Shakespeare’s Language

Shakespeare’s language can be slightly challenging to read at first, but don’t let that stop you from enjoying the play.  It has a plot and themes that are similar to the popular movies you watch today!  I want you to ENJOY the play, so I have provided you with some helpful hints for understanding the language.

Before you start to read Shakespeare’s plays, you will want to take a look at some of the language uses that might stand in your way of understanding the script:

Unusual Word Arrangement

Many of my students have asked me if people really spoke the way they do in Shakespeare’s plays.  The answer is no.  Shakespeare wrote the way he did for poetic and dramatic purposes.  There are many reasons why dhe did this- to create a specific poetic rhythm, to emphasize a certain word, to give a character a specific speech pattern, etc.  Let’s take a look at a great example from Robinson’s Unlocking Shakespeare’s Language:

I ate the sandwich. 
_____  _____  _____
I the sandwich ate. 
_____  _____  _____
Ate the sandwich I.
_____  _____  _____
Ate I the sandwich.
_____  _____  _____
The sandwich I ate.
_____  _____  _____
The sandwich ate I.
_____  _____  _____
Robinsons shows us that these four words can create six unique sentences which carry the same meaning.  Locate the subject, verb, and the direct object of the sentence.  Notice that the direct object of the sentence is often placed at the beginning (the sandwich) in front of the verb (ate) and subject (I).  Rearrange the words in the order that makes the most sense to you (I ate the sandwich).  This will be one of your first steps in making sense of Shakespeare's language.

Now you try decoding the following sentences:

“A glooming peace this morning with it brings” 

______________________________________________________________________

“That handkerchief did an Egyptian to my mother give.” 

______________________________________________________________________

Here are some additional helpful hints about Shakespeare’s language:
Omissions

For the sake of his poetry, Shakespeare often left out letters, syllables, and whole words.  These omissions really aren’t that much different from the way we speak today.  We say:


Matt:  “Been to class yet?”


Blake:    “No.  Heard Ms. Lorey’s givin’ a quiz.”


Matt:  “Ugh.  What’s up with that?”

We leave out words and parts of words to speed up our speech.  If we were speaking in complete sentences, we would say:


Matt:  “Have you been to class yet?”


Blake:    “No, I have not been to class.  I heard that Ms. Lorey is giving a quiz 


     today.”

Matt:  “What is up with that?”

A few examples of Shakespearean omissions/contractions include:

‘tis – 
______


e’er
______


thither ______
ope-
______


oft-
______


hither  ______
o’er-
______


a’
______


wither ______
gi’-
______


e’en
______


wherefore ___
ne’er
______




Pronouns

Thou- Subject:  “Thou art my brother.”  __________________________

Thee- Object:  “Come, let me clutch thee.” ____________________________

Thy- Possessive Adjective:  “What is thy name?” _________________________

Thine- possessive noun:  “To thine own self be true.”  _______________________

Ye- “Ye shall know me.” __________________________
Verbs

Shakespeare usually ads an –est or –st at the end of his verbs.

Thou liest, lazy thing. ______________________________

What didst thou see?  ________________________________

Why canst thou not see the difference?  _____________________________

