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Romeo and Juliet: The Nurse
You already know the story of Romeo and Juliet, and hopefully you have seen the film version of the story by Baz Luhrmann, in which the part of Juliet’s nurse is played hilariously by Miriam Margolyles. If you laughed as you watched Juliet’s nurse, you will have some sense of Shakespeare’s gift for creating comic roles. The Nurse is very talkative, she laughs at her own jokes, she is vulgar, and she also has a wonderful relationship with Juliet. (Don’t forget that the Nurse brought Juliet up.) The part of the Nurse is usually played by an older woman, sometimes a well-known comic actor, who has the stature and experience to bring such a role off. Her role is not just to make the audience laugh but also to act as a go-between for Juliet and Romeo and to highlight the more distant relationship that Juliet has with her parents.

In the scene on the next couple of pages, the Nurse has visited Romeo in order to discover the arrangements for his secret marriage to Juliet. She returns with the news to Juliet, though she is exhausted from walking through the hot Italian sunshine. Juliet is bursting to hear what the arrangements are, but the Nurse - partly teasingly, partly through fatigue - makes her wait for the news.
In groups of three. take these three roles: director, Juliet, and the Nurse. As a team, work through the two speaking parts in the scene discussing them as you go. You might like to enlarge a copy of this exchange. The director, in consultation with Juliet and the Nurse, should write notes and directions for movement and expression at each exchange. For example, Juliet has been waiting three hours for the nurse to return from what was supposed to be a half-hour errand, so how is she likely to say her first lines? When Juliet says in frustration, “How art thou out of breath when thou hast breath / To say to me that thou art out of breath?” you might note that Juliet says this crossly and leans over the Nurse as she speaks. You should try to show Juliet’s mounting tensions and the Nurse’s quiet enjoyment of keeping Juliet waiting. This scene is meant to be humorous for the audience, so keep this is mind as you discuss it. Then ACT IT OUT!
Also remember:

· Juliet and the Nurse have a great deal of love for each other.

· Juliet is very young and impatient.

· The Nurse is concerned for Juliet’s well-being.

There are several mood changes in this exchange, so take care not to skip over them.
Romeo and Juliet: The Nurse

Juliet 

Now, good sweet Nurse—O Lord, why look’st

thou sad?

Though news be sad, yet tell them merrily;

If good, thou sham’st the music of sweet news

By playing it to me with so sour a face.
Nurse 

I am aweary, give me leave awhile.

Fie, how my bones ache! What a jaunce have I!
Juliet

 I would thou hadst my bones and I thy news.

Nay come, I pray thee, speak! Good, good Nurse, speak!
Nurse 

Jesu, what haste! Can you not stay a while?

Do you not see that I am out of breath?
Juliet

 How art thou out of breath when thou hast breath

To say to me that thou art out of breath?

Th’ excuse that thou dost make in this delay

Is longer than the tale thou dost excuse.

Is thy news good or bad? Answer to that.

Say either, and I’ll stay the circumstance.

Let me be satisfied, is’t good or bad?
Nurse 

Well, you have made a simple choice, you know

not how to choose a man. Romeo! No, not he.

Though his face be better than any man’s, yet

his leg excels all men’s—and for a hand and a

foot and a body, though they be not to be talked

on, yet they are past compare. He is not the

flower of courtesy, but I’ll warrant him as gentle

as a lamb. Go thy ways, wench, serve God.

What! have you din’d at home?
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Juliet 

No, no. But all this did I know before.

What says he of our marriage, what of that?
Nurse 

Lord, how my head aches! What a head have I!

It beats as it would fall in twenty pieces.

My back a t’other side—ah, my back, my back!

Beshrew your heart for sending me about

To catch my death with jauncing up and down.
Juliet 

I’ faith, I’m sorry that thou art not well.

Sweet, sweet, sweet Nurse, tell me, what says
my love?
Nurse 

Your love says, like an honest gentleman,

And a courteous, and a kind, and a handsome,

And, I warrant, a virtuous—Where is your

mother?
Romeo and Juliet: The Nurse

Juliet 

Where is my mother: why, she is within.

Where should she be? How oddly thou repliest!

“Your love says like an honest gentleman,

‘Where is your mother?’”
Nurse 

O God’s Lady dear!

Are you so hot? Marry come up, I trow.

Is this the poultice for my aching bones?

Henceforward do your messages yourself.
Juliet 

Here’s such a coil! Come, what says Romeo?
Nurse 

Have you got leave to go to shrift today?
Juliet 

I have.
Nurse 

Then hie you hence to Friar Laurence’ cell,

There stays a husband to make you a wife.

Now comes the wanton blood up in your cheeks,

They’ll be in scarlet straight at any news.

Hie you to church. I must another way,

To fetch a ladder by the which your love

Must climb a bird’s nest soon when it is dark.

I am the drudge and toil in your delight,

But you shall bear the burden soon at night.

Go, I’ll to dinner. Hie you to the cell.
Juliet 

Hie to high fortune! Honest Nurse, farewell.
(Act 2, Scene 4)
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Romeo and Juliet: The Nurse

Teachers’ Notes
This is a slightly advanced lesson which should come after you complete “Romeo and Juliet: Fate and Premonition.”

Tell the students something along these lines:

Who looked after you when you were a baby? This might seem like a simple question, but it’s actually quite complicated. According to your cultural background or the circumstances of your birth, you could have been looked after by any number of people other than your birth mother or father. Many babies are looked after by members of their extended family, and others are looked after by a caregiver while their parents are at work. There are lots of other possibilities, too. Consider what your situation was. 

In Shakespeare’s time (and today in many wealthy families), it was not unusual for rich parents to give over the upbringing of their child to a nurse (today called a nanny). The woman would usually live with the family or close by, and she would often breast-feed the child herself in its infancy (which is not now usual in wealthy families!). This person was known as a wet nurse. Today, the idea of someone other than the mother breast-feeding a child is virtually unheard of in Western culture, but in the past it was a recognizable form of employment for women.
Divide them up into groups of three or four and have them work on the extract from the play. Most of the students are born actors and they will enjoy taking the different roles. Maybe you can set the stage for a “I Have Talent” audition. The bottom line is to enjoy the lesson!
jaunce: journey


shrift: to go to confession


marry come up, I trow : by the Virgin Mary, wait a moment I trust (these are expressions of irritation)








Try casting a boy as the Nurse. What difference does this make to the part?





Make up the scene that might follow this. Imagine that the Nurse is having a chat with the cook of the Capulet household. During the chat, she talks about her meeting with Romeo, her thoughts about Juliet’s secret marriage, and why she took her time telling Juliet the news. Make the scene humorous. Use your own language.










