
Romeo and Juliet: Plot
Act

One

• In Italy, two noble families (the Montagues & Capulets) are feuding yet again. 
• Romeo is in love with Rosaline, who rejects his love. As a result, he is depressed. 
• To cure Romeo of his lovesickness, Benvolio persuades him to attend a masked ball at the Capulets, where he might see prettier girls 

and therefore forget about Rosaline. Romeo meets Juliet and they instantly fall in love with one another. 
• Tybalt hears Romeo’s voice at the ball and is furious that a Montague has dared to attend.
• Romeo and Juliet each discover the other’s identity from the Nurse: “My only love sprung from my only hate”

Act

Two

• Benvolio and Mercutio cannot find Romeo after the party. 
• Romeo stands beneath Juliet’s balcony. 
• He sees Juliet leaning over the railing, hears her calling out his name & wishes that he wasn’t a Montague. 
• He reveals his presence & they resolve, after a passionate exchange, to be married secretly.
• Romeo confesses his love to the Friar, who sees a chance to end the feud if he agrees to marry the two lovers
• Juliet sends the Nurse to see Romeo. M and B tease her. 
• The Nurse returns with Romeo’s message- the Friar is to marry them! R&J visit the Friar in secret and marry

Act

Three

• Romeo returns from his recent marriage to Juliet and encounters Tybalt, who challenges Romeo to a duel. Romeo refuses
• Mercutio is livid with Romeo’s refusal and fights with Tybalt who underhandedly kills Mercutio. Romeo kills Tybalt and runs away. 
• The Nurse tells Juliet what has happened. J is more upset about R being banished than Tybalt’s murder
• Romeo, also upset about banishment, visits the Friar. The Friar tells Romeo to leave Verona and await a message
• Capulet brings forward the date of Juliet’s marriage to Paris. Juliet refuses to marry so Capulet threatens to cut her off

Act

Four

• In despair, Juliet seeks Friar Lawrence’s advice. 
• He gives her a sleeping potion, which for a time will cause her to appear dead. 
• Thus, on the day of her supposed marriage to Paris, she will be carried to the family vault. 
• By the time she awakens, Romeo will be summoned to the vault and take her away to Mantua. 
• Juliet takes the potion and is found ‘dead’ on her wedding day. 

Act

Five

• The Friar’s letter fails to reach Romeo. 
• When he hears of Juliet’s “death”, Romeo buys poison from an apothecary and secretly returns to Verona 
• Romeo returns to the tomb, where he sees Paris. He kills him. He goes into the tomb, takes the poison and dies. 
• When Juliet awakens from her deep sleep, she realises Romeo’s error and kills herself with his dagger. 
• The Capulets and Montague decide to reconcile as a result of the deaths of their children. 

Context
Duelling, 

honour and 

feuds

• Maintaining the honour of your family name was hugely important at 

the time. 

• If you were challenged to a duel and you refused, you would be deemed 

a coward, thus damaging your honour and the status of your family. 

• Most Elizabethan gentlemen carried swords in public and many did fight 

in the streets.

Patriarchal 

society

• Elizabethan England was a society in which virtually all positions of 

power were held by men

• Women were seen as the weaker sex & were expected to be meek & 

mild, and most importantly, obedient to their fathers & later their 

husbands.

• Upper class women were educated at home by tutors. There was a large 

increase in literacy among women (still low numbers overall)

• There were some women in positions of power, for example Elizabeth I

Arranged 

marriages

• Marriages amongst the wealthy arranged by parents to match or 

improve social standing. 

• In practice, parents did try to choose someone their child liked and was 

happy to marry.  

• Secret marriages such as that between the young Romeo and Juliet 

would have been illegal, but may have elicited audience sympathy

• The forth commandment in the Bible is ‘Honour thy father and thy 

mother’

The Italian 

setting and 

Catholicism

• The play is set in Italy. It was fashionable to set plays in Italy as it was 

land of “culture”. The Italian Renaissance, a flowering of culture, took 

place in C15th

• Italy was not a single unified country ; instead it consisted of several 

rival feuding states. 

• It is was a Catholic country (the audience in London would have been 

Protestant); religion was extremely important and marriage vows were 

seen as sacred and unbreakable

• The Dissolution of the Monasteries took place about 50 years before the 

play was written, meaning there were no monks (friars) left in England. 

• The Protestant English audience would have been suspicious of monks 

and seen them as potentially evil



Form and Structure: General Dramatic Terminology

Antagonist A character or force against which another character struggles. 

Anticlimax An arrangement of ideas in which an unimpressive item is put at the end

Aside Words spoken by an actor directly to the audience, which are not "heard" by the other characters 

on stage, and which voice their inner thoughts
Chorus A group of characters in Greek tragedy (and in later forms of drama), who comment on the action 

of a play without participation in it. 

Climax The turning point of the action in the plot of a play or story. The climax represents the point of 

greatest tension in the work.

Conflict A struggle between opposing forces in a story or play, usually resolved by the end of the work. The 

conflict may occur within a character as well as between characters. 

Convention A customary feature of a literary work, such as the use of a chorus in Greek tragedy.

Denouement The resolution of the plot, after the catastrophe. From French for ‘to undo the knot’.

Dramatic Irony When the audience knows or understands more than one or more of the characters

Exposition The first stage of a plot, in which necessary background information is provided. 

Falling action In the plot of a story or play, the action following the climax of the work that moves it towards its 

denouement or resolution. 

