actors. 

Set and costume changes, along with light and sound effects, will be performed in full view of the 

audience. Each scene will be given a title on a chalk board. These theatrical techniques will invite the 

audience to view this very well-known play with a fresh perspective, giving new access points to the play’s 

relevant themes of love, blind hatred, and the cycle of societal violence. 

“My only love sprung from my only hate.  

Too early seen unknown and known too late.” 

-Juliet 

  

 

 

“Ah, sir, ah sir, death’s the end of all.” 

-Nurse 
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The History of Romeo and Juliet 
  As the title page of the play's 1597 edition tells us, Romeo and Juliet was a 

popular success in its day: “... it hath been often (with great applause) played 

publicly.” Similar to Nebraska Shakespeare’s On Tour production, very little 

scenery and a minimum amount of props were used in these first productions of 

Romeo and Juliet to allow the action to move swiftly and the audience to focus 

on the richly evocative language.  

The play had a brief run on the London stage immediately after the 

restoration of Charles II in 1661. Much greater success was won by Thomas 

Otway's adaptation in 1679, The History and Fall of Caius Marius. This version set 

the action in ancient Rome, renaming the lovers Marius and Lavinia. The play 

was next seen in 1744. This production was closer to the original but still 

retained some of Otway's additions and bits of Shakespeare's The Two 

Gentlemen of Verona.  

The Drury Lane Theatre in London produced the play in 1748. It was closer to Shakespeare's 

original, but due to the current Puritanical climate, it removed many of its bawdy jokes and sexual 

references. This reduced version of the play established itself as the standard text and would be 

performed on stage for the next 100 years. 

In 1882, a production at London’s Lyceum Theatre finally brought the full original text to the stage. 

During this time, great value was placed on technical accomplishment, as this Romeo and Juliet production 

delighted the audience with its lavish set pieces, huge cast, elaborate crowd scenes and innovative scenic 

changes. 

The story of Romeo and Juliet has also inspired many other art mediums. Musical responses by 

composers such as Bellini, Berlioz, Gounod, and Tchaikovsky were extremely popular. Leonard Bernstein's 

1957 West Side Story (lyrics by Stephen Sondheim) was a hugely successful musical version updated to 

1950s New York. 

Additionally, many film versions/adaptations of the play were (and are) also quite popular. Olivia Hussey 

and Leonard Whiting starred in Franco Zeffirelli's 1968 film, shot on location in the sun-

drenched piazzas of Italy. Baz Luhrmann came up with a joltingly 

exciting contemporary style for his film Romeo + Juliet in 1996, 

starring Claire Danes and Leonardo DiCaprio. 

Romeo and Juliet is one of Shakespeare’s most produced and most translated 

plays. Why do you think audiences from all different cultures still relate to this show 

over 400 years after it was written? How have productions changed throughout history 

to make the play accessible to a variety of audiences? 
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Romeo and Juliet Production Research 
The following are just a few of the many images that were researched 

and studied for our concept of Romeo and Juliet. Images are used to 
inspire the creation of the set, costumes, and props. Research assists the 
director in shaping the world of the play. The responsiblity of gathering 
and organizing the research materials for the production team is one of 
the jobs of a theatre’s dramaturg. Dramturgy is defined as the art or 
technique of dramatic composition and theatrical representation. The 
dramaturg must be well-versed in the text of the play as well as the 

concept of the director.  Some of the images are used for color palette, environment, or practical 
representation of what is desired for the production.

Create and research your own concept for a production of Romeo and Juliet.  Find 
research (both textual and visual) to aid in describing and defining your ideas to the 
design team. Present the concepts to the class, comparing the similarities and 
differences of each production design. 

 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/dramatic
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Romeo and Juliet Summary 
IN  TEN  PLOT  POINTS!   

 

1. Feuding families, the Montagues and 
Capulets, quarrel in the street. The Prince 
threatens punishment of death if another 
fight occurs. Romeo, frustrated with the 
feud, confides in his friend, Benvolio, about 
his continued obsession with Rosaline. 

2. Romeo is persuaded by Benvolio and 
Mercutio to attend a masked gathering 
with the Capulets. He reluctantly attends, 
and meets and falls in love with Juliet. She 
falls for him in return. 

3. Once the party has ended, Romeo is 
determined to find Juliet. They reveal their 
mutual love and Romeo leaves, promising 
to arrange a secret marriage. 

4. The next morning, Romeo visits his mentor, 
Friar Laurence, and confesses his new love. 
In an attempt to end the feuding, Friar aids 
Romeo and Juliet, marrying them in secret. 

