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or the sake of “long love,” Friar Lawrence advises the about-

to-be-married Romeo and Juliet to “love moderately”

(2.6.14)." Harold Bloom, referring to “the erotic greatness
of Juliet,” claims that “her sublimity is the play.””> Moderation and
sublimity appear to be at odds.”> My discussion of sublimity in
Romeo and Juliet teases out five characteristics in a lecture by A. C.
Bradley, who used Edmund Butke’s 1757 A Philosophical Enguiry
into the Sublime and Beantiful as his sptingboatd. He published an
enlarged revision of “The Sublime” in 1909 in Oxford Lectures on
Paetry, a collection of egsaye not included in his 1901 Shakespearcan
Tragedy. Disappointingly, he doesn’t use any examples from
Shakespeare in this essay, though he does apply “sublime” to
Antony’s love in his “Antony and Clegpatra” essay.

Whereas Burke (and Kant) hold that the beautiful and the
sublime are different species {partly because of the transition from
the beauty of the eighteenth-century neoclassic style to the
sublimity of the nineteenth-century gothic style), Bradley makes
the sublime a mode of beauty. He doesn’t attempt to define
“beauty,” but regards it in its broadest sense of what satisfies
aesthetically and is distinct from goodness and truth—though, as
we’ll see with the first characteristic, it’s difficult to keep these
separate. Next, he suggests five modes of beauty in ascending
order: the pretty, the graceful, the beautiful (a narrower application
of “beauty” used for comparison), the grand, and the sublime.
Many people, he observes, evaluate the latter most highly, but he
doesn’t claim that this ascent is necessarily in value; also, he
acknowledges that an object may possess more than one mode of
beauty and that observers may disagree about an object’s mode.*

Objects belong to one of four categories: physical, such as
the sky or sea; vital, i.e., plant or animal natute; works of art; and
moral or spiritual figures, ideas, ot qualities. (Locating the sublime
in an object as well as in ourselves as subjects is antithetical to
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Burke and Kant, who placed it solely in observers’ mental
tresponses.) Flowers, Bradley says, tend to be pretty, graceful, or
beautiful; T would add that a ten-foot sunflower is grand and a
field of them as far as the eye can see, sublime. Similarly, he places
a village church and a cathedral at opposite ends of the scale.’ In
the play, Juliet advances from the Nurse’s “Thou wast the prettiest
babe that €’et I nurs’d” (1.3.60) to Montague’s implication of her
sublimity in “There shall no figure at such rate be set / As that of
true and faithful Juliet” (5.3.300-01).

Moving to Bradley’s first characteristic, why does the cathedral
rank as sublime? Because it impresses us with “greatness, and
more—of exceeding or even overwhelming greatness.” This
greatness—which must remain coupled with beauty in its widest
sense—is “of extent—of size, numbet, ot duration.”® In the play,
the night qualifies as sublime. The lovers have no Arden to which
they can escape, so the starry night is their transformative space.
They pledge themselves to each other under the cloak of the
“blessed blessed night” (2.2.139). Juliet tries to hasten “love-
petforming night” (3.2.5) after her wedding: “Come, gentle night,
come loving black-brow’d night, / Give me my Romeo” (3.2.20-
21; also 3.2.10-11). The couple kisses for the last time as they
recognize night’s shelter is receding,

