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THE MAKING OF JULIET & ROMEO
By Ben Duke

| first saw Romeo and Juliet when | was a teenager. It was a Royal Shakespeare Company production.
| knew as the show began that, in about two hours, they would be dead, so | was reluctant to care
about them.

Aged 14, | was starting to understand that it was not advisable to care for too many people. Empathy
is not a limitless resource. We have to choose who we invest our emotions in. Invest wisely, | say.
This cautious approach is a characteristic | have evidently passed on to my children. My daughter
didn’t want a gerbil as a pet because she’d heard on the grapevine that they kept dying. She wanted
a tortoise. Here was a creature that had every chance of outliving its six-year-old owner, and so it
would be the tortoise, rather than my daughter, who had to deal with the grief.

Romeo and Juliet were the theatrical equivalent of gerbils - their death was predictable and
imminent. So, it seemed best - however cute they were - to just withhold my affection for them and
sit it out.

But they were good, those RSC actors, and Shakespeare knows what he’s doing, so | was sucked in. |
cared; | unwillingly handed over emotional energy. As humans we are, with notable exceptions,
predisposed to it.

We don’t want the people we care for to die. | didn’t want Romeo and Juliet to die. In this, my first
production, | wanted life — and there were so many opportunities for them to live. If only Romeo had
got the message that Juliet sent. If only Juliet had drunk a few milligrams less of sleeping potion and
woken up 30 seconds earlier. If only Paris had been better at sword fighting and delayed Romeo’s
entrance by a minute or two. If only, if only. As the audience we had to witness just how close they
sailed to staying alive, and | found that almost unbearable.

So, this piece came from a long-standing dislike of death and a dawning realisation that in my job |
was perfectly placed to re-write the moment that had frustrated me for so long. | wanted Romeo
and Juliet to live, and that was our starting point. Initially, it was exhilarating, anything was possible.
Where would they go? How would they live? We were overwhelmed with the possibilities.



And then, gradually, things got harder. The problem with cheating death is that you have to carry on
living. According to the experts, the chemical cocktail that we experience as romantic love only lasts
for three years. During those years, there is a gradual fall from the ideal to the real. And Romeo and
Juliet had a particularly long way to fall. | was interested in this second part of their relationship —
the bit after romantic love that was intrinsically less dramatic, more mundane and more repetitive. If
their early passion was fed, in part, by the intransigence of their warring families, then what kind of
relationship grows from the daily struggle to get a buggy up five flights of stairs?

The creative process somehow mirrored this fall into the ordinary. We began with a lightness and
optimism that allowed us to play with Shakespeare’s story and to find the ridiculous in this supposed
tragedy. We spent a great deal of time consuming as many versions of the story as we could find, in
particular Macmillan’s and Nureyev’s ballets and Zeffirelli’s and Lurhman'’s films, and we allowed
these multiple versions to confuse themselves in our brain. Then we got stuck. There was much
sitting in silence, watching the changing light outside, and realising that another day had passed with
little progress.

| love the uncertainty of the devising process, there is something alchemical about it. But it is
frustrating. There is no score to refer to and no script to pick up, just a lot of what can best be
described as drifting. It often feels like failing, but without quite knowing against which benchmark
I’m failing. I'm constantly reaching for things that ‘work’ and I can only really judge that from a
shifting unreliable instinct. There is a great deal that ends up on the cutting room floor. For example,
we spent a long time rehearsing a scene in which Romeo and Juliet get drunk with Shakespeare. We
felt that this scene was somehow key to our understanding of their present situation, but it turned
out to be a red herring. We created duets that had a physical logic but didn’t seem to say anything,
so they also had to go. But, to quote Shakespeare in Love, “the natural condition of the theatre
business is one of insurmountable obstacles on the road to imminent disaster.” | think, like most
people involved in creating work, | am slightly addicted to that feeling of imminent disaster while
also holding onto the belief that ‘it will all turn out well.’

You are probably reading this in that dead time before the show begins, so you are not yetin a
position to judge if it turns out well. And | wouldn’t want to lead you on that one. It's shorter than
the original, I'll say that much for it. | would also say, as a general rule, Lost Dog’s work has been
getting better, so if this is your first Lost Dog show, you’ve chosen a good moment to discover our
work. And if you don’t like this show, try coming back to us in a couple of years.

So here is Juliet & Romeo told in the technicolour of words and movement — a death-defying, life-
affirming, alchemical experiment in turning gerbils into tortoises and re-shaping this iconic story of
love and death into something far more ordinary.
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Newcastle University. His work is an attempt to reconcile those three subjects.



In 1997 Ben saw Alain Platel’s show Bernadetje at the Newcastle Playhouse and has been trying to
re-create the feeling of confusion and joy he had while watching that piece in his own artistic
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for Rambert, for which he was nominated for an Olivier Award.
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(The Difference Engine), Phoenix Dance Theatre (Pave up Paradise), the contemporary circus
company Barely Methodical Troupe (Kin) and Hi Fliers (There were definitely swans).
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Jackie Shemesh designs lighting for dance, theatre and visual art. He has collaborated with Ben Duke
and Lost Dog for more than a decade, designing most of their works.

He has worked with dance organisations such as the Batsheva Ensemble, Rambert, Ballet Boys,
Scottish Dance Theatre, Dorky Park (Berlin), National Welsh Dance, Candoco and Protein. Other
choreographers include Stephanie Schober, Jamila Johnson-Small, Eva Recacha, Nigel Charnock,
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together. He moved to Bristol in 2016 to start making work, interested in the human relationship to
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Soléne's dance journey started on her kitchen floor and took her to The Place in London where she
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the 2019 National Dance Award for Outstanding Female Modern Performance in her role as Juliet.
Solene's freelance path also includes working with Joan Clevillé Dance Gecko, Vera Tussing and Oona
Doherty. Solene is a founding member of Collective Endeavours, a Glasgow-based music and dance
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is both theatre and dance. The company work with text, live music and movement and blend these
elements to create work in which dance is framed by stories and characters.
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