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Thoughts on the Play 
 

There are no #spoileralerts when it comes to Romeo and Juliet. Two 
feuding households with two young lovers who take their lives. It’s the 
story that everyone knows. How exactly can a story written in the late 
1500s relate to audiences in 2016? 

 

Due to its timeless themes — hate, tension, love, fate — Romeo and Juliet 
is harmonious with our society today. By telling this story now, we  
are making a specific theatrical choice. We are making these choices in 
response to our current social and political climate. We have chosen  
to adapt Romeo and Juliet in 2016 because the Black Lives Matter 
movement, police brutality, political drama, and same-sex relationships 
are today’s concerns. 

 

Tension in our society, rooting from mass shootings of people of color 
and world terror, has made this classic story essential. Romeo and Juliet 
reminds us that, despite hate, something beautiful can still form. With 
all that occurs between these two feuding households, there is something amazing that happens at the 
end of the play: both families take a step back to listen to each other. 

 

The entire country needs to do that: take a step back and listen to one another. Listening can’t bring back 
Romeo, Juliet, and innocent people who have lost their lives. But it can spark a conversation that will lead 
to change. 

 
 

Interview with the Director, Cameron Knight 
 

Hannah Greenspan: What inspired you to adapt Romeo and Juliet, a classic 
and timeless play, to the world of today? 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cameron Knight 
(Photo by Tony Moux) 

Cameron Knight: It’s in what you said, the fact that it’s timeless. I think 
sometimes we use words like timeless and think we don’t need to do 
anything with it. And in my pure Shakespeare heart, I agree. But when I 
thought about the audience that will be consuming it, the relevancy, I felt 
that there needed to be some adapting. This is a beautiful play, that was 
well written, that has timeless themes, but not timeless interpretations. I 
think the themes are universal. 



 

HG: What can the city of Chicago learn from watching our version of Romeo and Juliet? 
 

CK: Hopefully the play will hold a mirror up to our current political and social views. How we are 
disregarding the people in front of us for the sake of being right. Which is at the core of this play. We begin 
with “two households both alike in dignity,” and I think that line sets the backdrop of the entire play and 
where we are today. 

 

When you take the views away, there’s no difference racially, politically, and socially. And the differences 
that are there are minute. Except that we fan the flames of those differences in order to have superiority 
over someone. So when we say “two households both alike in dignity,” it says to me that they’re arguing 
over the same point and they are still fighting. And that is happening now. We often overlook the things 
that are very valuable. We see this with Chicago Public School system, the police system, the gentrification 
of the South Side, even Lincoln Park, it is not the area it once was. If one side wins or if everyone has their 
way, then what do we have left? These children are dead, these families have no legacy left because they 
were so committed to fight and hurt one another that they lost what they were fighting for. 

 

When I listen to the campaigns now, I hear people talking about the future and the children and what 
we’re going to do for the children. But both sides are systematically destroying the country. So no one is 
really concerned about the children; they use that as a “catch all” phrase to get people to vote for them, 
because what they really want is to win. And I think shining a light on how similar both sides are could be 
cathartic for an audience. If we can have them see themselves and see what’s lost when we fight.  I think a 
Chicago audience can very easily notice the irony and the potential for epic loss if we don’t act now. 

 

 
 

 
HG: What work does gender bending half of the cast do? 

 

CK: What it doesn’t do is change the story. I think people get so caught up with the gender bending. But all 
I really did is change some pronouns, but I kept the names the same. What it does do is empower women  
in the play to speak beautiful language, to not be trafficked or used as leverage. 

 

When you read Shakespeare’s plays and don’t address gender at all, the women are some of the smartest 
characters in the canon. But, they are often marginalized. Even in Romeo and Juliet, Lady Montague only has 
one line and then she dies. Gender bending the cast swings the story into 2016, where women and women 
of color are among the most celebrated and underappreciated in our society right now. Women of color are 
the largest percentage of graduating students in the country but often disregarded. So putting them in a 
position of power, for me is important. The words take on a new meaning when they are said by women. 
There is something done to a narrative when people get to speak for themselves. I am excited to see what 
that brings. 

 

I know this will work, I know two young women falling in love will work, because I see it all the time. 
It works; it just works. And why not realize it? When we talk about the timeless nature of these plays, 
same-sex love is timeless, it has existed. For so long, women were not allowed to be in these plays, or even 
have the capacity to speak for themselves. It was such a foreign idea. So in some ways, I think moving the 
gender around allows history to be told more accurately. 

 

“The words take on a new meaning when they are said by women. There is something done 
to a narrative when people get to speak for themselves.” -Cameron Knight 