5. Romeo meets Tybalt in the street. Tybalt is 
furious about Romeo’s presence at the 
Capulet gathering and challenges him to a 
duel. Romeo refuses to fight Tybalt. 
Mercutio takes up the challenge instead. As 
Romeo tries to break up the fight, Tybalt 
kills Mercutio. Romeo then kills Tybalt. 
Romeo is banished. 

 

6. Romeo and Juliet spend their wedding 
night together, but they are immediately 
parted. Because of his banishment, Romeo 
leaves for Mantua. Juliet’s mother, Capulet, 
informs Juliet that the date for her 
arranged marriage to Paris has been set. 
Juliet protests. Once Capulet leaves, Juliet 
and the Nurse run to the Friar for help. 

7. Juliet arrives at the Friar’s. He suggests that 
she take a potion that will make her appear 
to be dead. He promises to send a message 
to Romeo, asking him to return secretly 
and be with Juliet when she wakes. 

8. The Nurse discovers Juliet “dead” on the 
morning of her wedding day to Paris. The 
Friar arranges for Juliet to be taken to the 
Capulet tomb. 

9. Unaware of Friar’s plan, Benvolio goes to 
Mantua and tells Romeo that Juliet is dead. 
Romeo buys poison and travels to the 
Capulet tomb to die alongside Juliet's 
body. 

10. Upon arriving at the Capulet tomb, Romeo 
meets a grieving Paris. They fight. Romeo 
kills Paris and reaches Juliet's body. He 
drinks the poison and dies. The Friar and 
Nurse come to the crypt to be with Juliet 
when she wakes. Juliet revives and sees 
Romeo dead. Juliet takes Romeo's knife 
and stabs herself. She dies. 
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Romeo and Juliet On Tour -Actor/Character Breakdown 
  

Seven actors will perform eleven roles in the play. Listed below are the actor/character pairings. It is 
challenging for an actor to play multiple roles, and a variety of different costumes, props, character 
physicalities, and vocal choices are used to assist in the creation of different characters. Actors assist one 
another with well-choreographed costume changes in between almost every scene. The costume designer 
has created costumes that are easy to put on and remove; helping the actors with these extremely quick 
changes. 

 

Prince: The leader of this community. The Prince has earned the seat of political 

power through combat and strategic excellence. Smart and unwavering. Not kind, but 

extremely fair. A kinsman of Mercutio. 

 

Nurse: Juliet’s age-mate and best friend. The Nurse is Juliet’s faithful confidant and is 

loyal to Juliet above all else. She is the medic of the community. Resourceful and 

compassionate. The Nurse wants Juliet to be happy, but is also well aware of the 

dangers of a relationship with a Montague. 
 

 

 

Capulet: The matriarch of the Capulet family. She truly loves Juliet, but believes in 

raising her with a firm hand in order to prepare her for the violent society in which 

they live. She commands respect and enjoys authority, but is not above seeking 

counsel from her trusted community members, such as The Prince and Nurse. 
 

 
 

 

Tybalt: A Capulet, Juliet’s cousin. A warrior and weapons master. He is aggressive, violent, and fight in 

order to protect his family. His skills in combat are unmatched.  

 

Peter: A Capulet. He is the protector, the muscle, and the mechanic of the Capulet 

community. He is strong and (mostly) silent.  

 

Friar Laurence: The spiritual leader of the Montagues. Mentor to Romeo. Calm, 

highly intelligent, and philosophical.  An expert with herbal medicine 

and remedies, which is highly revered in this dystopian society. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chloe Armao 
 

Katie Becker-Colon 
 

Vincent Carlson-Brown 
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Mercutio: A kinsman to the Prince, and Romeo’s close friend. He can be extremely 

hilarious and unexpectedly violent. He is a poet and a scholar who loves to push 

the limits of himself and his world. Neither a Capulet nor a Montague. 

 

Paris - In love with Juliet and respected by Capulet. He understands the hierarchy 

of this community and plays the game well.  

 

 

 

Juliet: The daughter of Capulet. Juliet is a smart, passionate, and strong 

young woman. She is highly protective of her family and wholeheartedly 

supports the feud with the Montagues. She loves with abandon. She fights 

with fury. She lives with courage and heart. 

 

 

 
 

Romeo: The only son of the Montague family. Romeo is intelligent, sensitive, and at 

times impulsive and immature. Romeo is more interested in love than violence, but he 

is still skilled with a blade and will defend himself and his family when needed. He gives 

his love unconditionally to Juliet and his friends. Romeo is trusting and unrealistically 

optimistic.  

