Elizabethan Drama: Steps for Success

1. BEFORE we read a section out loud in class, preview it – scan the liner notes or, if you your copy has one, a summary of the scene to familiarize yourself with the action.

2. While we do the dramatic reading in class, take good notes.  What does “good” mean?

a. Be familiar with the line notes – don’t take notes on things that are already explained in your text!

b. Write down only what will help you understand the lines – difficult words, or – in some cases – a quick summary of the main point.  You may also (if your text doesn’t do this) note emotions – this can help you later.

c. When I mention a key concept – a piece of figurative language, a soliloquy, etc. – note it.  Use abbreviations – M for metaphor, S for simile, P for personification, etc.  These will help you later on.

3. Remember, this is a DRAMA.  Read it OUT LOUD.  It was never meant to be silent!

a. When reading, DO NOT STOP AT THE END OF EVERY LINE!!  Read it as if it were any story, stopping only when punctuation tells you to.  If you stop at the end of every line, this play will sound like some warped Hallmark card.
b. When working on a paraphrase for homework, team up with classmates!  Read it out loud together, taking different roles.  Hearing it out loud will help, and you can ask one another questions about what the lines mean.

c. You don’t need to work with someone who has the same assignment – in fact, it can be better if you have different sections of a scene – that way you hear more of the play.

4. When actually paraphrasing, follow these steps:

a. Read the section out loud.

b. Paraphrase the parts you know – you will find some lines are fine as they are, especially when the “mechanicals” like Bottom are talking.  In those cases, you may not need to change anything!

c. Fix the grammar.  Just like in the class exercise, rewrite any awkward sentences so they go subject-verb-object.  Often, this clears up any confusion.

d. Next, use the liner notes and class notes to replace obscure / difficult words with ones that are easier to understand.

5. What if you get stuck?

a. Ask a friend.  This is where working with someone is helpful.  Share the load!

b. Post questions on the bulletin board.

c. Use the webpage links.

d. Be reasonable – don’t spend hours on a passage.  Do the best you can and, if there’s a spot or two that you can’t figure out, that’s ok.  That’s what your acting company is for.  What I WILL NOT accept is a whole, massive blank section – I want to see that you worked on the entire thing, and applied the steps I described above.  A blank bit in the middle of a paraphrase is fine, but skipping an entire section and saying “I didn’t get it” is not.

A Note on Shakespeare's Grammar

    In order to read Shakespeare well, you need to be sure you understand a few now-obsolete grammatical features of English. These are the things people usually associate with Shakespeare – “thee,” “thou” and all those weird verb endings – like “dost” and “art.”  As strange as they may seem, they are actually pretty simple once you get used to them.  So, let’s get started.

Grammatical forms

A. Pronouns

a. Thee, thou, and ye are just other words for “you” in modern English.  In fact, “you” comes from “ye.”  Here’s a brief explanation:

i. In Old English, thou (and its related forms) was used for addressing one person; ye (and its related forms) for more than one.

ii. During Middle English, ye / you came to be used as a polite form of “you” and thee/thou would be used more casually. This is like in Spanish, with “usted” versus “tu” and French, with “vous” and “tu.”  Basically, here’s how each would be used:

	Pronoun
	Use

	Ye / you
	*when talking to someone of higher rank (servant to master, child to parent, peasants to nobles… even wife to husband

*”polite” people talking to one another, nobles etc.



	Thee / thou
	*when talking to someone of lower rank

*low class people talking to one another

*can also be used to show intimacy / closeness to someone.

*in poetry, often used when talking to supernatural creatures

*If a noble person wishes to insult another noble, they can call that person “thou” to show they look down on him her!


b. Much like French and Spanish, English used to have different forms of words depending on their role in a sentence.  Here’s a brief explanation. 

	
	Subject
	Object
	Possessive
	Reflexive

	Modern
	You
	You
	Your / yours
	yourself

	Eliz. You
	You
	ye
	yours
	yourself

	Eliz. Thou
	Thou
	Thee
	Thine
	Thyself


So, in these plays, when you see one of these words, just replace it with the modern one in the chart.  

