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Shakespeare’s English:  Why Does Everyone Talk So Funny?

Sometimes, when you read Shakespeare’s language, it doesn’t seem like normal English.  Four hundred years is a long time, and a language naturally changes over the years.  Some words fall out of use, others take on new meanings, and the rules for assembling sentences change.  Adding to the difficulty is that Shakespeare often wrote in verse, which can be harder to understand than prose.

Scholars recognize three historical languages called English:  Old English, Middle English, and Modern English.  Shakespeare’s English is considered to be “Modern” English even though the rest of us recognize that he spoke and wrote a different, older form of English than we use!

Formal or Familiar

One of the differences between Shakespeare’s English and the English we use is that Shakespeare had three different ways to say “you”:  you, thou, and ye.  Sometimes, the word he chose tells us something about the character who says the word or the relationship between characters.  Here are the basic differences…

Thou is informal, used among friends, and to address a child or servant.  Thou is also used in direct addresses to God.


You is formal, used to address a stranger, or someone of a higher station.


Ye is plural, or a synonym for you.

Contractions

Contractions have been around as long as language has existed.  Some of Shakespeare’s contractions are familiar to the modern ear, and some aren’t.  Many contractions are the same as we use today:


“I’ll be a brave judge!”  1 Henry IV


“I’m not their father”  Cymbeline


“Now he’ll outstare the lightning” Antony and Cleopatra


“That’s not my fault, he’s master of my state” Comedy of Errors

To make his verse come out right, with the correct number of syllables, Shakespeare also contracted some vowels and ran words together.  For example, the other, with three syllables, becomes th’other, with only two.  He often used the following contractions:


‘t 
it


‘tis
it is


o’er
over


e’er
ever


ne’er
never

Common Words

A
A usually means a in the modern sense, but it also means he sometimes.  For example, “I know that Deformed, a has been a vile thief this seven year…”

An, And
An and and usually have their modern meanings, but they can also mean if.  You can tell by context which meaning it has.  A sentence that starts with an or and usually means if.  For example, "And he had been a dog that should have howled thus, they would have hanged him…”

Anon
Anon means soon.  For example, “Get you gone, sir; I’ll talk to with you more anon”

Brave

Usually brave means courageous, but it can mean splendid or showy. 

Cousin
Any relative or close friend may be called cousin or its abbreviation, coz.

Cuckold
A cuckold is the husband of an unfaithful wife, and usually the brunt of jokes.  The visual image of a cuckold is a man wearing two small horns.

Fain
Fain means gladly.  For example, “Here is neither cheer, sir, nor welcome; we would fain have either”

Forsooth
Forsooth means in truth, and is mostly used to add strength to a statement.

Hap, Haply
Hap or haply means perhaps.

Hence

Hence means away from here, and it can refer to place or time.

Hither

Hither means here, as in “Come hither to me, Master Froth”

Sirrah
Sirrah is a term used to address a man or boy of low station – such as a servant – or a child.

Tarry

Tarry means to wait.

Thence
Thence means away from there.

Troth

Troth means faithfulness or faith.

Wench
A wench is a girl or young woman.  It is often used to address a daughter or female servant.

Wherefore
Wherefore means why.  For example “Romeo, Romeo, wherefore art thou Romeo?”

Whither
Whither means “where to?”

Information excerpted from “Shakespeare for Dummies” by John Doyle