Fate, an actual power in the play (or a powerful idea), is also
overwhelming. For Bradley, “Fate or Death, imagined as a lurking
assassin, is not sublime, but may become so when imagined as
inevitable, itresistible, ineluctabile fatnm.”" The Chotus refets to the
“star-cross’d” lovers (1.1.6); when Mercutio dies, Romeo refers to
the day’s “black fate” (3.1.121); when he kills Tybalt, he calls himself
“fortune’s fool” (3.1.138); when both her parents reject her for
refusing to marry Paris, Juliet sobs, “Alack, alack, that heaven should
practice stratagems / Upon so soft a subject as myself” (3.5.209-
10). When Balthasar tells Romeo of Juliet’s apparent death, Romeo
exclaims, “Then I defy you, stars!” (5.1.24). In the tomb, Romeo
“shake([s] the yoke of inauspicious stars / From [his] wotld-wearied
flesh” (5.3.111-12). We might alternatively understand this force
as cosmic love or Christian providence working out its own ends.
God’s love, permeating and governing the universe, expresses itself
in sexual love to counterbalance hatred, violence, and chaos in
society. Even though the lovers are destroyed, the families (in
some interpretations) are reconciled and civic peace is restored.”
Thus, seeing Romeo’s corpse, the Friar tells Juliet, “A greater power
than we can contradict / Hath thwarted our intents” (5.3.153-54).
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Working with fate or providence is what Harold Goddard terms
“a fountain of wisdom somewhere beyond time”; it is the source
of the characters’ dreams, visions, and premonitions.” Romeo
alludes to both pagan and Christian concepts when he agrees to
go to the Capulet revels. Though his “mind misgives / Some
consequence yet hanging in the stars” that will lead to “untimely
death,” yet he submits: “He that hath the steerage of my course /
Direct my suit” (1.5.106-07, 111, 112-13). Later, when Juliet asks
from the balcony how he found hert, he replies that love lent him
counsel (2.2.81).

In contrast to night and fate is the excessive but non-sublime
patriarchal power displayed by Capulet. When his daughter refuses
to obey him, he explodes, “Beg! Starve! Die in the streets! / For
by my soul I'll ne’er acknowledge thee, / Nor what is mine shall
never do thee good” (3.5.192-94). Overwhelming, yes, but such
wrath is contrary to aesthetics as well as morality.

Instead of physical power or greatness in extent, the sublimely
beautiful may consist of virtue extraordinary in quality and quantity,
i.e., in moral or spiritual power. Bradley’s example is a prose poem
by Turgenev (Tourgénieff). Walking home from hunting with his
dog, the author noticed a baby sparrow on the ground fluttering
its wings; it had fallen from the nest above. As the dog approached
it, a parent bird dropped down and with desperate crics flung
herself at the dog’s open mouth—repeatedly until she died.
Turgenev reflected on his and the dog’s response to the sactifice:
“My dog stood still, and then slunk back disconcerted. Plainly he
too had to recognise that powet. . . . It was really reverence I felt
before that heroic little bird and the passionate outbutst of its
love.” Bradley advocates, “This sparrow, it will be agreed, is
sublime.” How? In the bird’s love and courage that prompted her
to leave the safety of the bough; in her persistence in the literal
teeth of extreme danger until her heart gave out; and in being so
tiny compared to the dog."

Juliet’s sublime behavior proves her sublime love for the
sublime object that Romeo is to her. Gently raised, she is at first
circumspect in asking the Nutse the identity of the young man
who would not dance (1.5.127-33). Soon, however, she fulfills the
“ay” she gave to the Nurse’s husband about falling backward and
forgets her promise to her mother: “No more deep will I endart
mine eye / Than your consent gives strength to make it fly” (1.3.98-
99). Her feelings for Romeo cause her to flout propriety on the
balcony: “I should have been more strange” (2.2.102). When
Romeo accepts her presumption of martiage, she promises, “All
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my fortunes at thy foot I’ll lay, / And follow thee my lord
throughout the world” (2.2.147-48). She and Romeo are untouched
by the bawdiness that surrounds them. In contrast to Sampson
and Gregory’s crudity about maidenheads, Juliet petitions the night,
“Learn me how to lose a winning match / Play’d for a pair of
stainless maidenhoods” (3.2.12-13). Modest about the sexual act—
grateful for the dark to hide her blushes (3.2.14-16)-—she also
eagetly anticipates it:

when I shall die
Take him and cut him out in little stars,
And he will make the face of heaven so fine
That all the world will be in love with night,
And pay no worship to the garish sun. (3.2.21-25)

Brian Gibbons explains that “Juliet quibbles on deazh as also
meaning sexual ecstasy: she prays that Romeo may share the
experience with her, in death like a rocket soaring up into the night
sky and exploding into innumerable stars.” He highlights her
selflessness: “Romeo will experience a metamorphosis into shining
immortality, yet she seems to think of herself as mortally
ephemeral—if she thinks of herself at all—in this moment of
intense adoration of her lover”"" The couple’s is a love “in its
divine sense.” For Goddard, “passion it is, of course, but that
contaminated term has in our day {c1950!] become helpless to
express it. Purity would be the perfect word for it if the world had
not forgotten that purity is simply Greek for fire.””'?