 

 

Benvolio: Romeo’s cousin and most trusted friend. Good-natured and witty. 

Benvolio worries about Romeo and his rash emotional shifts, especially after 

Romeo meets Juliet.  The voice of reason that rarely is heard. 

 

 

 

Romeo and Juliet has been made into numerous films. In small groups, act as casting 
agents for a film production of Romeo and Juliet.  Use famous actors (film or theatre) 
to cast the eleven roles using the descriptions above. Keep in mind the multiple 
characters that must be played by each actor. List your reasons for each casting 
choice.  Share with the class. 

 

Matt Olsen 
 

Bianca Phipps 

 

Josh Ryan 

Ashley Spessard 
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Romeo and Juliet Character Map 
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Romeo and Juliet Character Archetypes 
Keeping in line with the Bretchian theatrical convention for this production of Romeo and Juliet, 

each character represents a specific archetype in the story. Character Archetypes are a typical character, 
action, or a situation that seems to represent universal patterns of human nature. An archetype, also 
known as universal symbol, may be a character, a theme, a symbol, or even a setting. These archetypes 
are designed symbols that mark their role within the community.  Look for these symbols throughout the 
production.  
 

Paris                
Juliet                  
Peter            
Tybalt          
Capulet         
Nurse            

 

Benvolio      
Romeo        
Friar           
Mercutio      
Prince          
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Discussion Questions about Romeo and Juliet 
 

1) In the Prologue, the audience is told how the story will end. “A pair of star-crossed lovers 

take their life.” Does knowing the ending of the play change how we watch the story unfold? 

Does this knowledge make the play less exciting? More exciting? 

2) The cause of the “ancient grudge” between the Montagues and the Capulets is never 

explained. Why do you think Shakespeare chose not to tell us? What do you think might have 

been the cause? What do you think would have happened had Romeo and Juliet gone to their 

parents and explained their love and asked their families to work out their differences? 

3) Do you think Romeo and Juliet are truly in love? Why did Shakespeare write the character of 

Rosaline? Discuss the character of Romeo and his infatuation with Rosaline. Does this weaken 

the credibility of the love he feels for Juliet? 

4) At what point in the story does everything begin to go wrong? Do you think any one person is 

specifically at fault? Discuss how the choices of all the characters affect the outcome of the 

play. What could any of these characters have done to prevent the tragic end? 

5) How do the characters of Juliet and Romeo defy gender-norms? What happens when they try 

to conform to what society wants them to be? 

6) What sets the characters of Romeo and Juliet apart from Shakespeare's other great 

tragedies? In particular, what differentiates the young lovers from other tragic characters like 

Othello, Macbeth, or Hamlet? 

7) There are many metaphorical references and practical applications of light and darkness 

throughout the play. How does light (or the lack thereof) mirror the action? How does 

Shakespeare use light and darkness to describe the characters and the changes they 

undergo? 

8) How does Shakespeare present death in Romeo and Juliet? Compare the deaths of Romeo 

and Juliet, Romeo and Mercutio, and Mercutio and Tybalt. How does Shakespeare convey 

each death differently?  
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Romeo and Juliet Vocabulary  
 Shakespeare invented over 2,500 words, many of which we still use today.  His massive vocabulary 
can make reading his plays a bit difficult at times.  But Early Modern English is still understandable with a 
little help.  Here are of some of the more obscure words in Romeo and Juliet, and their definitions. 
 

Abhor (verb) To regard with extreme 

repugnance or aversion; detest utterly; loathe; 

abominate. (V.3) 

Adversary (noun) An enemy or opponent. (I.1)  

Apprehend  (verb) To take into custody; arrest 

by legal warrant or authority. (V.3) 

Banish (verb) To expel from or relegate to a 

country or place by authoritative decree; 

condemn to exile. (III.2) 

Beguile  (verb) To influence by trickery, flattery; 

mislead; delude. (IV.5) 

Deprive  (verb) To withhold something from the 

enjoyment or possession of. (IV.1)   

Detestable  (adj) Deserving to be detested; 

abominable; hateful.  (V.3)  

Discourse  (verb) To speak or write formally and 

at length. (II.2)  

Eloquence (noun) The practice or art of using 

language with fluency and aptness. (II.2)  

Enmity (noun) Deep-seated hate. (II.2)   

Exile (verb) To expel or banish (a person) from 

his or her country; expatriate. (III.1) 

Extremity (noun) The extreme or terminal point, 

limit or part of something. (II.1) 

Forfeit (noun) Something surrendered or 

subject to surrender as punishment for a crime, 

an offense, error, or a breach of contract. (I.1)   

Inundate (verb) To flood; cover or overspread 

with water; deluge. To overwhelm. (IV.1.)  

