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Tässä Pro Gradu –tutkielmassa tarkastelen ns. väärien ystävien (false friends) 
vaikutusta Shakespearen Twelfth Night –näytelmän tulkintaan. Väärillä ystävillä 
viittaan tässä tutkielmassa sanoihin, joiden merkitys on muuttunut siten, että niitä 
käytetään nykykielessä eri merkityksessä kuin varhaismodernilla aikakaudella, jolloin 
Twelfth Night kirjoitettiin. Tutkielman tavoitteena on selvittää, voivatko väärät ystävät 
vaikuttaa näytelmän tapahtumien, henkilöiden tai yksittäisten repliikkien tulkintaan, ja 
miten nämä vaikutukset ilmenevät.  
 
Tutkielmani lähentelee suuntaukseltaan presentismiä (presentism), joka tarkastelee 
tekstejä nykypäivän näkökulmasta sen sijaan, että pyrkisi käsittelemään niitä oman 
aikakautensa näkökulmasta. Tutkimukseni perustuu David Crystalin (2008) 
käsityksiin vääristä ystävistä Shakespearen kielessä ja olen käyttänyt lähtökohtana 
hänen yhdessä Ben Crystalin kanssa kokoamaa Shakespeare-sanastoa (2002).  
 
Tutkielma on jaettu kolmeen osaan: teoria osuuteen sekä kahteen 
analyysikappaleeseen. Teoriaosuudessa esittelen käsitteen väärät ystävät ja 
semanttiset muutokset, jotka johtavat väärien ystävien syntyyn. Lisäksi tarkastelen 
kielen käyttöä Shakespearen aikakaudella ja sen vaikutusta väärien ystävien syntyyn 
ja esittelen presentismi-suuntauksen.  
 
Ensimmäisessä analyysi-osiossa tutkin 30 esimerkkisanan todennäköisimpiä 
merkitysassosiaatioita nykypäivän lukijan näkökulmasta ja näiden merkitysten 
soveltamisen vaikutuksia näytelmän repliikkien ja tilanteiden tulkintaan. Olen jaotellut 
tulokset kuuteen kategoriaan: merkityksen muutos, sävyn muutos huonompaan ja 
parempaan suuntaan, kerrostetun merkityksen menettäminen ja lisääminen, sekä 
merkitykset, joiden vaihtuminen ei vaikuta tulkintaan lainkaan. Toisessa analyysi-
osiossa vedän aiemmassa saadut tulokset yhteen ja tarkastelen niiden 
yhteisvaikutusta näytelmän päähenkilöiden tulkintaan, antaakseni kattavamman 
kuva väärien ystävien vaikutuksista kokonaisuuksien tulkintaan yksittäisten 
repliikkien ohella. 
 
Tutkielmasta selviää, että väärät ystävät voivat vaikuttaa tekstin tulkintaan kuudella 
yllä mainitulla tavalla ja että niiden aiheuttamat ”virheelliset” mielleyhtymät voivat 
vaikuttaa siihen, miten lukija hahmottaa esimerkiksi näytelmän henkilöhahmojen 
luonteen tai tarkoitusperät. Nämä muutokset eivät kuitenkaan vähennä 
varhaismodernien tekstien arvoa tai luettavuutta, vaan päinvastoin antavat niille 
uutta elämää ja relevanssia nykypäivään. 
 
Avainsanat: Shakespeare, presentismi, väärät ystävät, semanttinen muutos, 
semantiikka 
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1. Introduction 

The aim of this thesis is to study if and how certain semantic changes in the English 

vocabulary which have taken place since the Early Modern period can affect present-day 

interpretation of texts written in the Early Modern period, in particular William 

Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night (hereafter TN). I have chosen to limit my study to a single play 

so as to allow for a more in-depth analysis of the ambiguous words found in the text as well 

as for a more complete and coherent study of their impact on the interpretation of the play as 

a whole. I have chosen to use TN as my source because it is a single-authored play
1
 and it 

uses a particularly rich vocabulary in which false friends and wordplay with double meanings 

is common. I will, however, make reference to other plays by Shakespeare to render support 

to my analysis of the words and their usage in Shakespeare’s language.  

