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Late last
month I took 50
high school

freshman to the
premicre of the
new “Romeo and
Juliet” movie. 1
teach at a sub-
urban high
school and, for
the last three
weeks, we have
been studying
Shakespeare's
star-crossed

JOHN
MONAGHAN

" lovers.
. The kids, for the most part,
were exhilarated by this modern

mix of iambic pentnmeter and
in-your-face filmmaking. The
adult chaperones walked out
cxhausted. As one aptly put it, “it
reduces the beauty of
Shakespeare to the lovel of
Quentin Tarantino.”

My own feelings fall some-
where in between. The movie is
viaual fast food: crass, noisy,
junky, with a shelf life due to
expire by Christmas. But for
now, as an accessible approach to
the Bard for its teenage target
audience, it works like crazy.
Immune from critical slinga and
arrows, it spent its opening
weckend at number ane.

Leonardo DiCaprio, who is
making a career out of troubled
youths, was n good choice for this
pistol-packing Romeo. Smooth in
his Hawaiian shirt, wisps of
blonde hair falling across his
face, he and his Montague Boys
arc a sharp contrast to tho
swarthy, durkor-akmned
Capulets, who mix it up on the
boaches and boulevards of
Verona Beach, Florida.

The opening is a dizzying
{often headache-provoking) dis-
play of ghoky camera and light-
ning-fast editing. The story is
now framed by a newspaper
report as we see the stately fami-

lies of Montague and Capulet as
Mafioso lording over a violent
urban landscape.

Romeo and Juliet first make
eye contact at o garish costume
party thrown by tho Copulets.
He has crashed the party with
the help of best friend Mercutio,
a Dnnm§ Rodman-style party
boy with connections almost as
extensive as his wardrobe, aware
but unfazed by the disaster that
could como from diddling with
his enemy's daughter (Claire
Dancs, frem “My Se-Called
Life™).

The balcony scene now takes
place around and inside the
Capulet’s swimming pool. Paris,
who Julict's parents want her to
marry, is a bachelor-of-the-year
patterned after JFK, Jr. and a
horrible dancer. The mixed up
letter that further scals the
lovers' doom is a Federal Expreas
serew-up. If you didn’t recognize
the Friar as a holy man, just look
at the full-size cross tattoced on
Pete Postlethwaite's bm:k

imagery di

the film, not used as'a coherent
symbol as much a8 a broadly
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