
 1 

SHELDRAKE ON SHAKESPEARE 
Romeo and Juliet – Self-Promotion Through Boring Lovers 

 
Hello and welcome to this Valentine’s Day-themed edition of Sheldrake on 

Shakespeare. 

Our text is Romeo and Juliet. It is a play which tends to polarise its audiences. 

Plenty of people seem to think it is the greatest love story ever told and should be 

performed time after weary time. Others, including myself until I started work on it 

for this podcast, think it is by some margin the limpest excuse for a drama of love 

ever penned. Who could possibly care about such wimps as we are presented with 

here? So, who is right? 

Well, and I don’t say this very often, I think we’re all right, just with reference 

to different bits of the play. 

Romeo and Juliet are the first pair of tragic lovers that Shakespeare tackled in 

his career. He wrote the play in the middle of a decade which was awash with love 

poetry. The literary world was drowning in sonnets and sonnet sequences by Philip 

Sidney and Edmund Spenser and Michael Drayton and Samuel Daniel and Fulke 

Greville and the list goes on. So how could Shakespeare make his first tragic love 

story stand out from the crowd? And, more importantly, how could he make it stand 

out not only for the groundlings, but also for the educated people who had read all 

those sonnets and knew poetry generally, and love poetry in particular, inside out? 

Shakespeare was a poet as well as a playwright and the people sitting in the 

galleries of the playhouses often had university degrees and were followers of all 

types of fashion. They might well have read Shakespeare’s Venus and Adonis, a 

narrative poem which he published to great acclaim in the early 1590s. What could 

Shakespeare do now that was going to top the dramatic and poetic efforts of his 

forbears and contemporaries? 

I think he took the kind of love poetry that had earned Sidney and Spenser 

their reputations as geniuses, rivals of Horace, Virgil and any other classical poet you 

care to name, and put it into the mouth of immature lovers who are, essentially, 

children. Having created an entirely conventional love story in the first half, he could 
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then make way for his own superior poetry and fuse it with the plot of the second. By 

comparison with what had gone before, it would look all the greater. 

I know that to our ears the poetry of the whole play might sound like it’s 

terrific, but much of the kind of writing in the first half can be found elsewhere, and 

from that I argue that it was intended to sound conventional. The poetry later in the 

play then transforms the story into something worth adapting into operas and ballets 

in the succeeding centuries because it constantly feels as if its artistry is about to burst 

its banks. Romeo and Juliet is a way of Shakespeare announcing to the world that if 

you thought those guys were good poets, you ain’t seen nothing yet. 

So, that’s the scale on the big canvas, but, as one asks of all great magicians, 

how did he do that? Phase One of the operation was to make his lovers seem entirely 

conventional. 

Let’s take a look at some of Romeo’s speeches about love in the first half of 

the play. His first big speech is on that very subject. He’s in love with a girl called 

Rosaline, and describes his feelings in the following terms: 

 

Love is a smoke raised with the fume of sighs; 

Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers' eyes; 

Being vex'd a sea nourish'd with lovers' tears: 

What is it else? a madness most discreet, 

A choking gall and a preserving sweet. 

 

So, love is difficult. It is a murky business and it is associated with darkness. Here, 

Romeo sounds rather like Hamlet in his stroppier moments. 

To modern ears it might sound like a bit of whinge, but it sounds more or less 

original. If I had heard this speech in the 1590s and I took myself at all seriously as an 

educated person, I reckon that I would think nothing of the kind. It might call to mind 

Sonnet 34 of Spenser’s recently published Amoretti, for example. It covers much of 

the same ground. Without the woman he loves, the speaker wanders 

 

  now, in darkness and dismay, 

Through hidden perils round about me placed;  

Yet hope I well that, when this storm is past, 

My Helice, the loadstar of my life, 
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Will shine again, and look on me at last, 

With lovely light to clear my cloudy grief. 

 

This is one sonnet of many in this vein. So, Shakespeare’s contribution looks up to 

date, it’s not old-fashioned, but it’s hardly remarkable either. At the outset of the play 

then, Romeo is expressing himself in an entirely conventional fashion and I, from my 

privileged position in the gallery, am by no means overwhelmed. 

When Romeo and Juliet meet for the first time at the dance in Act I Scene v, 

their first words to each other, as is well known, are in the form of a sonnet. I’m not 

going to read it to you because at this moment in the play, form and convention are 

more important than content. The sonnet ends with Romeo kissing Juliet. Over the 

course of a single sonnet, Shakespeare has his lovers achieve what many poetic 

personae could not achieve over the course of hundreds. Most sequences ended in 

irresolution. However, it all feels just a little too conventional. It’s fairly clever, but so 

were Spenser and Sidney. Romeo and Juliet, both to my eyes and I believe to those of 

the learned parts of the original audience, look too conventional in their affections to 

be of any groundbreaking interest. Lovers speak in sonnets. So what? My 1590s 

educated alter ego is fast settling into thinking that we have just another tragedy on 

our hands. 

When Romeo rather dashingly climbs over the Capulet’s wall at night, he 

spies Juliet in her chamber, and reacts as if he has had an epiphany. 

