
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. 

I ate the sandwich.

I the sandwich ate.

Ate the sandwich I.

Ate I the sandwich.

The sandwich I ate.

The sandwich ate I.

This example shows how these four words can be arranged to make six different sentence patterns that 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 (the sandwich) is often placed at the beginning of the sentence in front of the verb (ate) and subject (I). Rearrange the words in the order that makes the most sense to you. This is the first step in understanding Shakespeare.

Omissions

For the sake of rhythm, Shakespeare often leaves out words, letters, or syllables. We do this in our everyday speech.

We say:

"Been to class yet?"

"Heard Langdahl's givin' a test."

"Wha'sup wi'that?"

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

"Have you been to class yet?"

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

"What do you think is up with that?"

A few example of Shakespearean omissions/contractions follow:

'tis= it is 

e'er=ever

ope=open 

oft=often

o'er=over 

a'=he

gi'=give 

e'en=even

ne'er=never

i'=in

th'=the

't=it

t'=the or to

ere=before