William Shakespeare wrote his plays in the middle of the Early Modern period, 

approximately between the years 1590-1614 (De Grazia 2001, xix-xx). His language, though 

often unfairly labelled as difficult to understand, is actually quite accessible to the present-

day reader, as the differences between Early Modern English and Present Day English are not 

so vast, especially in editions where the spelling has been modernized. There are of course 

some words which can cause problems in interpretation; words that are now completely 

obsolete, such as grize meaning ‘a single step or stair in a flight’ (Oxford English Dictionary, 

hereafter OED, s.v. sense 2c), or archaic, such as fardel meaning ‘a bundle, a little pack; a 

parcel’ (OED, s.v. n. sense 1a). However, these difficult words are usually glossed in written 

editions, and are sometimes replaced with modern equivalents in theatrical/screen adaptions 

where a director feels that the understanding of the word is crucial for the audience to have a 

full grasp on the plot of the play. Most unfamiliar words can of course be understood when 

viewing a performance, or reading a play, simply through context and/or action. 

                                                 
1
 I am not investigating Shakespeare’s idiolect and thus matters of authorship are irrelevant to this paper. 
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There are, however, unfamiliar words that I believe can easily go unnoticed by the 

present-day reader. I am referring to words that are called false friends, a term which refers to 

words which are currently used in everyday language with a different meaning than the one 

in which they were used in an earlier period, in this case in Early Modern English. Such 

words are for example tall meaning 'proper’ (OED, s.v. adj. sense 2a), or accident meaning 

‘an occurrence’ (OED, s.v. n. sense 5b).  

There are hundreds of words like this in Shakespeare’s works and, while an 

experienced scholar would no doubt be familiar with the original meanings of these words, 

the ordinary reader might well take these words to mean what they mean today without a 

second thought. This could then change their interpretation of a given text by for instance 

providing an utterance with a new layer of meaning, or obscuring some meaning that would 

have been obvious to the contemporary audience. I believe that even for a student of 

Shakespeare, a word such as revolve would not easily cause them to scan a glossary or to 

reach for a dictionary. It would be quite easy to simply interpret it in its modern meaning, 

‘turn around’, without realising that in Shakespeare’s time it could also mean ‘to consider, 

think over, ponder or meditate on (something)’ (OED, s.v. v., sense 8a). 

There have not been many studies made about false friends in a single language, or 

especially in Shakespeare’s language, as the term is usually applied to the study of foreign 

languages and translation. David Crystal (2008) has carried out an extensive study on 

Shakespeare’s language including false friends, and together with Ben Crystal they have put 

together an extensive glossary of Shakespeare’s works (2002) which includes numerous 

instances of false friends. Other than these, references to Shakespeare’s false friends are few 

and far between, and a study such as this present one, on the effects of false friends on a 

single play, has not been carried out previously. 

In light of this, my study questions are: Does the presence of false friends affect the 

interpretation of characters, moods or situations in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night? And if so, 
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how is interpretation affected; i.e. is a new layer of meaning added, or is something lost, if 

the word’s original meaning is overlooked? My initial hypothesis is that an additional layer of 

meaning is added to the present-day reading in some cases where the modern meaning is 

strongly instilled into the mind of the reader and, with lack knowledge of the previous 

meanings of a word, a layer of meaning will be lost to the present-day reader. I am not 

presenting this as a bad thing, simply as a change. I believe that one reason Shakespeare’s 

plays have stood the test of time, and are still regularly performed worldwide, is that they 

change with the times. Ever since Roland Barthes announced the death of the author in his 

1968 essay, many scholars have agreed that the author does not have authority over his text; 

interpretations are made individually and freely by readers. So, as the meanings of words 

continue to evolve, I do not think it is necessary to continue to hold onto their original 

meanings in the interpretation of texts written in earlier periods. 
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2. Method 