Invocation  (noun) Any petitioning or 

supplication for help or aid.  (II.1)  

Jocund (adj) Cheerful; merry; glad. (III.5) 

Kindred  (noun) A person's relatives collectively; 

kinfolk; kin. (IV.1)  

Lament  (noun) An expression of grief or 

sorrow.  (III.2)  

Nuptial (noun) A wedding; marriage.  (I.5)    

Pensive  (adj) Expressing or revealing 

thoughtfulness, marked by some sadness. (IV.1)  

Peruse  (verb) To read through with 

thoroughness or care. (V.3) 

Profane  (verb) To treat (anything sacred) with 

irreverence; violate the sanctity of. (I.5)  

Purge (verb) To free from impurities; purify. To 

rid of sin, guilt, or defilement. (I.5)   

Slander (noun) Defamation; calumny. A 

malicious, false, and defamatory statement or 

report. (IV.1)  

Solace  (noun) Comfort in sorrow or misfortune; 

alleviation of distress or discomfort. (IV.5)  

Vengeance  (noun) Infliction of injury, harm, 

humiliation, on a person by another who has 

been harmed by that person; violent revenge. 

(V.3) 

Vexed (adj) Irritated, distressed, or annoyed. (II.4)  

Wayward  (adj) Turned or turning away from 

what is right or proper; willful; disobedient. 

(IV.2)  

As a class, dicuss which words (from the list above) that are the most difficult to 
understand. Break into groups. Assign these challenging words to each group and ask 
them to create contextual sentences to help an audience understand the words’ 
meaning. Perform the sentences. How can vocal delivery also aid in understanding? 
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Romeo and Juliet Notable Quotes: 
 Some lines from the original text have been reassigned to different characters. 

 

 “A pair of star-crossed lovers take their life.” 

(Prince, I.1) 

 

“What, drawn, and talk of peace? I hate the word, 

as I hate hell, all Montagues, and thee.” 

(Tybalt, I.1) 

 

“Do you bite your thumb at us, sir?” 

(Juliet, I.1) 

 

“Go, girl, seek happy nights to happy days.” 

(Nurse, I.2) 

 

“If you be not of the house of Montagues I pray 

come and crush a cup of wine.” 

(Peter, I.3) 

 

“But soft, what light through yonder window 

breaks? It is the east and Juliet is the sun.” 

(Romeo, II.1) 

 

“O Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?” 

(Juliet, II.1) 

 

“That which we call a rose  

By any other word would smell as sweet.” 

(Juliet, II.1) 

 

“Parting is such sweet sorrow.” 

(Juliet, II.1) 

 

“For this alliance may so happy prove  

To turn your households' rancor to pure love.” 

(Friar Laurence, II.2) 

 

“These violent delights have violent ends.” 

(Benvolio, II.5) 

 

“A plague o' both your houses!” 

(Mercutio, III.1) 

 

“And turned that black word death to 

banishment.” 

(Friar Laurence, III.3) 

 

“These times of woe afford no times to woo.” 

(Paris, III.4) 

 

“Hang thee, young baggage, disobedient wretch! 

I tell thee what: get thee to church o' Thursday,  

Or never after look me in the face.” 

(Capulet, III.5) 

 

“Romeo, Romeo, Romeo! Here's drink: I drink to 

thee.” 

(Juliet, IV.3) 

 

“O true apothecary,  

Thy drugs are quick. Thus with a kiss I die.” 

(Romeo, V.3) 

 

“O happy dagger,  

This is thy sheath: there rust, and let me die.” 

(Juliet, V.3) 

 

“All are punished.” 

(Prince, V.3) 

 

“For never was a story of more woe  

Than this of Juliet and her Romeo.” 

(Prince, V.3)
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Romeo and Juliet Classroom Interactions 
 

Character Journal 
The characters of Romeo and Juliet live in a dangerous society. 

They must always be careful and conscious of their actions and 

words. Taking the relationships and actions of the play into 

account, write some journal entries from the perspective of a 

character in the play. How would they express themselves if they 

didn’t need to worry about their safety? Do they always agree with 

other characters? What does Benvolio really want to say to Romeo 

after the wedding? How does Capulet really feel about Paris marrying her 

daughter?  How are your choices supported by the text? 