Foil A character who contrasts and parallels the main character in a play or story. 

Foreshadowing Hints of what is to come in the action of a play or a story. 

Monologue A speech by a single character without another character's response. See also Soliloquy.

Protagonist The main character of a literary work

Rising action A set of conflicts and crises that constitute the part of a plot leading up to the climax. 

Soliloquy A speech in that is heard by the audience, not other characters. Voices thoughts
Suspension of 

disbelief
When the audience ‘agrees’ to believe the events of the play are ‘real’ during the performance

Prose Lines of a play that are not written in verse (poetry)

CHARACTERS
Juliet Capulet

1:2 (with Lady Capulet and Nurse) Shy, innocent, docile, respectful, modest, traditional, toungue-tied

1:5 (at ball with Romeo), 2:2 (balcony 

scene), & 3:2 (first night with Romeo)

Flirtatious, articulate, romantic, poetic, amorous, intelligent, playful

2:6 (marriage) and 3:5 (fight with parents) courageous, independent, determined, rebellious, principled, outspoken, quick-witted, 
equivocating

4:1 (the Friar’s plan) wreckless, brave, determined, death-wish

5:3 (suicide) fearless, resolved, unwilling to live without Romeo

Lord Capulet: Z Lady Capulet Montagues: Other characters: 
1:5- hospitable, jolly, generous, 

friendly, peacekeeper

1:1 and 3:5 short-tempered, 

belligerent, tyrannical, violent, furious

4:5: heartbroken with grief

1:2: distant mother, not 

maternal

3:1 distraught, vengeful 

3:5 lacks sympathy, weak

4:5 heartbroken, grieving

Concerned for Romeo 
but not close to Romeo

The Prince, Sampson, Gregory, 

Peter, Petruchio, Balthasar, 

Abram, Aphothecary, Page, Friar 

John, Watchmen, Musicians 

Benvolio Mercutio Tybalt
• Name echoes 

‘benevolent’ (kind). 

Confidant to Romeo

• Does not appear after 3:1 (replaced as 

Romeo’s helper/ confidant by 

Balthasar)

• Peacekeeper, empathetic, wise, weak, 

cares little for male honour

• Name echoes ‘mercurial’ (subject to 

unpredictable mood changes)

• Dies in 3:1- the point when the 

play turns from a Comedy into a tragedy

• Complex character, entertainer, clever, witty, 

coarse, banter, playful with language, imaginative, 

creative, strong sense of male honour

• Nicknamed ‘The 

Prince of Cats’

• Dies in 3:1- principal 

antagonist no longer in play

• Aggressive, strong sense of 

male honour, vicious

Nurse compared with Friar Lawrence
• Mother figure to Juliet, confidant to Juliet 

• Wise or foolish? 

• Loyal or treacherous? 

• Sympathetic or heartless?

• Typical character type from Greek drama: long winded and rude 

servant

• Bawdy sexual humour, rambling language. Comic character

• Father figure to Romeo, confidant to Romeo

• Wise or foolish?, 

• Cunning or bungling?, 

• Hasty and impulsive or efficient and brave?
Paris
Formal language, awkward, presumptuous 
(acts as if he and Juliet are already married), 
respected

Romeo Montague

1:1 (in love with Rosaline) Brooding, petulant, melancholy, Petrarchan lover, rejected, immature

1:2, 1:4 and 2:4 (with Mercutio and 

Benvolio)

Banter, joking, playful, sad, withdrawn, tragic hero

2:3 (with Friar) and 2:6 (marriage) Hasty, impetuous, impulsive

3:1 (the fight) Respectful, calm, vengeful, enraged, lack of 

3:3 (with Friar) Emotionally childlike, distraught, lacking self-control, hysterical

5:1 (in Mantua), 5:2 (apothecary), 5:3 

(suicide)

Impulsive, resolved to kill himself, reckless, mature in commitment to Juliet

Themes – a theme is an idea or message that runs throughout a text.
Love – love is an overpowering force that supersedes all other values, emotions and loyalties. Through their love, R&J 

conspire to go against the forces of their entire social world. Romeo returns to visit Juliet at points, even though he is well 

aware of the threat of death. At times, love is presented as fickle (Mercutio’s speeches, Romeo and Rosaline).
Individual vs. society - R&J are forced to undermine the oppressive rules of society at the time. For example, rules of the 

patriarchal family force Juliet to be subservient to her parents, rules of religion mean they must marry in haste and rules 

of masculinity force Romeo into conflict with Tybalt.
Violence – Extreme violence takes place sporadically throughout the day. The feud between the two families is so bitter 

that the mere sight of each other can be the cause of a fight to the death. Unchecked violence is personified through the 

character of Tybalt. The violence culminates in A3S1, in which Mercutio and Tybalt are murdered.
Fate – In the first address to the audience, the Chorus states that Romeo and Juliet are ‘star-cross’d lovers’, meaning that 

fate has intended for their paths to cross, and that fate controls their actions. A series of unfortunate accidents towards 

the end of the play thwart Friar Laurence’s plan and eventually manifest in both R&J committing suicide, thus adding to 

the sense of fate.

Features of a Tragedy in Romeo and Juliet
Tragic hero - a main character cursed by fate and possessed of a tragic flow (Romeo, and to an extend Juliet).
Hamartia – the fatal character flaw of the tragic hero (his passion and impulsiveness).
Catharsis – the release of the audience’s emotions through empathy with the characters.
Internal conflict – the struggle the hero engages in with his/her fatal flow.
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