
S a y e s t  t h o u  w h a t ? !  

The Language of Shakespeare�
Perhaps the greatest obstacle between Shakespeare’s plays and today’s audiences is the unfamiliar 

language. Quite different from the language we use today, the Elizabethan English found in Shakespeare’s 

works, named for Queen Elizabeth I who ruled during that time, often leaves modern readers baffled. To 

minimize that challenge, below is a glossary of Elizabethan terms frequently used in Shakespeare’s plays. 

You can use the glossary to decipher meaning as you read as well as for upcoming class activities.   

Glossary of Elizabethan Terms�

T h e e  v s .  T h o u �

Subject� Object� Possessive Adjective� Possessive Pronoun �

You You Your Yours 

Thou Thee Thy Thine 

Ye You Yours Yours 

Fear not, your thees and thous. They mean “you.” And they follow a pattern: 

Singular�

Plural �

Heavy--sad 

Hie—go quickly 

Hither—here 

Humor—mood, frame of mind 

Knave—young boy, servant 

Liege—king master, lord 

Maid—an unmarried woman 

Mark—pay attention to 

Marry—indeed, of course 

Meet—suitable, proper 

Methinks—I think 

Nay—no  

N’er—never 

Nought—nothing  

Oft—often  

Perchance—perhaps, maybe 

Pray—beg 

Prithee—please (I pray thee) 

Privy—informed 

Quoth—said 

Resolve—plan  

 

Adieu—farewell 

An—if  

Anon—soon, at once 

Art—are  

Aught—anything 

Aye, ay—yes  

Base—low, animal-like 

Befall—happen, occur, take place 

Counsel—advice 

Coz—cousin, any close relative 

Discourses—speaks 

Dispatch—to send away or kill 

Dost, doth—do, does 

E’en—even, evening  

Ere– before 

Fain—gladly, willingly 

Foe—enemy 

Good-den, do-den—good evening 

Good morrow—-good day 

Hap, haply—lucky, luckily 

Hath, hast—has, have 

 

 

 

 

!

Sirrah—boy, usually of low rank 

Soft—hush, wait a minute 

Tarry—wait, linger  

Tax—criticize, accuse  

Thee, thou—you  

Thither—there  

Thy—your  

Tidings—news  

Tis—it is  

Verily—truly  

Wench—girl, young serving woman 

Wherefore--why 

Whither—where, to where 

Will—desire  

Withal—with, in addition, also 

Woe—misery  

Wont—likely to, be accustomed to 

Woo—to romance a woman or man 

Wot—know  

Would—wish  

Yond, yonder—over there 

 

 



“Words, words, words.” (That’s a little ditty from a play I 
wrote called Hamlet, by the way.) 

Shakespeare Translation Practice�
Reading Shakespeare can be challenging.  To help you better comprehend his work, you will  

first practice translating a few sentences into modern-day English.  Below are lines from some 

of Shakespeare’s most famous plays. Read each line, then, in the space provided, translate it 

into the English we use today.  The more comfortable you become with the language, the better 

you will understand and appreciate his work.   

1.  “But soft! What light through yonder window breaks?”  (Romeo and Juliet, Act II, scene ii) 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2.   "The lady doth protest too much, methinks.” (Hamlet, Act III, Scene ii) 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.  "Have more than thou showest, speak less than thou knowest, lend less than thou owest.” (King Lear, Act I, 

Scene IV).  ________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4.  “But wherefore art not in thy shop today? / Why dost thou lead these men about the streets?” (Julius Caesar, 

Act I, scene i) _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5.   “To sleep, perchance to dream—ay, there’s the rub...” (Hamlet, Act III, scene i) 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

6.   “I bear it on my shoulders, as a beggar wont her brat.”  (The Comedy of Errors, Act IV, scene iv) 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

7. “Methink’st thou art a general offence and every man should beat thee.”  (All’s Well that Ends Well, Act I,         

scene iii)  __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

8. “O happy horse to bear the weight of Antony… wot’st thou whom thou mov’st?” (Antony and Cleopatra, Act I, 

scene v)  __________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

9.   “Nay, an I tell you that, I’ll ne'er look you i' th' face again.” (Julius Caesar, Act I, scene ii) 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

10.   “I grant I am a woman, but withal / A woman that Lord Brutus took to wife. / I grant I am a woman, but 

withal / A woman well-reputed, Cato’s daughter.”  (Julius Caesar, Act II, scene i) _______________________ 

__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
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