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INTRODUCTION: WHY THE ENGLISH TRANSLATION OF
ROMEO AND JULIET STILL MATTERS

English Translation Of Romeo And
Juliet

For centuries, the tragic love story of Romeo and Juliet has
captivated audiences around the globe. Yet even for native
English speakers, the language of Shakespeare’s original play can
feel like a foreign tongue. The poetic expressions, archaic
vocabulary, and intricate wordplay often leave modern readers
puzzled. This is where a skilled English translation of Romeo and
Juliet becomes invaluable. Whether you are a student
encountering the play for the first time, a theater director seeking
a fresh interpretation, or simply a lover of literature wanting to
understand every nuance, the right translation can unlock the full
emotional power of the story. In this article, we explore the
history, challenges, and notable examples of English translations
of Romeo and Juliet, helping you navigate the many versions
available today.

THE ORIGINAL STORY AND ITS JOURNEY INTO
ENGLISH

From Italian Novella to
English Verse

Shakespeare did not invent the tale of the star-crossed lovers.
The earliest known version comes from Italian writer Luigi da
Porto in the 16th century, later expanded by Matteo Bandello.
The story then traveled to France and eventually to England. The
first English translation of the source material was Arthur
Brooke’s 1562 narrative poem The Tragical History of Romeus
and Juliet. Brooke's work was a direct English translation of a
French adaptation of Bandello’s novella. It set the basic plot and
characters that Shakespeare would later immortalize. Brooke’s
poem is itself an important English translation of Romeo and
Juliet’s source, written in rhymed couplets and heavy with
moralizing. For readers today, comparing Brooke’s version with
Shakespeare’s reveals how much the bard transformed the raw
material into a masterpiece of human emotion.
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Shakespeare’s Original -
Not a Translation, but a
Transformation

When Shakespeare wrote his play around 1595, he worked from
Brooke's English poem and possibly other sources. He did not
need to translate from Italian; he translated the narrative from
poem to stage. However, the language he used—Early Modern
English—is now so distant from contemporary speech that many
consider modern English translations of Romeo and Juliet
essential. Shakespeare’s play remains the definitive version, but
its linguistic complexity has spurred countless efforts to render it
into plain, modern English while retaining its beauty.

WHY WE NEED MODERN ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS OF
ROMEO AND JULIET

The Challenge of
Elizabethan Language

Shakespeare’s vocabulary includes many words that have shifted
meaning or disappeared entirely. Terms like “wherefore”
(meaning “why”), “hie” (to hurry), and “mark” (to notice) trip up
modern readers. Additionally, the grammatical structures, such

as inverted word order and dropped verbs, add another layer of
difficulty. For a reader unfamiliar with these conventions, the
emotional impact of lines like “But soft! What light through
yonder window breaks?” can be lost. A clear English translation of
Romeo and Juliet bridges this gap, explaining the literal meaning
without sacrificing the poetic spirit.

Accessibility for Students
and General Readers

Education systems around the world require students to study
the play, but many struggle with the original text. Translations
aimed at young readers or second-language learners make the
story accessible. They allow students to focus on plot, character
development, and themes rather than decoding archaic
language. Similarly, adults who never studied Shakespeare may
feel intimidated by the original. A well-crafted modern English
translation invites them to discover the tragedy’s timeless
relevance. Using a translation does not diminish the experience;
it enhances understanding and appreciation.

NOTABLE ENGLISH TRANSLATIONS AND
ADAPTATIONS
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Prose Translations: Tales

from Shakespeare and

Beyond

One of the earliest and most famous prose English translations of
Romeo and Juliet appears in Charles and Mary Lamb’s Tales from
Shakespeare (1807). Written for children, this version retells the
story in straightforward narrative prose. While it simplifies
character depth and loses the dramatic intensity of the original, it
remains a cherished entry point. More recently, other authors
have produced full prose translations, including E. Nesbit's
Beautiful Stories from Shakespeare and Leon Garfield’s
Shakespeare Stories. These editions use modern sentence
structures and vocabulary, making the plot crystal clear.

Verse Translations by
Modern Poets and Scholars

Some translators strive to preserve Shakespeare’s poetic form.
Bruce Coville’s picture-book adaptations render key speeches in
blank verse, suitable for reading aloud. For a more scholarly
approach, the New Cambridge Shakespeare series includes
glosses and modernized spelling but keeps the original text.
However, literal line-by-line verse translations are rare. A notable

exception is the work of translator and playwright David Garrick,
though his 18th-century adaptation altered the ending. In the
20th century, poets like John Ciardi and Stephen Greenblatt have
discussed the challenges of translating Shakespeare, but full
verse translations remain specialized tools.

