
Shakespeare Elective: Dakin 

 

 

Speech Patterns in Shakespeare’s Plays 
 
Verse: Strongly patterned language (rhythm, rhyme, repetition, etc.); poetry. 

Blank verse: Unrhymed, metrical verse. 

Prose: Ordinary speech, without metrical structure. 

 

Meter / Metrical: rhythm; the “beat” of a line of verse. 

Iambic Pentameter: a 10-syllable line of verse with 5 stressed and 5 unstressed syllables.  

TaDUM taDUM taDUM taDUM taDUM 

o PARdon ME thou BLEEDing PIECE of EARTH 

 

Rhyming couplet: two consecutive lines of verse that rhyme. 

 Hear it not, Duncan, for it is a knell 

 That summons thee to heaven or to hell. 

 

 

Verse is generally the language of high-status characters. It is also used to express complicated 

ideas and thought processes in soliloquies and speeches, as well as emotions like love.  

 

 

Prose can be the language of low-status characters. BUT if a character, even a low-status 

character like a Fool or a Clown, can speak in both prose and verse, the reasons for switching 

from prose to verse and back again can be complicated. We need to look to the scene for some 

possible reasons why these “bilingual” speakers in Shakespeare’s plays switch between the two. 

 

These are the most common reasons for characters speaking in prose: 

 the speaker is a low-status character 

 the speaker is addressing a low-status character 

 the speaker is mad or emotionally unbalanced 

 the speaker or scene is comic 

 the text is a letter, proclamation, or written challenge 

 

But “bilingual” speakers in a play might also choose to switch from verse to prose because:  

 the speaker is relaxed 

 the situation is informal 

 the speaker refuses to speak formally or politely 

 the speaker is using a “secret” or private voice not meant to be heard by authority figures 

 the speaker is at ease with common people 

 

 

In the end, Shakespeare “never followed rules slavishly…the context of a speech sometimes 

explains why prose is used…” (Gibson & Pickering, 40) 
 

 

Sources: Discovering Shakespeare’s Language by Rex Gibson and Janet Field-Pickering; Speaking 

Shakespeare by Patsy Rodenberg. 

 