I have chosen the words for my study using David Crystal’s list of false friend words in his 

book Think on My Words: Exploring Shakespeare’s Language (2008, 234-244) and 

supplemented online at www.cambridge.org/9780521700351, comparing these to Twelfth 

Night, and choosing the ones which appear in the text. I have also included several additional 

words found in the play which I believe to represent the category of false friends. From this 

group of words I have narrowed the selection randomly down to the following thirty example 

words to be examined in this study: abuse (v.), argument (n.), commerce (n.), construction, 

display (v.), entertainment,  fancy (n.), generous, habit (n.), honest (adj.), indifferent (adj.), 

injury (n.), jealous, let (v.), list (n.), minion (n.), miscarry, mischief (n.), possess, pregnant 

(adj.), quick (adj.), retention, revolve (v.), sad (adj.), skill (v.), still (adj. and adv.), sway (v.), 

tall,  vain (adj.) and vulgar (adj.). It is unfortunate that the scope of this study does not permit 

a larger sample of words due to the restrictions on length, but I believe that these example 

words are sufficient to provide evidence of change that can take place in the interpretation of 

Shakespeare’s works due to misunderstanding the meanings of false friends. 

My aim is first to study the different meanings of these words in OED, and compare 

these to glossary entries provided by Crystal and Crystal’s Shakespeare’s Works a Glossary 

and Language Companion (2002 and online at www.shakespeareswords.com) to provide a 

basis for the most likely meaning intended by the author at the time of the composition of TN 

(a1601) and in the context in which the word appears. I will then contrast these meanings 

with those found in two current dictionaries: Collins English Dictionary (hereafter CED), and 

Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (MWCD), with the aim of finding out if the old 

meaning is still provided in the modern dictionaries, and if a usage label is provided with it. I 

will also use the British National Corpus online (hereafter BNCweb) to establish the most 

common present-day usage and therefore the most likely association produced by each word 

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521700351
http://www.shakespeareswords.com/
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for the present-day reader. I will then analyse the differences between the old and new 

meanings and provide an explanation of the semantic change that has taken place where 

possible, as well as assess what kind of misunderstandings these false friends may produce 

and whether a layer of meaning will be lost or gained when associating the word with the 

present-day meaning. I will then use this information to analyse the possible alternative 

interpretations of situations and moods offered by the present-day interpretations of the false 

friends. Finally, I will analyse the combined effects of all the relevant false friends on the 

interpretation of five of the main characters in TN, Malvolio, Feste, Viola, Orsino and Olivia. 

By the term present-day reader I am referring to a nonprofessional reader of 

Shakespeare who has little or no education in the field of Early Modern language and 

Shakespeare studies. I am aware that Shakespeare is part of the English curriculum in British 

and American basic education but I would argue, however, that basic education in 

Shakespeare’s works and the Early Modern tradition is not enough to remove the effect of the 

first association made when encountering a familiar looking word in an otherwise vastly 

unfamiliar text. To determine the nature of first response to these words by native adults 

would require conducting a field study, which was unfortunately not possible due to the 

limited scope of this study and I therefore acknowledge that some of the results in the 

analysis of the example words may have more relevance in regard to non-native speakers. 
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3. Theoretical Background 

Before the actual analysis of the words, I will first define the term false friends as it is used in 

this study. I will also offer a brief overview of the types of semantic change that can take 

place in language over time, and which can be responsible for creating false friends. I will 

then explore the different ways that false friends have been dealt with in previous studies on 

Shakespeare’s language and then go on to explain how my analysis ties into the methodology 

of presentism. 

 

3.1. False Friends 

Ronberg (1992) notes that every student of Renaissance literature has at some point been 

confused, not only by passages made up of obsolete or archaic words, but also by entirely 

ordinary looking words that do not seem to fit the context they are in (26). These ordinary 

looking words that cause bewilderment are labelled false friends due to the fact that they look 

familiar but are used in a different sense than the one(s) most commonly employed today 

(Crystal 2008, 13; Ronberg 1992, 26).  