Shakespeare stresses Juliet’s tender age in an era when women
tended to marty in their eatly- to mid-twenties."”? “Juliet,” as Isaac
Asimov points out, is the diminutive for “Julia.”"* The 2005 Utah
Shakespearean Festival director of this play, Kate Buckley,
emphasized Tiffany Scott’s sparrow-like petiteness as Juliet to Phil
Hubbard’s mastiff; we believe that Capulet’s bite would equal his
bark in the matter of this upwardly-mobile mattiage to Paris.

The test of Juliet’s love comes when she must decide between
her family and Romeo after Tybalt’s death. She severs herself
from her patents and then from her closest caregiver, the Nurse:
“Thou and my bosom henceforth shall be twain” (3.5.240). Is this
growth from timid child to courageous woman-in-love in just two
nights and two days believable? Besides the transforming power
of eros, Northrop Frye suggests the loneliness of Juliet’s childhood
and her consequent self-reliance. Her parents are “Sit” and
“Madam”; her siblings and a possible playmate, Susan, are dead;
she has probably often wanted the Nurse to “stint” her loquacity
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and ribaldry; the Friar is available—for confession.’ And then
there is Tybalt, whom the Nutse claims is her best friend (3.2.61)
and who kissed her in front of the family in the 2005 Utah
Shakespearean Festival production. Because of the custom of
fostering boys from age five or six with a relative, he would have
been brought up with Juliet as a brother;'"® in this production, we
first saw Juliet when she and Tybalt were chasing each other across
the stage. So she also chooses between loyalty to “my dearest
cousin and my dearer lord” (3.2.66).

Is Romeo’s love as sublime as Juliet’s? Bloom alludes to “the
heroic effort of Romeo to approximate her sublime state of being
in love”"” Why only “approximate”? Though Juliet is surely two
or three years younger than Romeo, she seems more mature to
him and to the audience. Standing on the balcony above him, she
has the misgiving that their commitment is “too rash” (2.2.118);
nevertheless, knowing that Jove laughs at lovers’ perjuries (2.2.92-
93), she instructs him that honorable intentions mean martiage
(2.2.143-44). He leaves and returns in response to her directions;
he continues the falconer analogy she begins. At the wedding
ceremony, he looks to her to elaborate verbally on their joy, but
she corrects him: comprehending what they mean to each other is
more important than such ornament (2.6.30-31). Juliet’s love also
enables her to see, on her own, that the outcome of the duel could
have been worse: “Back, foolish tears . . . / My husband lives, that
Tybalt would have slain” (3.2.102, 105), whereas the Friar labors
to make Romeo grasp this fact (3.3.136-37). Finally, the bride sends
the groom a ring, via the Nutse, before he comes to consummate
the marriage (3.3.142).

For Goddard (who doesn’t use “sublime”), Juliet was all for
love and so could pass her test in choosing Romeo over het clan.
Romeo, however, is a divided soul who fails his test in the fight
after the wedding. In love with the world, the new bridegroom at
first lets Tybalt’s insult slide over him. But as Metcutio provokes
Tybalt to a fight, Romeo descends to the level of law: the Prince’s
prohibition. Then he falls to pteventive violence when he draws
his sword (as Goddard imagines the scene) to separate the men
and, finally, after Mercutio’s death, to vengeful violence against
Tybalt. Thus, Romeo “falls back on the testimony of all history,
that only force can overcome force.” What would Goddard have
Romeo do? Romeo should disregard his culture’s code of honor
and the love in male friendship that supersedes, temporarily,
heterosexual love. Before it’s too late, he should recognize the
mistake in his words, “O sweet Juliet, / Thy beauty hath made me
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effeminate / And in my temper soften’d valout’s steel” (3.1.115-
17). Rather, he should persevere for “the miracle whereby beauty
melts violence into love!”!® Is that too sublime a sentiment for the
play’s and our world?