 

But, soft! what light through yonder window breaks? 

It is the east, and Juliet is the sun. 

Arise, fair sun, and kill the envious moon, 

Who is already sick and pale with grief, 

... 

Two of the fairest stars in all the heaven, 

Having some business, do entreat her eyes 

To twinkle in their spheres till they return. 

What if her eyes were there, they in her head? 

The brightness of her cheek would shame those stars, 

As daylight doth a lamp; her eyes in heaven 

Would through the airy region stream so bright 
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That birds would sing and think it were not night. 

 

Juliet, and by extension love, are like the dawn coming up in the morning and like the 

stars at night. It’s a nice idea, but to restate the question, is it new, is it innovative, is it 

going to draw crowds? Again, no. Philip Sidney’s sonnet sequence was called 

Astrophil and Stella. ‘Astro’ means star and ‘phil’, which is a pun on his own name, 

means love. So, Astro-phil is a lover of stars. Stella also means star. Astrophil is a 

lover of stars, Stella is a star, Astrophil loves Stella. So, we’re already well aware that 

love, or the person you love, is like a star. As far as Romeo’s expression of love goes, 

so far, so conventional. I, the well-read 1590s person, shall not be recommending this 

play to any of my smart lawyer friends back at the Inns of Court. We look for 

something pioneering and altogether more sophisticated than this recycled material. 

But when they actually speak to each other, Juliet says something which I 

think begins to mark this play out as exceptional. At one point in their conversation, 

Romeo tries to swear his love to her by the moon. She stops him. 

 

ROMEO asks 

What shall I swear by? 

JULIET replies 

Do not swear at all; 

Or, if thou wilt, swear by thy gracious self, 

Which is the god of my idolatry, 

And I'll believe thee. 

ROMEO begins 

If my heart's dear love-- 

But JULIET interrupts again 

Well, do not swear. 

 

This is scepticism about the traditions of formal love and it denotes the crossing of a 

boundary from conventional love story in which all the old tropes are rehashed to 

innovative poetic drama. In what has hitherto been a symphony of earnestness, this is 

the first note of dissent and the tide is turning. Juliet is the herald for Shakespeare’s 

new style of love poetry.  
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So what is it exactly that makes the poetry of the second half of Romeo and 

Juliet different from the first? Well, to put it in motoring terms, I think Shakespeare 

uses the events of the play to supercharge his verse. In terms of plot, he seems to start 

borrowing from fairytale; there is a great marriage banquet in preparation, an 

apothecary seems to appear from nowhere, wild coincidences occur, potions abound 

and Juliet is a sleeping beauty. The stylistic antecedents are Chaucer’s Dream visions 

and Spenser’s epic The Faerie Queene, not Sidney’s sonnets. But in terms of 

character, there is an urgency to everyone’s actions and Romeo and Juliet become 

increasingly aware that they are not in a dream world. 

In fact, I think Romeo is at his most eloquent in the tomb over Juliet’s body: 

 

O my love! my wife! 

Death, that hath suck'd the honey of thy breath, 

Hath had no power yet upon thy beauty: 

Thou art not conquer'd; beauty's ensign yet 

Is crimson in thy lips and in thy cheeks, 

And death's pale flag is not advanced there. 

 

The irony that she is still alive and merely under the influence of a drug is 

heartbreaking, but this poetry, spontaneously delivered in the presence of her corpse is 

a world away from the ramblings of Act I. He has matured poetically during the 

course of the play, and her apparent death moves him to poetic heights. 

But to be brutally honest, I can’t point to a few lines here and there that are so-

called great poetry. The baroque poetic and emotional texture of the second half of 

Romeo and Juliet is rich throughout and every moment is given its poetic due. All I 

do know is that the Prince delivers these final lines: 

 

Never was a story of more woe 

Than that of Juliet and her Romeo 

 

And when I read them, I did not laugh. Of course there have been stories of more 

woe, and yet the poetry has swept me along with it making these lovers, not lovers in 

general, into the greatest of victims of tragic love. I am rather like the Puritan 

preacher in the film Shakespeare in Love, swept into the theatre against his will and 
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then converted to a thespian, blowing kisses and applauding wildly at the curtain call 

after the imagined first performance of Romeo and Juliet. 

What I want to impress on you in the closing minutes is that, as with Titus 

Andronicus, this experimentation and mid-way shift is another example of 

Shakespeare the craftsman, with one eye on the career and what other people are up 

to, and Shakespeare the artist, writing for beauty and an emotional powerhouse, 

coming together to produce a work. In my view, he makes the beginning boring and 

risks losing the interest of audience members so that the end can be astounding. 

This is also Shakespeare not for all time, but the soul of the age. He is directly 

engaging with the literature around him, reading voraciously, responding through a 

poetic drama to developments in poetry and drama over the last decade or so and 

placing his definitive stamp on the matter. 

Thank you for listening to this Valentine’s Day edition of Sheldrake on 

Shakespeare. I hope it has given you pleasure and the next major podcast will focus 

on Macbeth. I also look forward to speaking to you in a week’s time, when I shall be 

releasing another Short Sheldrake on Shakespeare. Until then, farewell. 