An even more accurate label comes from Aronoff and Rees-Miller (2001), who call 

these words diachronic intralingual false friends (699). This labelling is used to distinguish 

them from the usual application of the term false friends to words that Aronoff and Rees-

Miller (2001) call synchronic interlingual false friends (698), meaning words in two different 

languages which look similar but have different meanings. For instance the Spanish word 

actual meaning ‘current, present’ and the English word actual meaning ‘real, exact’ are an 

example of synchronic interlingual false friends. The term false friends (French faux amis) 

was originally coined by M. Koessler and J. Derocquigny in 1928 to refer to interlingual false 

friends (Chamizo-Domímguez [2006] 2009, 308), but has since been elaborated by linguists 
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such as David Crystal to also cover words in a single language which have, due to diachronic 

semantic change, different meanings now than in texts written in earlier periods. 

The words that are referred to as false friends in this paper are diachronic intralingual 

false friends, whose meanings have changed noticeably since Early Modern English but 

which are still in everyday use. I have chosen to contrast the usage between Early Modern 

English and Present Day English because these two are fairly close to each other, as opposed 

to for example the wholly foreign Old English, and therefore finding false friends in texts 

produced in the Early Modern period is very likely.  

 

3.2. Semantic change 

In the Early Modern period, English was not a stable, established language governed by 

shared grammatical, spelling and linguistic rules, but rather a liquid entity used differently by 

the various language users. The language was also being flooded by foreign, mainly Latin, 

loanwords and new words were being coined, especially through compounding, which 

significantly enhanced the linguistic density of the time (Hussey 1982, 16). The writers of the 

Early Modern Period, then, had enormous reserves of old and new words and meanings, as 

well as the freedom to create new ones, at their service to produce the best possible aesthetic 

effect. For the present-day reader, many of the words and/or meanings used by Early Modern 

writers are now unfamiliar due to semantic change that has taken place in the language during 

the past four centuries. 

Semantic change is a difficult phenomenon to explain due to its unpredictable nature. 

Stockwell and Minkova (2001) state that, as the world and its cultures change, language also 

has to change to accommodate the needs of language users. This means that, as technology, 

social and material conditions change, some words, or meanings of words, may become 

archaic or be rendered obsolete (149). Ronberg (1992) states that the most significant reason 
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for semantic change is a change in circumstance; “[c]ultural and social changes result in new 

objects and new concepts, and the language, in the way it adjusts to the expressions of these, 

will reflect such developments” (27). 

Also changes in people’s attitudes towards certain things, for instance the need to be 

politically correct, can also leave some words unusable while others become trendy 

(Stockwell and Minkova 2001, 149). Stockwell and Minkova (2001) give a good overall 

explanation of the reasons for semantic change stating that “[a]ll languages at all times reflect 

the needs, perceptions, interests, [and] attitudes of their speakers” (160). This explains why 

changing cultural reference is unavoidable, and in fact happening all the time around us. 

 The most common mechanisms in which semantic change occurs are widening or 

narrowing of the scope of meaning and amelioration or pejoration of the status of the word, 

as well as semantic bleaching, and I will briefly explain the features of each of these 

processes in the following. It is, however, important to keep in mind that it is not always 

possible to pinpoint the exact reason for and method of a certain change.  

 

3.2.1. Scope: Widening and narrowing of meaning 

Ronberg (1992) states that semantic restriction, the narrowing of meaning, and semantic 

extension, the widening of meaning, are the most important processes of semantic change 

(32). He makes a comment on the possibility of false friends being created through these 

changes by stating that if we are not actively aware of the processes of language change that 

have taken place between the Renaissance and today, “bad misconceptions may be the result” 

(Ronberg 1992, 32). 