Side-by-Side Editions and
“No Fear Shakespeare”

The most popular way to experience a modern English translation
of Romeo and Juliet today is through side-by-side editions.
SparkNotes’ No Fear Shakespeare series places the original text
on the left page and a contemporary translation on the right. This
format allows readers to check their understanding instantly. The
translation is clear, colloquial, and deliberately unsentimental.
For example, Juliet’s line “O Romeo, Romeo! wherefore art thou
Romeo?” becomes “O Romeo, Romeo! why do you have to be
Romeo?”. While some critics argue this flattens the poetry, it is
an effective learning tool. Other publishers like Folger
Shakespeare Library also offer facing-page annotations that
function as translations.

THE ART OF TRANSLATING SHAKESPEARE




Preserving Poetry, Rhyme,
and Meter

Translating a play that is also a poem requires extraordinary skill.
Shakespeare’s lines are crafted in iambic pentameter, with
occasional rhymes and rhythmic variations. An English translation
of Romeo and Juliet that maintains meter must often rearrange
sentence structure, which can sound unnatural. Many translators
choose to prioritize meaning over form. For instance, the famous
prologue’s couplet “A pair of star-cross’d lovers take their life”
might be rendered as “Two unlucky lovers kill themselves” -
losing the meter but gaining clarity. The best translations find a
balance, perhaps using rhythmic prose or loose verse instead of
strict iambic pentameter.

Cultural and Historical
Nuances

Words and phrases in Shakespeare carry connotations that may
not exist today. “Gallant,” “princox,” “pigeon-liver'd” - these
require cultural footnotes even in a translation. An effective
modern English translation of Romeo and Juliet explains these
terms within the text without breaking the flow. The translator
must decide whether to use synonyms (“cowardly” for “pigeon-
liver'd”) or keep the original and add a gloss. Also, references to

n u

Renaissance medicine, astrology, and social customs need
careful handling. A good translation makes the context clear
without overburdening the reader.

Balancing Fidelity and
Readability

Every translator faces the dilemma: how faithful should they be?
A literal English translation of Romeo and Juliet would produce
stilted, confusing prose. A free adaptation might change
meanings or lose key imagery. The best-known translations, like
those in the No Fear series, err on the side of readability. They
often turn metaphors into plain statements, for example “It is the
east, and Juliet is the sun” becomes “It is the east, and Juliet is
the sun” - actually that line is already clear! But trickier lines
such as “0, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!” might
become “She lights up the room more than torches.” Critics of
such simplification argue that it strips the magic. However, for a
first introduction, clarity is often more important than artistry.

CHOOSING THE RIGHT ENGLISH TRANSLATION FOR
YOUR NEEDS

For Academic Study

If you are a student or scholar analyzing the play, you will likely
need the original text with annotations rather than a full
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translation. Look for editions from Oxford, Cambridge, or the
Folger Library. These provide extensive footnotes that serve as a
translation of difficult words and phrases. For deeper linguistic
study, a parallel-text edition like No Fear Shakespeare can help
you understand line-by-line. Avoid abridged versions that cut
scenes or monologues unless you are only seeking plot summary.

For Performance

Theater directors often create their own adaptations, but
published acting editions sometimes include modernized
language. For example, the Royal Shakespeare Company’s
versions update some vocabulary while keeping the core poetry.
If you are directing a production for modern audiences, you may
want an English translation of Romeo and Juliet that is both
faithful to the meaning and speakable. Look for translations by
playwrights like David D. Leishman or those labeled “translated
into contemporary English.” These tend to maintain dramatic
pacing.

For Casual Reading

If you want to enjoy the story without scholarly pressure, choose
a narrative retelling in prose, such as the one by Charles Lamb,
or a graphic novel adaptation. For readers who want the
experience of the play’s language but with fewer obstacles, a
side-by-side edition is excellent. You can read the modern
translation first, then go back to the original. Another option is an
audio version with a full cast, which adds performance cues that
help with understanding. Remember, there is no single perfect
English translation of Romeo and Juliet; the right one depends on
your purpose and your comfort with Elizabethan English.

CONCLUSION

The enduring power of Romeo and Juliet lies in its universal
themes of love, fate, and conflict. Yet the language barrier of
Shakespeare’s original can prevent modern readers from fully
experiencing this power. Fortunately, the