Because the sublime’s greatness can consist of moral or
spiritual power, it would be incongruous to substitute “sublime”
for “excessive” in phrases about the Nurse’s garrulity, Rosaline’s
chastity, Metcutio’s obscenity, Tybalt’s pugnacity, Capulet’s fury,
the apothecary’s penury, or the friar’s cowardice.

So far, we have seen one charactetistic of the sublime: beauty
accompanied by greatness. Bradley asks, following Burke, if “we
ought at least to go beyond the adjective ‘exceeding’ or
‘overwhelming,’ and to substitute ‘immeasurable’ or ‘incomparable’
ot ‘infinite.”"” Memorably, Juliet exalts, in what Bloom calls “an
epiphany in the religion of love™:* “My bounty is as boundless as
the sea, / My love as deep: the more I give to thee / The more I
have, fot both are infinite” (2.2.133-5). At their wedding, Romeo
calls on Juliet’s skill to desctibe their joy, “if the measure of thy
joy / Be heap’d like mine” (2.6.24-25). She demurs and concludes
in a Zeno-like paradox, “They ate but beggars that can count their
wortth, / But my true love is grown to such excess / I cannot sum
up sum of half my wealth” (2.6.32-34). In her despair, she laments,
“Romeo is banished, / There is no end, no limit, measure, bound, /
In that word’s death. No words can that woe sound” (3.3.124-26).
When she uses 2 numbet, she still means an immeasutable amount.
In the balcony scene, Romeo tells Juliet to send a messenger by
nine in the morning, She agrees and sighs, “’Tis twenty year till
then” (2.2.169; also 3.5.44-47). Finally getting the information from
the Nurse about the fight, Juliet wails, “Tybalt is dead and Romeo—
banished. / That ‘banished’, that one word ‘banished’, / Hath slain
ten thousand Tybalts” (3.2.112-14).

In contrast, grounded in the courtly love tradition, Romeo
and his friends cannot help but make comparisons. When Benvolio
urges Romeo to “examine other beauties” (1.1.226) (as Capulet
asks Paris to do, 1.2.30-33), Romeo returns, “Show me a mistress
that is passing fair; / What doth her beauty setve but as a note /
Where I may read who pass’d that passing fair?”” (1.1.232-34; also
1.2.84-101). Besides ranking her against living beauties, the lover
must declate his mistress fairer than the greatest historical and
literary beloveds. Mercutio teases Romeo that, juxtaposed to
Rosaline, “Dido [is] a dowdy, Cleopatra a gypsy” (2.4.42-43) and
so on. At the feast, Romeo finds that Juliet’s beauty eclipses
Rosaline’s: “Did my heart love til now? Forswear it, sight. / For 1
ne’er saw true beauty till this night (1.5.51-52).
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After Bradley briefly reviews conflicting interpretations of
literary critics and philosophers about infinity, he concludes that
while these metaphysical questions are necessary for a theory of
the sublime, they are beyond the scope of his lecture. For his
purposes, “the greatness is only sometimes immeasurable, but it is
always unmeasured.”?!

Related to this second characteristic are the concepts of
embodiment vs. transcendence. The beautiful, for Bradley, fits
perfectly in a sensuous form wheteas the sublime threatens to break
out of its present manifestation to fulfill its expression or is “uttetly
uncontainable.”” Romeo and Juliet first speak to each other in an
exquisite sonnet; she recognizes, though, that this is “kiss[ing] by
th’ book™ (1.5.109). Later that evening, in broken lines of blank
verse, they alternate images of falconers and birds with the bliss
of forgetting anything but the fantasy they are building togethert.

A third characteristic of the sublime lies in Bradley’s
question below: Would a mountain, a river, or a building be
sublime to us if we did not read their masses and lines as
symbols of force? Would even the illimitable extent of sea
or sky, the endlessness of time, or countlessness of stars
or sands or waves, bring us anything but fatigue or
depression if we did not apprehend them, in some way
and however vaguely, as expressions of immeasurable
power—power that created them, or lives in them, or can
count them; so that what impresses us is not the mere
absence of limits, but the presence of something that
overpowers any imaginable limit??