 One way to explain the widening and narrowing of meaning of words is through 

hyponymic sets. Quasi-synonymous words in a language can be seen to form hyponymic sets, 

where the hyponymic relation between two words is determined by the fact that “one can 
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replace the other without changing reference but not vice-versa” (Stockwell and Minkova 

2001, 154). For instance if someone is sniggering it is automatically also true that s/he is 

laughing, but if someone is laughing s/he is not necessarily sniggering. Therefore snigger is 

more specific than laugh, and thus snigger is a hyponym in a set where laugh is the key word. 

This is demonstrated well in the following diagram where the symbol [כ] means that the term 

to the right is a hyponym and the term to the far left is the key word and the words on the 

same level, separated by a comma, are co-hyponyms. 

 

go כ walk כ amble, shuffle, stride…  

(Stockwell and Minkova 2001, 155) 

 

According to Stockwell and Minkova (2001), it is more likely for words to move towards the 

left of this scale, which is called “loss of specificity”, or generalization, i.e. widening of 

meaning (158), though some scholars, such as McMahon (1994, 179), would claim the exact 

opposite. It may be the case that it depends on the sample of words used for a given study as 

to which development seems more likely. 

 Stockwell and Minkova (2001) suggest that the reason for the widening of the 

meaning of a word is that words are often used in an over-generalized way in everyday life 

(154). They give as an example the word docile, which used to mean ‘teachable’ but which, 

through over-generalisation, has come to mean ‘non-resistant, pliable’ (154). According to 

Harley (2006), widening of meaning often also occurs due to a “metaphorical or fanciful 

application of a term” (103), which is common for instance in literature. One example of this 

is the use of the word bright to mean ‘quick-witted, clever’ (OED s.v., sense 9a). Ronberg 

(1992) also mentions metaphors when talking about the widening of meaning, which he 

refers to as semantic extension. He states that one type of semantic extension is a previously 

striking metaphor, like the foot of a mountain, becoming an actual meaning of the word foot 

where we no longer think about the metaphorical sense of the word (Ronberg 1992, 33).  
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 Narrowing of meaning is, according to Stockwell and Minkova (2001) “unnatural 

change in that it requires moving to the right on a hyponymic scale” (158), or in other words 

toward a more specialized meaning. They go on to say that narrowing takes place when a 

general word is borrowed by a specialized field, such as science or technology, to refer to 

some specific article in that context. This can be illustrated for instance by the word mouse 

referring to the ‘small hand-held device which is moved over a flat surface to produce a 

corresponding movement of a pointer on a monitor screen’ (OED s.v., sense 13).  

McMahon (1994), as mentioned above, claims that semantic restriction, or narrowing 

of meaning is the more natural form of change, as it often happens when a new word is 

borrowed into the language causing the old one to ‘recoil’ in order to stay relevant (178). 

Harley (2006) also talks about this reason for the narrowing of meaning, stating that it 

sometimes occurs “when another word with a similar meaning comes along and takes over 

the meaning of the original” (103), thus forcing the original into a more specific reference. 

McMahon (1994) notes that the restriction of meaning “also involves an increase in 

information conveyed, since a restricted form is applicable to fewer situations but tells us 

more about each one” (178).This can be exemplified by the narrowing of the word meat, 

which used to refer to ‘solid food, as opposed to drink’ (OED s.v., sense 1), to refer only to a 

specific food, that of ‘the flesh of animals used as food’ (OED s.v., sense 4a), as it was 

replaced in its original meaning by the now more commonly used food. 

 

3.2.2. Status: Amelioration, pejoration and semantic bleaching 

All words carry with them the notion of register, i.e. whether they are polite, rude or neutral, 

and this usually dictates what kind of situations they can be used in (Harley 2006, 104). Most 

everyday words, such as food, drink, home etc., are neutral in register but this too is a 

dividing factor which differentiates them from their more vulgar as well as fancier 
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equivalents. As Harley (2006) states, a word’s “annotation for register can change over time” 

(104), meaning that a word that previously was the height of sophistication can, with time, 

become obscene or unacceptable. This change usually happens from high status to low status, 

or as Stockwell and Minkova (2001) put it “words are more likely to lose their status and 

respectability in the language than to ‘go up in the world’” (159). The process of a word 

losing respectability is called pejoration. 

