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  I almost needed a neck brace when I saw Romeo and Juliet at the 

Playhouse.  Well, sat on the second row, separated from the stage by 
three or four feet, it would have been useful for the famous balcony 

scene. Picture it, an iron balcony had been made for the scene and 
R+J were reciting those famous lines, but craning my neck back and 

forth almost gave me whiplash!  
  Written over four hundred years ago, this is arguably the most 

performed and adapted of Shakespeare’s plays.  The quintessential 
love tragedy even.  And its appeal is still going strong.   

   This new version, a modern British urban drama, like ‘Lock Stock 
and two Smoking Barrels’ but with flick knives and sharp Armani suits, 

once again revitalises the tale of two lovers from opposing families. 

  The style and design of the show worked well, with three walls and a 
massive door in the centre, it helped create space for the actors, even 

with chairs, tables, a bed and a mirror all onstage at various times. 
  Unlike Baz Lurman’s 1996 MTV style film, this version was 

refreshingly straightforward, with no rearrangement or chopping of 
scenes as the film did. 

  The two leads, the Forsyte sagas Christian Coulson as Romeo, (soon 
to be seen as bad wizard Tom Riddle in ‘Harry Potter and the Chamber 

of Secrets’.) and RADA graduate Shereen Ibrahim in her professional 
debut as Juliet, both brought vitality and passion to their roles.  

Coulson in particular caught Romeo’s mood changes very well, 
especially in the confrontation scene with Tybalt.  It is this scene that, 

in my opinion, the whole play hinges on.  If Romeo had actually told 
Mercutio, Tybalt and Benvolio the truth, then the play would have 

ended happily.  It is the weakness of Romeo’s character that sets into 

motion the chain of events that bring about the tragic ending.  In both 
his plea to Tybalt and the incensed rage after the death of Mercutio, 

(shades of Voldemort in that speech) Coulson convincingly conveys 
that fatal impulsive flaw. 

  The same flaw is within Juliet, as well as being an overlooked theme 
in the play.  Darren Morfitts Tybalt and Paul Readys Mercutio are both 

young and extremely impulsive.  Juliet though is romantically 
impulsive and Ibrahim captures the innocence and youthful playfulness 

of Juliet perfectly. 
  The rest of the cast flawlessly manage to cope with the traditional 

languages of the play.  Joseph Alessi stood out in particular for his 
boisterous, authoritarian Capulet.  Darren Morfitts Tybalt seemed a bit 

watered down, I got the impression he was trying to be a ‘nice’ version 



of Vinnie Jones from ‘lock, stock’.  He would be inspired casting for 

that role, maybe Morfitt just wasn’t nasty enough, I think.  Paul 
Ready’s Mercutio was witty and loud.  A good change from the drag 

queen act from Lurmans film. 
  Josie Rourkes vision and direction of the play was successful as each 

element was meticulously worked out.  From the details of the scene 
changes (well handled and executed with military precision by the 

backstage crew) to the handling of props and the flowing of the 
dialogue, which never lapsed, Romeo and Juliet has really come alive 

for the Twenty-first century. 
  The great themes of this complex drama are revitalised.  As well as 

being poetic, it is also about hatred, violence and prejudice, all mixed 
together.  Most people don’t realise that it isn’t just about love, but life 

at its most passionate, most intense.  It is a play of extremes, 
capturing concepts through the actions of each of its characters in 

living their lives to the fullest extent.  This is what gives Shakespeare’s 

plays their timeless quality and is the vital ingredient in any recipe of 
drama.  Not bad for something written 407- odd years ago, I’m looking 

forward to the version set in outer space, 
 ‘Two Galactic Empires, both alike in dignity...’ 

 hmm, Wonder what Kenneth Branagh (another one in Potter) and the 
RSC would make of that?   

Looks like I’ve got a script to write! 
 

  
 

Ian Mercer was last seen serving and spilling drinks on the set of the 
Forsyte Saga and can be heard presenting ‘Timedrive – the 

60s/70s/80s show on shout fm every Friday 4-6. 