 

Off-Stage Action 
In most plays, there are large amounts of time that characters are not 

onstage. Romeo and Juliet is no exception. For time and clarity, Shakespeare could 

not include every moment for every character in his play. As a class, discuss how 

you think these characters spend their hours “off-stage.” What does Paris do after 

the wedding date is set? How does Romeo kill his time in Mantua? How does Juliet 

spend her evening after she and Romeo meet and woo? In groups, write a scene or 

monologue for this off-stage action. Read/perform the scenes for the class and 

discuss what benefits there would be to viewing and hearing these actions. 

 

Speaking to the Audience   

Shakespeare often uses direct address, the device of 

speaking directly to the audience, in his plays. Shakespeare wanted 

to include and inform his audience. In Romeo and Juliet, this is done 

when characters are alone (soliloquies) or when many characters 

are onstage (asides).   

Choose a scene from Romeo and Juliet and look at the 

internal conflicts and conflicting actions within the scene. Write 

your own soliloquies and asides for a character in that scene. Your additions should inform the audience of 

the characters’ motivation, frustration, excitement, or confusion in the scene. They should be as if the 

audience is a best friend or confidant to the character. Perform the scenes with the additions; discuss how 

the new text helps the audience connect with the character and the story. 
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Preparation for Post-Show Discussion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After every performance of Romeo and Juliet On Tour, the cast takes part in a post-show discussion 

with the audience. The discussion begins with introductions and a guided question from the actors to the 

audience about the show. Students are then welcomed to ask any questions they had about the show 

including acting, design, life on tour, the theatre profession, education, etc. Please use the following 

prompts to help students formulate questions and discussion topics for the conversation. 
 

Questions about the theater and acting:  

Did you go to school to study acting/theatre? 

When did you start working in theatre?  

Why did you decide to make it your career? 

What is some advice for someone interested in this career?  

What are the different careers in the theatre? 

How did you discover different character choices? 

 

Questions about touring: 

Where do you tour? Locations? Venues? 

What is a typical day on the road like? 

How does everything (set/costumes) travel with you? 

What is the best and worst part of touring a theatrical production? 

Questions about Romeo and Juliet, the play and this production: 

What is your favorite part of this production?  

What has been the most challenging part?  

How did you create the vocal and physical performance for each character? 

What aspect of Shakespeare’s text do you find fun? Challenging? 

Who designed the set, costumes, and props?  

How do they make the decisions of what everything should look like? 

 
 

NOTE: If there are questions that your students have after the company departs, feel free to contact us 

with any questions. We love to talk about ourselves!!  See the Contact Us page at the end of the Study Guide. 
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LIVE Theatre Etiquette:  

 
Remember, a live theatre performance can be very exciting. All of the people involved in the production, 

both cast and crew, work very hard to ensure they create a memorable and enjoyable experience. It is the 
obligation of the audience members to engage with the actors onstage, a responsibility that assists the 
performers, while at the same time showing respect to the event. This doesn’t mean the audience needs to 
always be still and quiet. Live actors love the responses of an audience.  The following is a guideline of “dos and 
don’ts” to help any audience member be active, respectful, and entertained throughout the show. 

 

 Turn off your cell phone. We can still hear “vibrate.”  Do not speak or text on the phone during the 
performance. This is distracting to the actors as well as your fellow audience members. 

 Pay attention to announcements that are made prior to the show about the rules of the theater you are 
attending and the location of the fire exits. 

 Don't speak during the performance; whispering is still speaking, so only in an emergency.  Remember if 
you can hear us onstage, we can hear you in the audience. 

 Do not take pictures during the performance.  It can be very distracting to the actors and can cause a 
mishap. If you’d like to take a picture of the actors or the production in some way, talk to the stage 
manager or road manager of the show before or after the performance. 

 Remain in your seat for the entire performance.  If you must leave, exit during intermission. In an 
emergency, wait for an appropriate break in the show. It is rude to get up in the middle of a quiet 
moment; rude to the actors and your fellow audience members. 

 Do not eat or drink in the theater.  
 If the performance has a “talk-back” discussion after the show, think critically during the performance 

to create some questions or comments to bring to the discussion. 
 Never throw anything thing in the theatre, not at a fellow audience member, never and especially not at 

an actor. 
 Do not put your feet up on the seats or balcony and do not kick the seat in front of you. 
 Don’t touch anyone during the performance.  You can see the actors onstage, and likewise, they can see 

your actions in the audience.   
 Do laugh when the performance is funny.  When an audience responds positively to created moments 

onstage, it creates an enjoyable experience for both the actors and the audience. 
 Do applaud when it is appropriate during the performance.  Sometimes applause is given after every 

scene, but it’s not always necessary. Traditionally, the audience is expected to applaud after a song or 
dance is finished.  