 Pejoration, as Harley (2006) mentions, is what happens over and over to euphemistic 

words due to the underlying social attitudes towards the people and phenomena that are 

denoted by the euphemism (104-105). She gives as examples of this the multitude of words 

referring to people with less than average IQ. Words which at one point were technical 

medical terms, such as moron or retarded, have become derogatory words which can be used 

of anyone regardless of their IQ (Harley 2006, 104). The field of psychiatric medicine has to 

invent new terms for mental illness on a regular basis as the old ones become too laden with 

unwanted social meaning. 

 Amelioration, on the other hand, is the upward movement of a word on the social 

scale, usually meaning that a neutral word acquires some new positive meaning. Stockwell 

and Minkova (2001) cite, among others, dexterity, which used to mean ‘right handedness’ but 

now means ‘skill’ and pedagogue, which used to mean ‘a slave who takes the children to 

school’ but now refers to any teacher, as examples of amelioration. 

 The final consequence of semantic change is what is called semantic bleaching. What 

this means is that when a given word is in very frequent use, some of its original meaning 

may start to erode and its meaning become more generalized in the process, i.e. semantic 

bleaching causes the word to move further left on the hyponymy scale (Stockwell and 

Minkova 2001: 157). This can be exemplified by intensifiers, such as very, awfully etc., 

becoming lexicalized and thus losing their original semantic meanings. Stockwell and 
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Minkova (2001) give the words thing, do, nice, and okay as examples of “ultimate” semantic 

bleaching (157), as they can refer to almost anything.  

 Even though this explanation of semantic change may seem straightforward enough, it 

must be remembered that the situation in reality is not so black and white. Most individual 

instances of semantic change are not straightforwardly analysable, but in fact, as Stockwell 

and Minkova (2001) note, in most cases two or more of these types of change can be seen 

working simultaneously (157). This is exemplified by the word goodbye, which is in fact a 

contracted form of the phrase God be with you, but which has, through semantic bleaching as 

well as a shift in cultural reference, become deprived of any reference to God, and has even 

been generalized into other phrases such as good morning, evening etc. (Stockwell and 

Minkova 2001, 158). 

 

3.2.3. Creating false friends through semantic change 

When the meaning of a word changes, may the reason for and the cause of that change be any 

mixture of the processes above, one thing happens; the word now has two (or more) 

meanings. This means either that there are two meanings diachronically, the old one and the 

new one, for example deer meaning ‘animal’ and deer meaning ‘deer’, or that there are two 

meanings synchronically, for example mouse referring to the small rodent and mouse 

referring to the computer accessory. If one of the meanings becomes obsolete to the present-

day reader, or if one of the meanings becomes very prominent in comparison to others, for 

instance through the narrowing of meaning, so that one of the meanings is only known to a 

specialised few, this creates false friends. The more obscured the other meaning becomes, the 

more difficult it becomes to avoid misunderstandings. 

Of course, in most cases it is easy to deduce which meaning is being used from 

context but not always. If we consider the sentence ‘the mouse slipped off the table’ it is 
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impossible to deduce which ‘mouse’ is being referred to. Also, once one meaning becomes 

very prominent compared to others it is very difficult not to allow that meaning to tint the 

mental image associated with the word, even if it is known that a different meaning is 

intended. For instance, when hearing the sentence ‘The feast was spectacular, there was meat 

in abundance,’ in a modernised version of an Old English text, it is very difficult to think of a 

vegetarian buffet instead of steaks and sausages. 

