


VIOLENT DELIGHTS AND VIOLENT ENDS 

My bounty is as boundless as the sea, 
My love as deep: the more I give to thee 
The more I have, for both are infinite. 

-Juliet, 1597 
The world is yours. 

-Scarface, 1983 

Why perform Shakespeare 's Romeo and Juliet at Bennington 
College in the spring of 2011? Isn't the future of diminished 
prospects dismal enough w ithout dredging up those ill-fated 
lovers? Why drum up reasons to be glum? 

It started with a hunch . Maybe there still is something in this ta le 
of boundless love worth exploring. I have seen many productions 
of Romeo and Juliet; one moved me. It was performed by 
teenagers in Bushwick, Brooklyn and they changed the ending 
because they'd seen so many of their young friends die . More 
often, I've sat through joyless interpretations I disliked so much it 
hurt to keep my eyes open. 

The cha llenge loomed like Tybalt's dare to Romeo. Could we rise to 
this language? This passion? This violence? This galloping pace? 
Could we bring these characters to full-blooded life? 

Then there was Roberto Saviano's investigative account and 
Matteo Garonne's graphic film, Gomorrah. When I saw the film, 
I was struck by the enduring mythology of Scarface. All over the 
world young men dream of becoming the mercurial gangster 
embodied by AI Pacino in the film, Scarface. Violent delights have 
violent ends: this ethos exerts particular traction among boys who 
come from nothing and long to live fast, live large, and die young. 
Having the world and losing everything swiftly, in a burst of flame, 
like Phaeton, the rash charioteer who crashes the sun to the 
ground, is key to this apotheosis. 
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Yet th e plot is set in motion by the best of intentions, and the lan
guage is as rich with joy, humor, and love as it is with anger and 
violence. In fact, the tragedy can only exist if that 
juxtaposition is present-if both the characters and the audience 
hope against hope that, somehow, everything will turn out all right. 

Our main source of inspiration for this production was another 
narrative about youth and hope in a violence-ridden society: 
Matteo Garrone's 2008 film Gomorrah, based on Roberto Saviano's 
brave expose about the Camorra, the Neapolitan mob. 
(Saviano received multiple death threats after the book's 
publication and now lives in hiding, under 24-hour police 
protection.) We felt that Gomorrah was set in a similar world to that 
of Romeo & Juliet: a lawless world in which tempers and tempera
tures run hot, in which children grow up witnessing 
violence and end up propagating that violence themselves, in which 
young dreamers yearn for something more even as they are caught 
up inextricably in the dangerous conflicts of the older 
generation. The cast has worked hard to u.rderstand and embody 
the passion, energy, power, and lyricism of Shakespear~'s text and 
to express the humor along with the tragedy, the beauty along w1th 
the violence, the "hate, that is meant love." 
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1 began to imagine a world in which the rules of the action fil m, th e 
meteoric mobster saga, and Shakespeare's Romeo and Jultet could 
mesh and meet. What would that look like 7 Sound like 7 What 
would that be? 

We decided to set Shakespeare's love story not in roman t ic Verona , 
but in the bleak cement-poured housing projects of Secon digliano, 
the Camorra-run suburb of Naples. Here if you play by th e rules, 
you get a roof over your head, and if you balk, you'll get w hacked 
in a heartbeat. Secondigliano presented a plausible desce ndant of 
Elizabethan Verona: the blood hate, the corruption, the interdict ion 
of individual choice other than that dictated by the "System ." 

Romeo and Juliet are nothing if they are not those who challeng e 
the System. They dare to reject the schism of self and other. They 
dare to embrace the other that is more $elf than self itself. 
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And what of the Verona they leave so suddenly behind? Do the ;!1'1 
Capulet and Montague parents really learn from the loss of their ;~· 
progeny? Will these corrupt family empires, having erected golden ~ ~i 
statues to their martyred children, really change to allow for a com- IIi· 
passionate, tolerant, progressive society? I can't help but doubt . ; 

As much as we wish to distance ourselves f rom the Camorra 
empire, it behooves us to remember that the Neapo litan mafi a 
earned 150 billion Euros in 2007. In addition to trafficking in drugs 
and arms, the thriving Camorra mafia invests in legitimate busi
nesses around the world, one of which was the recon st ru ct ion of 
the World Trade Center. 

At the end of the play, the survivors are urged to " Go hence to 
have more talk of these sad things." I think that's Shakespeare's 
cunning way of telling us, the audience, what to do with hi s play. 

Think of that, and of our own blood feuds, the next t ime you visit 
Ground Zero. 

- Jean Randich 

There will be a 10 minute Intermission 
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DRAMATURGE'S NOTE 

Proud can I never be of what I hate; 
But thankful even for hate, that is meant love. 

-Romeo & Juliet, I I I .5 

The fact is that the only thing you learn here is how to die. 

- a priest in Roberto Saviano's Gomorrah, 
after delivering a eulogy for a 15-year-old boy 

This play is a tragedy. You knew that coming in, of cou rse. It's a 
story you're probably familiar w ith . A bitter feud, star-crossed 
lovers, miscommunication, and death. 