 Do applaud when the performance is over. This lets the performers and crew know that you appreciate 
their work. 

 Do not whistle or scream out to the performers after a kiss or an intimate moment. This is an 
inappropriate way of engaging the actors. 

 
OVERALL: Use the golden rule.  Treat these actors the way you would like to be treated if you were to find 
yourself performing before an audience.  Simple respect can go a long way. 
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Critical Thinking/Response in Theatre 
 

Shakespeare characters are critical thinkers. They talk aloud. They delve into problems. They 
discuss different motivations through the text.  So in order to truly understand his plays, we need 
to do a little critical thinking ourselves. 

Romeo and Juliet is a play about love, loss, and revenge. As you watch Nebraska Shakespeare’s 
performance of this play we ask that you critically think about the play and be prepared to ask 
questions of the actors after the production. Here are a few hints and strategies to help you focus 
your thought process and attain thoughtful questions for the post-show discussion. 

 

Think about problem-solving in the play. Where did things go wrong?  Is there a different way 

things could/should have played out? Think beyond the basics questions about plot and story.  Ask 

“why,” “how,” and “what if” questions when watching the play. 

 

There are different types of questions:  

Application- requires you to obtain information by asking for solutions to problems in which the 

student must apply acquired knowledge, fact, techniques, and rules. 

ie: How would you build....? What approach would you have used to...?  What would happen if...? 

Synthesis- requires you to put information together in a different way to get something new. 

ie: How would you improve...? What changes would you make...? 

Opinion- requires you to answer a question with a singular point of view 

ie: What was your favorite...?  Who did you relate to...?     

 

 If you had to sketch, map, or write this story down, what would be the main points of focus? Why? 

Is that where you think your focus should be?   

 Do you disagree with a character or part of the show? Why? How would you change it? 

 In what way do you think the play was abstract or figurative rather than literal? In what ways could 

it have been more so? 

 Try to describe how you would retell this story in your own words? How does it differ from what 

you just watched? 

 Separate fact from opinion. Look at the facts of the story and not the opinions of the artists. Does 

that change the story? What are some opinions that you have that differ from the play? 

 Compare and contrast: Characters. Plot. Relationships. How are they similar? How do they differ? 

What strengths and weaknesses do each have and why? 

 How did the costumes and set help support the story? 
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Who was William Shakespeare?  
Shakespeare Timeline 

o April 23rd, 1564- William Shakespeare was the third child born to John and 
Mary Shakespeare. 

o Shakespeare attended the King's New Grammar School and studied 
mathematics, natural sciences, ethics, and classical language and literature. 

o 1582- At the age of 18, William Shakespeare married the 26-year-old Anne Hathaway.  

o 1583- First child Susanna is born. 

o 1585- Anne had twins, Hamnet and Judith Shakespeare.   

o 1586- 1590- Shakespeare moved to London around this time to become a professional playwright. These 
are considered “the lost years.” Very little is known about Shakespeare’s life at this time. 

o 1590- Henry VI Parts 1, 2, and 3. 

o 1592- First mention of Shakespeare as a playwright, in a theatrical review. 

o 1592- Richard III and The Comedy of Errors. 

o 1593- Titus Andronicus and The Taming of the Shrew. PLAGUE CLOSES THEATRES. 

o 1594- Shakespeare joins the Lord Chamberlain’s men. Two Gentleman of Verona and Love’s Labour’s Lost. 

o 1595- Richard II and A Midsummer Nights Dream. 

o 1596- King John, Edward III (with Thomas Kyd), and The Merchant of Venice. Also, Hamnet dies.  

o 1597- Romeo and Juliet and Henry IV Part 1. Sonnets Completed. 

o 1598- Henry IV Part 2 and As You Like It. 

o 1599- The Globe Theatre opens. Henry V, Julius Caesar, Much Ado About Nothing. 

o 1600- Merry Wives of Windsor and Romeo and Juliet. Shakespeare’s father dies. 

o 1602- Twelfth Night and Troilus and Cressida. 

o 1603- Elizabeth I dies. James I becomes King. Plague closes London Theatres again. 1 in 5 people dies in 
London. All’s Well That Ends Well, Othello and Measure for Measure. 

o 1604- King Lear and Macbeth. 

o 1606- Antony and Cleopatra. 

o 1607- Coriolanus and Timon of Athens. 

o 1608- Plague closes London Theatre for the third time. Pericles. 

o 1609- Cymbeline. 

o 1610- The Winter’s Tale. 

o 1611- The Tempest. 

o 1612- Henry VIII and The Two Noble Kinsman (with John Fletcher) Shakespeare moves back to Stratford. 

o 1616- Shakespeare dies on April 23rd in Stratford. 

o 1623- First Folio printed.
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Theatre in Shakespeare’s Time:  
The Stage 

The theatre where audiences watched Shakespeare’s company 

perform many of his plays was called The Globe, situated on the south 

side of London.  It is thought that the stage was several feet above the 

ground where the people who paid a penny stood, and that it extended 

into the audience from the backstage wall.  

