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Part One: Shakespeare's False Friends

I'imagine a good number of you have been abroad. If so, you’ll know already just how useful
it is to have learned something of the country’s language. You might be lucky, of course, and
find you’re in a place where people speak English. But if you’re not, then without knowing
some words and phrases in the language you’re really stuck. A hundred years ago the
American essayist, Ralph Waldo Emerson, put his finger on it: ‘No man should travel’, he
said, ‘until he has learned the language of the country he visits. Otherwise he voluntarily
makes himself a great baby - so helpless and so ridiculous.’ So, going to France? Learn some
French. Going to Spain? Learn some Spanish. Going to Shakespeare? Learn some ---

What? Shakespearian? Elizabethan English? Early Modern English is the scholar's
term for it. And in our book, Shakespeare's Words, Ben Crystal and I have collected all the
Early Modern English words in the plays and poems that we think are likely to cause
something of a problem to the modern reader. There are about 3,000 different words in the
glossary, altogether. That may sound like a lot, but in fact, as a proportion of all the different
words Shakespeare uses - about 20,000 in all - it's not so many - only 15 per cent.
Shakespeare isn't the foreign language that some people think he is. Most of the words in
Shakespeare are just the same as the ones we use today.

Of course there's one big exception to that statement. Sometimes the plays do sound
like a foreign language because Shakespeare is actually using one. There’s quite a bit of
French in a couple of the plays, for instance, as well as bits of Latin, Italian, and Spanish. The
best-known case is during Henry V, when we hear the French princess Katherine talking to
her maid all in French, and also at the end of the play. Henry has just soundly beaten the
French at the Battle of Agincourt, and while his lords are making peace with the French king,
he's making eyes at the French king’s daughter. The only problem is that she doesn’t speak
much English, and he doesn’t speak much French. But they get by, in a mixture of the two
languages and with some pretty rotten accents. Henry has just spent a whole page telling Kate
what a fine chap he is:

HENRY: ... And what say’st thou then to my love? Speak, my fair, and fairly, I pray thee.
KATHERINE: Is it possible dat I sould love de ennemi of France?

HENRY: No, it is not possible you should love the enemy of France, Kate; but in loving me
you should love the friend of France, for I love France so well that I will not part with a
village of it — I will have it all mine: and Kate, when France is mine, and [ am yours, then
yours is France, and you are mine.

KATHERINE: I cannot tell wat is dat.

HENRY: No, Kate? I will tell thee in French, which I am sure will hang upon my tongue like
a new-married wife about her husband’s neck, hardly to be shook off, Je — quand sur le
possession de France, et quand vous avez le possession de moi, - let me see, what then? Saint
Denis be my speed! — donc votre est France, et vous etes mienne. It is as easy for me, Kate, to
conquer the kingdom as to speak so much more French. I shall never move thee in French,
unless it be to laugh at me.

KATHERINE: Sauf votre honneur, le francais que vous parlez, il est meilleur que I’anglais
lequel je parle.

HENRY: No, faith, is’t not, Kate; but thy speaking of my tongue, and I thine, most truly-
falsely, must needs be granted to be much at one. But Kate, dost thou understand thus much
English — canst thou love me?

Well, of course, eventually she says yes, and they get married - and Henry VI is the result.



But, did you notice something? Apart from the French, in that extract, did you have any
problems understanding what was being said? Perhaps just in two places, though the dialogue
went so fast you maybe didn’t notice.

HENRY: let me see, what then? Saint Denis be my speed

Saint Denis — Henry offers up a quick prayer to the patron saint of France. Then, speed. He’s
not trying to hurry up. Rather, he’s hoping for success, fortune, good luck. That was an early
meaning of the word speed in English — and you can still hear it used in that sense in some
local dialects, but not in standard English.

And what did you make of this?
HENRY: thy speaking of my tongue, and I thine, most truly-falsely

Most truly-falsely. How can you be true and false at the same time? This is a common
Shakespearian trick — the first word and second word aren’t really opposites at all. These two
words are very often used in the plays, but not with the same meanings they have now. True
— meaning, loyal, honest, faithful, as in modern English ‘be true to your promise’. And false,
meaning anything not honest or faithful, and also anything not genuine, sham, incorrect. So,
when Henry says he is speaking ‘truly falsely’, he means ‘I’'m speaking in good faith — I mean
what [ say’, but ‘I’'m not speaking very well, as my French is rotten.” Shakespeare joins the
two words together and says neatly in one compound word what I’ve just said in a dozen.
‘Pack as much meaning as you can into a single word’ explains an awful lot of what goes on
in Shakespeare.

Words like speed, true, and false, with these older meanings, were a part of the English being
spoken in Shakespeare’s time. As I said before, it isn’t all that different from modern
English. There are whole chunks of dialogue where you wouldn’t have any difficulty
following the speech at all, and you can just sit back and enjoy it. Listen to this. Romeo has
Just met Juliet, and they’ve had a first conversation together, she on the balcony, he in the
garden below. They say goodnight, and she goes in, then comes out again.

JULIET: Romeo!

Luckily, he’s still standing there.

JULIET: What o’clock tomorrow
Shall I send to thee?
ROMEO: By the hour of nine.
JULIET: I will not fail. “Tis twenty year till then.
I have forgot why I did call thee back.
ROMEO: Let me stand here till thou remember it.
JUEIET: I shall forget, to have thee still stand there,
Remembering how I love thy company.
ROMEO: And Ill still stay, to have thee still forget,
Forgetting any other home but this.
JULIBT: ‘Tis almost morning. I would have thee gone.

Because she knows he’s in for it if her kinsmen catch him there. Now that piece of dialogue
isn’t exactly like Modern English, even though I'm sure you understood all of it. The word
still is used in the sense of ‘always’ — and some of the phrasing feels slightly old-fashioned:

JULIET: What o’clock tomorrow
Shall I send to thee?