What power enables Juliet (and Romeo) to feel and act in a state
of sublimity? Cupid wasn’t helping Romeo to scote with Rosaline,
but then, as Frye notes, “the God of Love . .. [swoops] down on
two perhaps rather commonplace adolescents and [blasts] them
into another dimension of reality altogether.”?* Because medieval
courtly love is a parody of Christian experience, many of the same
terms are used, e.g, “heretic” (1.2.93), “saints” and “pilgrims”
(1.5.92-109), “bright angel” (2.2.26), “baptism” (2.2.50), and
“heaven” (3.2.33, 40). Romeo’s name even means “pilgrim to
Rome.”® In this teligion of love, “joining the loved one in death
qualifies the lover as one of Cupid’s saints and ensures that the
two meet in {Paradise].”%

Courtly love sometimes cooperates with Christianity (as we
saw in the power of cosmic love eatlier) and sometimes conflicts
with it. As an example of the latter, Juliet flirts with blasphemy in
her adoration of Romeo: “Swear by thy gracious self, / Which is
the god of my idolatry” (2.2.113-14). Paul N. Siegel, in “Christianity
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and the Religion of Love in Romeo and Juliet” traces the interaction
of these two traditions through all the versions of the couple’s
story. Because Shakespeate has so skillfully and subtly blended
them, he says, critics can argue both that the lovers are innocent
victims (e.g., Geotge Lyman Kittredge and ]. Dover Wilson) and
that they ate sinners guilty of mortal sin and therefore condemned
to hell (e.g.,, Roy W. Battenhouse and Nathan A. Scott, Jr.). More
moderate critics assign the lovers responsibility without damning
them (e.g;, A. C. Bradley and Harley Granville-Barker).”’

Probably Bradley’s most controversial variation on qualities
of the sublime is (what I’ll call) the fourth one: the two-step phase
of the experience which he contrasts with the single step of
perceiving or imagining something graceful or beautiful. In the
latter, Bradley says, “There is in us an immediate outflow of
pleasure, an unchecked expansion, a delightful sense of harmony
between the thing and ourselves. . . . Something in us hastens to
meet it in sympathy or love. Our feeling, we may say, is entirely
affirmative. For though it is not always untouched by pain (for the
thing may have sadness in it), this touch of pain or sadness does
not mean any disharmony between the thing and us, or involve
any check in out acceptance of it.”

Certainly, Romeo’s first sight of Juliet is putre pleasure and
reaching out to her: “O, she doth teach the totches to butn bright. /
It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night / As a rich jewel in an
Ethiop’s eat . . . The measute done, I'll watch her place of stand, /
And touching hets, make blessed my rude hand” (1.5.43-45, 49-
50). In continuing the sonnet with him and letting him kiss her,
Juliet delights in the first encounter, too.

In contrast, the apprehension of sublimity in an object has
two stages: negative and positive. Burke held that the distinguishing
trait of the sublime is that it “is always founded on fear.” Believing
this “impossible to accept,” Bradley modifies this negative stage:
“If only for a fraction of a second—there is a sense of being
checked, ot baffled, or even stupefied, ot possibly even repelled or
menaced, as though something were affecting us which we could
not receive, or grasp, or stand up to.” Temporarily, it “makes us
feel our littleness.” For the expetience to remain aesthetic, however,
there can’t be practical fear for one’s body: one would feel terror
and would fail to attain imaginative sympathy and then self-
expansion with the object. But the more prominent the negative
aspect and the greater one’s sense of powetlessness, then—in the
positive, second stage—the more glorious ot majestic (in antithesis
to gtaceful) the object is and the more uplift the expetiencer gains.”’
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In the play, there are several of these double apprehensions.
When the lovers learn each others’ identities, both are “checked’:
Romeo says, “My life is my foe’s debt” (1.5.117); Juliet, “My only
love sprung from my only hate” (1.5.137). But in the balcony
scene, they quickly doff their clan identities and soar on their
passion. How seriously does each take the feud? Juliet trembles,
“The orchard walls are high and hard to climb, / And the place
death, considering who thou art, / If any of my kinsmen find thee
here” (2.2.63-65). Asimov proposes that Tybalt, who takes it
seriously indeed, would have spread his poison to his
impressionable cousin. And he wonders if Juliet is being
manipulated: “Romeo may well have recognized the romanticism
of the young girl who feels the thrill of loving the family enemy;
who loves the risk and danger and sadness of it; and pethaps he
would not dream of throwing cold water on that feeling”* It
didn’t seem to bother Romeo that Rosaline was a Capulet, but
then his love fantasy was otherwise out of reach. In his first
appearance on stage, he is jolted out of his melancholia when he
exclaims to Benvolio, “O me! What fray was here? / Yet tell me
not, for I have heatd it all” (1.1.171-72). The feud, it seems, is
ancient and recent, virnlent and prevalent.