As you can see in the photo above, there was a center section 

near the back which is somewhat inset from the outer stage; this was 

called the inner below and was the area of the stage where bedchambers 

and intimate scenes with only two people were staged, so that a curtain could be drawn in front of it, while another 

scene begins on the stage closer to the audience.   

Two columns supported the second story of the inner below, 

providing a balcony called the outer above.  You can see that there was 

a space behind the balcony where actors can walk, and that was called 

the inner above.  The stage had four possible entrances on the main 

floor and three entrances on the second floor, so that large groups 

such as the whole of a King’s court could enter and be onstage at the 

same time. 

In the floor of the main stage, there were two trapdoors, where 

ghosts and apparitions could come from below stage, and which could 

open to reveal other special effects, like Macbeth’s witches. 

All the main architectural features in the photo were permanent; some plays added various kinds of staircases 

to get from the first level of the stage to the balcony, and some plays separate the balcony completely from the main 

floor, so that actors have to go up or down stairs, which are hidden backstage. 

What could change were the curtains or doors at the front of the inner below.  They could be of several 

different colors and could be kept open or closed.  They could be doors; plain wood, or decorated, or replaced with 

iron gates.  Various kinds of furniture could be brought onto the stage through this entrance. 

Before Shakespeare's time and during his boyhood, troupes of actors performed wherever they could: in 

halls, courts, courtyards, and any other available open spaces.  In 1574, however, when Shakespeare was ten years 

old, the Common Council passed a law requiring plays and theaters in London to be licensed.  In 1576, actor and 
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future Lord Chamberlain's Man, James Burbage, built the first permanent theater called simply The Theatre outside 

London’s city walls. Thereafter, many more theaters sprung up around the city, including The Globe Theatre in which 

most of Shakespeare's plays were premiered.  

Most Elizabethan theaters were built after the design of the 

original Globe.  Built of wood, these theaters comprised three tiers of 

seats in a circular shape, with a stage area on one side of the circle. 

The audience's seats and part of the stage were roofed, but much of 

the main stage and the area in front of the stage was open to the 

elements.  About 1,500 audience members could pay an extra fee to sit 

in the covered seating areas, while about 800 "groundlings" paid less 

to stand in the open area before the stage. As mentioned above, the stage itself was divided into three levels: a main 

stage area with doors at the rear and a curtained area in the back for "discovery scenes"; including the inner below.  

The second area was the upper, canopied area, called "heaven", sometimes used for balcony scenes.  The third area 

was under the stage proper called "hell," accessed by the 

trap doors in the stage.  There were dressing rooms 

located behind the stage, but no curtain in the front of 

the stage, which meant that scenes had to flow into each 

other and "dead bodies” had to be dragged off.  

Performances took place during the day, using 

natural light from the open center of the theater. Since 

there could be no dramatic lighting and there was very 

little scenery or props, audiences relied on the actors' 

lines and stage directions to supply the time of day and year, as well as the weather, location, and mood.  

Shakespeare's plays convey such information masterfully.  In Romeo and Juliet, for example, the audience learns 

within the first ten lines of dialogue where the scene takes place ("Have you had quiet guard?"), what time of day it is 

("'Tis now struck twelve"), what the weather is like ("'Tis bitter cold"), and what mood the characters are in ("and I 

am sick at heart").  

One important difference between plays written in Shakespeare's time and those written today is that 

Elizabethan plays were published after their performances and sometimes even after their authors' deaths.  The 

scripts were in many ways a record of what happened on stage during performances, rather than directions for what 

should happen.  Actors were allowed to suggest changes to scenes and dialogue and had much more freedom with 

their parts than contemporary actors.  A scene illustrative of such freedom occurs in Romeo and Juliet: a crucial 
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passage revolves around Romeo and Juliet writing his own scene to be added to a play in order to ensnare his 

murderous uncle.  

Shakespeare's plays were published in various forms and with a wide range of accuracy during his time.  The 

discrepancies between versions of his plays from one publication to the next make it difficult for editors to put 

together authoritative editions of his works.  Plays could be published in large anthologies in folio format (the First 

Folio of Shakespeare's plays contains 36 plays) or smaller Quartos.  Folios 

were so named because of the way their paper was folded in half to make a 

large volume.  Quartos were smaller, cheaper books containing only one 

play.  Their paper was folded twice, making four pages.  In general, the First 

Folio is considered to be more reliable than the Quartos.  