· Based on The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the English Language, ed. David Crystal (CUP: 1995), p. 71

B. Verb conjugations

a. Old English was very similar to French and Spanish – the endings of verbs changed depending on who was doing the action (think about Spanish, with the verb “to go” – “I go” is “voy,” you go is “vas” and he/she/it goes is “va” etc.
b. In Elizabethan times, we still had some of this conjugation pattern in English – Basically, whenever a verb is in the second person singular (you/thou), they stick a “t” on the end of it: you are is “thou art,” you were is “thou wert,” etc.  Here’s a chart to help you compare it to how we speak.  The words in parentheses are how we say it, and the words in bold are the ones that are different from us.
	
	I *
	You / thou
	he/she 
	 We*
	you (pl)*
	They*

	to be
	
	 (are)
	
	
	
	

	Present
	I am
	 art
	is
	are
	are
	are

	Past
	I was
	 wert
	was
	were
	were
	were

	to have 
	
	(have)
	
	
	
	

	Present
	I have
	 hast
	has/hath
	have
	have
	have

	Past
	I had
	 hadst
	had
	had
	had
	had

	to do
	
	(do)
	
	
	
	

	Present
	I do
	 dost
	does / doth
	do
	do
	do

	Past
	I did
	 didst
	did
	did
	did
	did

	to see 
	
	(see)
	
	
	
	

	Present
	see
	 seest
	sees/seeth
	see
	see
	see

	Past
	saw
	 sawest
	saw
	saw
	say
	saw

	to grow 
	
	(grow)
	
	
	
	

	Present
	grow
	 growest
	grows/groweth
	grow
	grow
	grow

	Past
	grew
	 grewest
	grew
	grew
	grew
	grew


As you can see, it’s pretty simple – a verb with “t” or “st” on the end is the “you” form, and one with “th” on the end goes with “he,” “she,” or “it.”

Source: http://homepages.wmich.edu/~cooneys/tchg/lit/adv/shak.gram.html
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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.  In his book, Unlocking Shakespeare's Language, Randal Robinson breaks the language barriers into three main categories:  Shakespeare's Unusual Arrangements of Words, Shakespeare's Troublesome Omissions & Words Not Quite Our Own.  This guide will briefly cover each of these areas, but you will also want to ask your teacher to get a copy of this great resource by following the link above.

Unusual Word Arrangements

    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 he 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.

    Robinson shows us that these four words can create six unique sentences which carry the same meaning.  When you are reading Shakespeare's plays, look for this type of unusual word arrangement.  Locate the subject, verb, and the object of the sentence.  Notice that the 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.

Poetry

We speak in prose (language without metrical structure).  Shakespeare wrote both prose and verse (poetry).  Much of the language discussion we will have in this guide revolves around Shakespeare's poetry.  So, it is important that you understand the following terms:

Iambic Pentameter:  five beats of alternating unstressed and stressed syllables; ten syllables per line.

 Examples of Iambic Pentameter:   

'So fair / and foul / a day / I have / not seen'

 'The course / of true / love nev /er did / run smooth'

Blank Verse:  unrhymed iambic pentameter

Word Omissions

    Again, 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:

        "Been to class yet?"

        "No.  Heard Ulen's givin' a test."

        "Wha'sup wi'that?"

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

        "Have you been to class yet?"

 "No, I have not been to class.  I heard that Mrs. Ulen is giving a test today."

        "What is up with that? 

 A few examples of Shakespearean omissions/contractions follow:

'tis ~ it is 

i' ~ in 

ope ~ open 

e'er ~ eve

o'er ~ over 

oft ~ often

gi' ~ give 

a' ~ he

ne'er ~ never 
e'en ~ even

Unusual Words

Most of us run into problems when we come across archaic words that are no longer used in Modern English.  Or worse, when we run across words that are still used today but have much different meanings than when Shakespeare used (or invented!) the words.   This is particularly troublesome, because we think we know what the word means, but the line still doesn't make sense.

Although it is frustrating when we come across these unknown words, it is not surprising.  Shakespeare's vocabulary included 30,000 words.  Today our vocabularies only run between 6,000 and 15,000 words!  Because Shakespeare loved to play with words, he also created new words that we still use today.

When you encounter an unusual / unfamiliar word, be sure to use your line notes in your text