Twice, the Nurse dismays Juliet by delaying vital news. She
looks sad and acts weary while postponing the suptemely positive
message that Juliet’s greatest desite will be fulfilled at Friar
Laurence’s cell that afternoon (2.5). Later, she lets Juliet surmise
that Romeo has been slaughtered before promising to bring him
to her chamber for their wedding night (3.2). The next morning,
Juliet is sunk by the couple’s present circumstances and wonders
if they’ll meet again. Romeo focuses on the future where love
triumphs: “I doubt it not, and all these woes shall serve / For
sweet discourses in our times to come” (3.5.52-53).

Another example has a longer negative phase that demonstrates
Juliet’s sublime love for Romeo. She feels Butkean terror at taking
the Friar’s potion as she reviews his integtity and hetr possible
physical and emotional responses when she is in its grip (4.3.24-
57). Waking up in the tomb with the Friar by her side is the self-
expansive, positive phase; she has survived the ordeal and everything
in the hideous tomb seems in order: “O comfortable Friar, where
is my lord? / I do temember well where I should be, / And there
T'am” (5.3.148-50). She doesn’t yet know, of course, that Romeo
is dead on the ground.

Romeo’s comparable negative phase passes quickly. When he
awakes from his joyful dream of Juliet to the dite news from
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Balthasar about her “death,” he immediately takes care of business
and remembers in detail the little shop of horrors of the wretched
apothecary. From knocking on the door until lying again with
Juliet, he’s on a high.”!

Bradley dismisses a fifth characteristic of the sublime: Burke’s
darkness or vagueness that increases terror because the observer
can’t see or imagine what terrifies him, e.g,, “the pestilence that
walketh in darkness.” FEager to allay terror, Bradley says that a
good illustrator, such as Blake, can diminish the obscurity and,
hence, this aspect of sublimity.” Butkean datkness does, however,
pervade the play. There is the tenacious, infectious feud that the
Prince is powetless to control. Meanwhile, outside Vetona, the
plague prowls. For the lovers, the fact of banishment is
incomprehensibly appalling. Juliet’s life is bounded by the walls of
her home, but Romeo’s is almost as limited by the city walls:
“Banishment! Be merciful, say ‘death’. / For exile hath mote tetror
in his look, / Much morte than death” (3.3.12-14).

Surprisingly, Bradley doesn’t mention a related charactetistic
of the sublime that provokes much discussion about the play. But
Burke writes that just as ideas of pain are more powerful than
those of pleasure, so “death is in general a much more affecting
idea than pain” in occasioning the sublime.” Frye believes that
“the Liebestod of Romeo and Juliet, their great love and their tragic
death, are bound up together as two aspects of the same thing”*
Liebestod, Jill Levenson explains, is an ambiguous term that can
mean “love in death,”” “death in love,” “love’s death’; or the desire
or compulsion for love that becomes a compulsion for death. For
the Elizabethans, the connection between the two was the little
death or orgasm whose quantity shortened the life span. Typically,
the Liebestod plot pits two young lovers against impossible obstacles
which they secretly tty to citcumvent, but an accident ot
misjudgment dooms them.” But what deaths, according to Maurice
Charney! No tragic flaw of their own is to blame; rather, these
martyrs or heroes who prove the intensity of their devotion for
each other are too beautiful and idealistic for this wotld. Their
end is not a tragedy but a celebration;® Romeo’s fifth-act dream
comes true—somewhere else.

