So, who am I
anyway?
And why is there a
whole class devoted
to studying me?

William Shakespeare (1564-1616) was an
English poet and playwright.
Many consider him to be one of the greatest
writers in the English language.
He is the most popular dramatist to ever live.
His plays are still selling out theaters over 400
years after his death.
His works have been translated into over a
hundred other languages.
His writings are an important part of
both popular and prestige culture.

Isn’t reading
Shakespeare
hard?

Yes.
Here’s the opening of Titus Andronicus:
Noble Patricians, Patrons of my Right,
Defend the iustice of my cause with armes.
And Countrimen my louing followers,
Plead my successiue Title with your swords:
I am his first borne sonne, that was the last
That ware the Imperiall Diademe of Rome,
Then let my Fathers honours liue in me,
Nor wrong mine age with this indignitie.
You’re
screwed.

Except that’s not what your copy will look like.
It will look like this:
Noble patricians, patrons of my right,
Defend the justice of my cause with arms;
And, countrymen, my loving followers,
Plead my successive title with your swords.
I am his firstborn son that was the last
That ware the imperial diadem of Rome.
Then let my father’s honors live in me,
Nor wrong mine age with this indignity.

Maybe
you’re not
screwed.

And you’ll also have notes to help you.
It will look something like this:
Noble patricians, patrons of my right,
Defend the justice of my cause with arms;
And, countrymen, my loving followers,
Plead my successive title1 with your swords.
I am his firstborn son that2 was the last
That ware3 the imperial diadem of Rome.
Then let my father’s honors live in me,
Nor wrong mine age4 with this indignity.

successive title hereditary title to the
succession
2 his … that the firstborn son of him who
3 ware wore
4 age seniority
1

Maybe
you’re not
screwed.

And we’ll also go over every page of the play
together in class.
Noble patricians, patrons of my right,
Defend the justice of my cause with arms;
And, countrymen, my loving followers,
Plead my successive title1 with your swords.
I am his firstborn son that2 was the last
That ware3 the imperial diadem of Rome.
Then let my father’s honors live in me,
Nor wrong mine age4 with this indignity.

successive title hereditary title to the
succession
2 his … that the firstborn son of him who
3 ware wore
4 age seniority
1

Maybe
you’re not
screwed.

And you’ll also have dozens of illustrations in
your copy of the play.
Noble patricians, patrons of my right,
Defend the justice of my cause with arms;
And, countrymen, my loving followers,
Plead my successive title1 with your swords.
I am his firstborn son that2 was the last
That ware3 the imperial diadem of Rome.
Then let my father’s honors live in me,
Nor wrong mine age4 with this indignity.

successive title hereditary title to the
succession
2 his … that the firstborn son of him who
3 ware wore
4 age seniority
1

Maybe
you’re not
screwed.

And you’ll also listen to and view multiple
productions of the play-- so that the words
make better sense to you.
Noble patricians, patrons of my right,
Defend the justice of my cause with arms;
And, countrymen, my loving followers,
Plead my successive title1 with your swords.
I am his firstborn son that2 was the last
That ware3 the imperial diadem of Rome.
Then let my father’s honors live in me,
Nor wrong mine age4 with this indignity.

successive title hereditary title to the
succession
2 his … that the firstborn son of him who
3 ware wore
4 age seniority
1

Maybe
you’re not
screwed.

And you’ll also have a translation into modern
English on the facing page-- like this:
Noble patricians, since you support my right to rule,
defend my just cause with weapons. And countrymen, my
loyal followers, fight for my inheritance with your swords:
I am the first-born son of the last emperor, so let me take
the crown and don't make me lower myself to ask for it.

Noble patricians, patrons of my right,
Defend the justice of my cause with arms;
And, countrymen, my loving followers,
Plead my successive title with your swords.
I am his firstborn son that was the last
That ware the imperial diadem of Rome.
Then let my father’s honors live in me,
Nor wrong mine age with this indignity.

Maybe
you’re not
screwed.

So it’s
easy
then?

No. That would be a lie.
However, the difficulties are manageable, and
we’ll be going slow enough so that nobody is
left behind.
Also, you’ll get better at reading Shakespeare.
It looks strange at first, but over 90% of
Shakespeare’s Early Modern English is the
same as the English spoken today.

We’re going to be reading six plays over the
course of the year.
In terms of actual word count, it will actually
be less reading than in Academic English.
You’ll also be watching six complete films of
the plays, along with several clips of scenes
and speeches from different productions.
By contrast, Academic English will
will be watching zero films this
year.

Why is
Shakespeare’s
English different
than ours,
anyway?

Shakespeare died over 400 years ago. That’s a
long time.
Any language changes over time. English is no
different.
Shakespeare just wrote in an earlier form of
the language.

It’s not Old English. That was the language that
Anglo-Saxon tribes spoke from the mid-7th
century until the 11th century (from about 1300
to 900 years ago).
Here’s what Old English looked like:
Hwæt. We Gardena in geardagum,
þeodcyninga, þrym gefrunon,
hu ða æþelingas ellen fremedon.

In translation, it looks like this:
Lo, praise of the prowess of people-kings
of spear-armed Danes, in days long sped,
we have heard, and what honor the athelings won!

It’s not Middle English. In 1066 the AngloSaxons were conquered by the Norman French.
Their dialect of French influenced English as it
developed throughout the Middle Ages.
Here’s what Middle English looked like:
Siþen þe sege and þe assaut watz sesed at Troye,
Þe borȝ brittened and brent to brondeȝ and askez,
Þe tulk þat þe trammes of tresoun þer wroȝt
Watz tried for his tricherie, þe trewest on erthe.

In translation, it looks like this:
Soon as the siege and assault had ceased at Troy,
the burg broken and burnt to brands and ashes,
the traitor who trammels of treason there wrought
was tried for his treachery, the foulest on earth.

Shakespeare wrote in Early Modern English-the language as it existed from about 1450 to
about 1700.
The King James Bible is also written in Early
Modern English. This translation was
published in 1611, near the end of
Shakespeare’s career.
Here’s what it looked like:
Blessed is the man that walketh not in the
counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in the way
of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the
scornful. But his delight is in the law of the
LORD; and in his law doth he meditate day
and night.

This is making
my head hurt. If
this is just the
first day, why
would I want to
take this class?

Over 1,700 English words were either coined by
Shakespeare, or their first recorded use is in Shakespeare.
amazement
arouse
baseless
champion
circumstantial
compromise
countless
deafening
discontent
eventful
fashionable
gloomy
impede
lackluster
laughable

lonely
majestic
monumental
negotiate
outbreak
radiance
savagery
scuffle
secure
softhearted
swagger
torture
uncomfortable
unreal
worthless

Phrases from Shakespeare that have become idiomatic in
English.
“As good luck would have it”

“Forever and a day”

The Merry Wives of Windsor

“Bated breath”

As You Like It

“For goodness’ sake”
The Merchant of Venice

“Be-all and the end-all”

Henry VIII

“Full circle”

Macbeth

“Break the ice”

King Lear

“Good riddance”
The Taming of the Shrew

“Cold comfort”

Troilus and Cressida

“In my heart of hearts”
The Taming of the Shrew

“Devil incarnate”

Hamlet

“Live long day”
Titus Andronicus

“Eaten me out of house and home”

Julius Caesar

“New-fangled”

Henry IV Part II

“Faint hearted”

Love’s Labour’s Lost

“One fell swoop”
Henry VI Part I

“Fair play”

Macbeth

“Sorry sight”
The Tempest

Macbeth