Although Shakespeare's language and classical references seem 

archaic to many readers today, they were accessible to his contemporary 

audiences.  His viewers came from all classes and his plays appealed to all kinds of sensibilities, from "high-brow" 

accounts of kings and queens to the "low-brow" blunderings of clowns and servants.  Even utterly tragic plays like 

King Lear or Macbeth contain a clown or fool to provide comic relief and to comment on the events of the play.  

Audiences would also have been familiar with his numerous references to classical mythology and literature, since 

these stories were staples of the Elizabethan knowledge base.  And yet, despite such a universal appeal, 

Shakespeare’s plays also expanded on the audience’s vocabulary.  Many phrases and words that we use today, such 

as "amazement," "in my mind's eye," and "the milk of human kindness," to name only a few, were coined by 

Shakespeare.  His plays contain a greater variety and number of words than almost any other work in the English 

language.  

The Costumes: 

In Shakespeare’s time, acting companies spent almost as much on costumes as they do today for a television 

series.  The costumes for productions in England were so expensive that visitors from France were a little envious.  

Kings and queens on the stage were almost as well-dressed as kings and queens in real life. 

Where did the acting companies get their clothes?  Literally “off the rack” and from used clothing sellers.  

Wealthy middle class people would often give their servants old clothes that 

they didn’t want to wear any more, or would leave their clothes to the 

servants when they died.  Since clothing was very expensive, people wore it 

as long as possible and passed in on from one person to another with no one 

being ashamed to wear hand-me-downs.  However, since servants were of a 

http://www.gradesaver.com/classicnotes/titles/kinglear/essays.html
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lower class than their employers, they weren’t allowed to wear rich fabrics, and would sell these clothes to acting 

companies, who were allowed to wear what they wanted in performance.  

A rich king like Duncan from Macbeth would wear a gown of velvet, 

with real fur trim; if he wore a doublet, it might have gold embroidery.  

Macbeth was set in a much more barbaric time than most of his plays, so kilts 

with furs, leather, and earthy fabrics were often used.  Similarly, today’s 

audiences want costumes to be more authentic, so that they can believe in 

the world of the play.   

 

The Audience: 

Seating 

Shakespeare’s audience for his outdoor plays consisted of the very 

rich, the upper middle class, and the lower middle class.  The lower middle 

class paid a penny for admittance to the yard (like the yard outside a school 

building), where they stood on the ground, with the stage more or less at 

eye level; these spectators were called “groundlings.”  The rich paid two 

pennies for entrance to the galleries, with covered seating at the sides.  The 

extremely wealthy paid three pennies to sit in the higher galleries, which 

had a better view.  The best seats were in the Lords’ rooms, private galleries closest to the stage. 

Admission 

To get an idea of the cost of a ticket in today’s terms, consider that the average blue collar worker earned five 

to six pennies a day; bread for his midday meal cost a penny, ale cost another penny, and if they were lucky enough 

to have chicken for dinner, it cost two pennies.  His rent was often a shilling (twelve pennies) a week, so there wasn’t 

much money left over for play-going, nor would he have been able to take time off from work to go and see a play in 

the middle of the day, when they were usually performed. 

Behavior 

Shakespeare’s audience was perhaps not as well-behaved as you are.  Since the play was so long, people 

would leave their seats and go looking for food to eat and ale to drink during the performance, or perhaps go visit 

with their friends.  Some playgoers, especially those who had saved up money to come and see the play, were 

extremely annoyed if they were unable to hear the actors and would tell rowdy audience goers to quiet down.  Later 

in Shakespeare’s career, his acting company was invited to perform in noble houses and royal courts; the audience 

there was a good deal more polite, and focused on the play as you do. 
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Nebraska Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet On Tour 2017 is a proud 
participant of NEA’s Shakespeare in American Communities.

 
 

Contact Nebraska Shakespeare: 
Please feel free to contact us with further questions 

about Romeo and Juliet Tour or Nebraska Shakespeare.

 
Sarah Carlson-Brown 
Director of Education 
University of NE at Omaha 
CEC 117E Omaha, NE 68182 
carlson-brown@nebraskashakespeare.com 
 

 
Vincent Carlson-Brown 
Artistic Director 
University of NE at Omaha 
CEC 117E Omaha, NE 68182 
vincent@nebraskashakespeare.com
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