As with the paradise vs. perdition debate, here again is
disagreement, this time about the sanity or sickness of the lovers.
Bloom declares, “I think that I speak for more than myself when
I assert that the love shared by Romeo and Juliet is as healthy and
normative a passion as Western literature affords us. It concludes
in mutual suicide, but not because either of the lovers lusts for
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death, or mingles hatred with desire.”””” Ivo Kamps, in the Modern
Language Association’s Approaches to Teaching the play, aims to
debunk the high school notion “that Romeo and Juliet ate a match
made in heaven and that the play is the greatest love story ever
told.”*® He uses renaissance texts on pathologies that detail how
love deceives the eyes, imbalances the humors, destroys the reason,
and causes social isolation.

Certainly death, even suicide, is never far from the lovers’
consciousnesses, making the sublime’s negative aspects more
prominent. At his first sight of Juliet, Romeo sighs, “Beauty too
rich for use, for earth too dear” (1.5.46). When Juliet asks the
Nurse to find out Romeo’s name, she says, “If he be martied, /
My grave is like to be my wedding bed” (1.5.133-34). Just before
the wedding ceremony, when Romeo should be looking forward
to a long and happy marriage, he tells the Friar, “Do thou but
close our hands with holy words, / Then love-devouring death do
what he dare: / Itis enough I may but call her mine” (2.6.6-8). In
her “Gallop apace” speech (3.2.1-4), Juliet recklessly wishes for
night and Romeo at any cost. Phaeton, too, is young, passionate,
and doomed. Eager, but incompetent at controlling the mighty,
headstrong horses drawing the chatiot of the sun, he sets earth,
sea, and heaven on fire until Jupiter slays him with a lightning bolt.
Romeo equates banishment with death (3.3.20-21) and then
insouciantly declares in the aubade scene, “Let me be taken, put to
death” (3.5.17-18). Both Romeo and Juliet display their knives
and willingniess to use them to the Friar (3.3.106-07, 4.1.66-67).

But the stronger images ate of their life and light against death
and darkness, as Caroline Spurgeon sums up: “In Romeo and Juliet
the beauty and ardour of young love is seen by Shakespeare as the
irradiating glory of sunlight and starlight in a dark world. The
dominating image is light, every form a manifestation of it; the
sun, moon, stars, fire, lightning, the flash of gunpowder, and the
reflected light of beauty and of love; while by contrast we have
night, darkness, clouds, rain, mist, and smoke.* The two lovers
actually emit light to each other. The light Romeo sees shining
through the window is from Juliet (2.2.2-3). Juliet is confident
that “lovers can see to do their amorous tites / By their own
beauties” (3.2.8-9).* Perhaps it is more accurate to say that as they
construct a new world with their love and their poetry amidst the
violence of Verona, they cause each other to shine.

Bradley uses an example from Longinus that he says has been
used in most discussions of the sublime ever since: “God said, Let
there be light, and there was light” The idea of the first and
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instantaneous appearance of light, and that the whole light of the
whole world, is already sublime; and its primary appeal is to sense.
The further idea that this transcendently glotious appatition is due
to mere words, to a breath—our symbol of tenuity, evanescence,
impotence to influence material bulk—heightens enormously the
impression of absolutely immeasurable powert.*

Given a choice, wouldn’t the lovers have settled for a long,
beautiful marriage instead of a short, sublime one? Which do we
prefer as readers and playgoers? Is Maria in West Side Story less
sublime than Juliet because she will continue living after Tony’s
death? And what of Heloise and Abelard who led productive lives
in their respective monasteries after their tragedy? Goddard
reasons, “Cynics are fond of saying that if Romeo and Juliet had
lived their love would not have ‘lasted.” Of course it wouldn’t in
the cynic’s sense. You can no more ask such love to last than you
can ask April to last, or an apple blossom. Yet Aptil and apple
blossoms do last and have results that bear no resemblance to
what they come from—results such as apples and October—and
so does such love.*
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