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What language is Shakespeare? This question opens a fascinating window into the world of
literature, linguistics, and the evolution of English. Shakespeare's works are often seen as
the pinnacle of English literature, showcasing a language that is both familiar and foreign to
modern audiences. To fully appreciate Shakespeare's language, one must explore its
historical context, linguistic features, stylistic elements, and its enduring impact on
contemporary English.

Historical Context of Shakespeare's Language

In order to understand the language Shakespeare used, it is essential to consider the time
period in which he wrote. Shakespeare lived during the late 16th and early 17th centuries,
a time when the English language was undergoing significant transformation.

The Early Modern English Era

- Timeframe: The Early Modern English period spanned from approximately 1500 to 1700.

- Influences: This era was characterized by the influence of the Renaissance, which brought
a renewed interest in classical texts and ideas. As a result, many Latin and Greek words
entered the English lexicon.

- Standardization: The invention of the printing press and the rise of literacy contributed to
the standardization of English. Shakespeare’s works played a key role in shaping this
emerging standard.

Regional Dialects and Variations

During Shakespeare's time, English was not uniform. Various dialects existed across
England, and London, where Shakespeare spent most of his life, was a melting pot of these



regional variations.

- Influence of London: As the capital, London attracted people from all over the country,
leading to a blending of dialects. Shakespeare’s language reflects this diversity.

- Standard English: Shakespeare contributed to the development of what we now know as
Standard English, popularizing certain words and phrases that would become
commonplace.

Linguistic Features of Shakespeare's Language

Shakespeare's language is often noted for its richness and complexity. To fully grasp the
nuances of his writing, it is important to examine its linguistic features.

Vocabulary and Lexicon

Shakespeare had an expansive vocabulary, estimated to include over 20,000 words. He
was a master of wordplay, often inventing new words or using existing words in innovative
ways.

- Neologisms: Shakespeare coined many words that have become integral to the English
language, such as:

- Assassination

- Bedazzled

- Lonely

- Gloomy

- Puns and Double Meanings: He often used puns to add humor or depth to his characters’
dialogues. For example, in "Romeo and Juliet," the use of the word "grave" has both a literal
and a metaphoric meaning.

Syntax and Structure

Shakespeare's syntax often deviates from contemporary English, employing inversion and
varied sentence structures that can challenge modern readers.

- Inversion: Shakespeare frequently inverted the usual subject-verb-object order for poetic
effect. For example:

- “In sooth, | know not why | am so sad.” (The Merchant of Venice)

- Blank Verse: Much of Shakespeare's writing is in blank verse, unrhymed iambic
pentameter, which gives a natural rhythm to the dialogue while still allowing for expressive
variation.



Stylistic Elements of Shakespeare's Language

Shakespeare’s language is replete with stylistic elements that enhance the emotional and
dramatic impact of his plays.

Imagery and Symbolism

Shakespeare’s use of imagery is vivid and often draws on nature, mythology, and everyday
life.

- Nature Imagery: He frequently uses natural imagery to convey themes and emotions. For
instance, in "A Midsummer Night's Dream," the forest symbolizes both chaos and
transformation.

- Symbolism: Objects and actions in his plays often carry deeper meanings. The green light
in "The Great Gatsby" symbolizes unattainable aspirations, while the dagger in "Macbeth"
represents guilt and ambition.

Rhetorical Devices

Shakespeare was adept at using rhetorical devices to enhance his characters' speeches and
engage the audience.

- Metaphor and Simile: His works are rich with metaphors and similes that create powerful
connections between abstract concepts and tangible experiences.

- Alliteration and Assonance: He skillfully employed alliteration and assonance to create
musicality in his lines, enhancing their memorability.

The Impact of Shakespeare's Language on
Modern English

The influence of Shakespeare's language extends far beyond his time, shaping the English
language as we know it today.

Contributions to Vocabulary

Many words and phrases that originated in Shakespeare's works are still in use today. His
creative language has contributed significantly to the richness of English vocabulary.
Common phrases attributed to him include:

- "Break the ice" (The Taming of the Shrew)
- "Heart of gold" (Henry V)



- "Wild-goose chase" (Romeo and Juliet)

Influence on Literature and Arts

Shakespeare's language has left an indelible mark on literature and the arts, inspiring
countless writers, poets, and playwrights.

- Literary Influence: His works have influenced authors such as John Milton, Charles Dickens,
and modern playwrights like Tom Stoppard and David Mamet.

- Adaptations: Numerous adaptations of Shakespeare's plays exist in various forms,
including films, musicals, and operas, each interpreting his language in new and innovative
ways.

Challenges of Shakespearean Language for
Modern Readers

While Shakespeare's language is celebrated, it can also pose challenges for contemporary
readers and audiences.

Understanding Archaic Language

Many words and phrases from Shakespeare’s time have fallen out of common usage,
making his texts difficult to understand without additional context.

- Archaic Pronouns: The use of "thou," "thee," and "thy" can confuse modern readers who
are unfamiliar with their meanings and uses.

- Obsolete Words: Some words have changed in meaning or are no longer used at all,
requiring footnotes or glossaries for clarity.

Performance vs. Textual Interpretation

The performance of Shakespeare's plays can greatly enhance understanding, as actors
bring the text to life through tone, inflection, and body language.

- Importance of Context: Understanding the historical and cultural context of Shakespeare's
time can also help modern audiences appreciate the nuances of his language.

- Adaptations and Modernizations: Many contemporary adaptations modernize the
language, making it more accessible while sometimes losing the lyrical quality of the
original.



Conclusion

What language is Shakespeare? It is a complex tapestry woven from the threads of Early
Modern English, rich vocabulary, poetic rhythm, and stylistic finesse. Shakespeare's
language remains a cornerstone of English literature, captivating audiences with its beauty
and depth. Despite the challenges it presents, the enduring legacy of Shakespeare's
language continues to inspire, educate, and entertain, ensuring that his works remain a
vital part of the literary canon for generations to come. Understanding and appreciating
Shakespeare's language is not just an academic exercise; it is an invitation to explore the
very roots of English itself, a journey into a world where words have the power to transcend
time and space.

Frequently Asked Questions

What language did Shakespeare primarily write in?

Shakespeare primarily wrote in Early Modern English.

How does Early Modern English differ from Modern
English?

Early Modern English includes different vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation compared
to Modern English, which can make Shakespeare's works challenging for contemporary
readers.

What are some common features of Shakespeare's
language?

Common features include the use of iambic pentameter, extensive vocabulary, inventive
wordplay, and rhetorical devices.

Is Shakespeare's language considered difficult to
understand?

Yes, many people find Shakespeare's language difficult due to its archaic words and
phrases, as well as its complex sentence structures.

What impact did Shakespeare have on the English
language?

Shakespeare contributed significantly to the English language, coining many words and
phrases still in use today.

Can Shakespeare's works be translated into other



languages?

Yes, Shakespeare's works have been translated into numerous languages, although some
nuances of the original language may be lost.

What is the significance of Shakespeare's use of
metaphors and similes?

Shakespeare's use of metaphors and similes enriches the text, providing depth and vivid
imagery that enhances the emotional impact.

How did Shakespeare's language evolve over his
career?

Shakespeare's language evolved from the earlier forms of English to more complex and
varied styles, reflecting changes in society and literature of his time.

What are some examples of Shakespearean phrases
that are still used today?

Examples include phrases like 'break the ice,' 'heart of gold,' and 'wild-goose chase,' which
originated from his works.

Why is studying Shakespeare's language important?

Studying Shakespeare's language helps us understand the historical context of his works
and the development of the English language, as well as enhancing our appreciation of
literature.
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