 

3.3. Shakespeare’s Language: The Reasons for False Friends 

Ronberg (1992) notes that the reasons why Renaissance literature is so different from that of 

previous, and subsequent, ages are the incredibly large increase in vocabulary due to the 

invention of the press in the fifteenth century, which allowed for a wider spread of different 

works, and the European Humanist movement who resurrected the classics of ancient Rome 

and Greece, thus flooding the language with foreign influence (17). With all this new 

language at Shakespeare’s disposal, Booth (1997) states that, while it is usually possible to 

discern the meaning of a sentence or word through context, quite simply, “Shakespeare’s 

sentences don’t always make sense” (3). Shakespeare may have sometimes used a word that 

had only almost the desired meaning because it fit the prosody of the lines better. This is 

especially true for lines that are written in iambic pentameter as it would have been more of a 

priority to make the lines aesthetically pleasing than to make them semantically correct. 

Hartman (1985) goes as far as to say that Shakespeare’s language may be viewed as the main 

character in his works, “the everything and nothing” (39), meaning that his main focus would 

have been aesthetics, not content. Shakespeare invented some meanings for the words he 

used, to better fit them in the text or simply to dazzle his audience, a practice which was 

made more available to him by the unstable nature of Early Modern English compared to 

English today. Hulme (1962) also notes a another reason for the use of words in an unusual 
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meaning stating that “[g]iven an audience trained to quick response, Shakespeare may have 

found profit in holding up the speed of that response; he may have chosen on occasion to 

write what would be momentarily unintelligible” (293). 

 Semantic change and the creativity of Shakespeare’s language usage leave his texts 

full of unfamiliar words. Crystal (2008) lists three different types of unfamiliar words that 

can be found when reading Shakespeare: easy words, difficult words and false friends (147-

177). Easy words are the ones whose meaning is easily deducible either from context or from 

form, difficult words are the ones whose meaning has passed from current knowledge, and 

must therefore be looked up in a glossary, and then of course there are the false friends whose 

meaning is easily confused. In the following I will look at some aspects of Shakespeare’s 

language, and its representation in modern editions of his works, that can either help or 

impede the understanding of his texts. 

 

3.3.1. New words, new senses 

A good explanation of the language that Shakespeare used in his works is that it was partly 

language that he ‘found’ and partly language that he ‘made’ (Hulme 1962). The roots of 

Shakespearian language would have been in the entire community and the different people 

using language all around him, and because of this, as Hulme (1962) notes, the language will 

probably contain some words that are dialectal and some that, even at the time of 

composition, were old-fashioned (298). Also, in some of the cases, while Shakespeare may 

have been the first one to use a given word in writing, the word may have been common in 

spoken discourse before his writing it down (Goodland 2011, 12). It is also important to 

remember that it was not only new words that were being used by authors in the Early 

Modern period, but also new senses were ascribed to existing words. As Elliott (2011) states, 

simple counting of new coinages is insufficient in determining Shakespeare’s literary value; 
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the way he used the words available to him is equally important (50). As mentioned above, 

the Early Modern period was a period of dynamic language change and people involved in 

the arts were eager to participate in the experimentation with new ways of expressing things 

and thus the vocabulary change was exceptionally fast at the time. 

 One aspect of this rapid vocabulary change was borrowed words, especially from 

Latin, and because these words were new at the time their use was not yet established and 

they were used in different meanings by different authors. The eagerness by authors to use 

these new loanwords might have been to enhance the effectiveness of their works and lend 

texture and depth into their expression. Crystal (2008) states that “there was a great deal of 

self-consciousness about usage, and the period is remarkable for its lexical inventiveness and 

experimentation, to which Shakespeare made his own major contribution” (160). Hussey 

(1982, 29-30) also mentions compounding, suffixation and the use of dialect words as 

popular ways to enrich the poetic language. 

The substantial number of new words flooding the language made it difficult for the 

people to keep up with the changing vocabulary. As Hussey (1982) points out in reference to 

the Latin borrowings, the contemporary people did not always have a grasp on the meaning 

intended by the recent loanwords which is probably why misunderstandings caused by them 

were often used for comic effect, especially by clowns (24). In TN the awkward Sir Andrew 

makes a fool of himself on numerous occasions by revealing his ignorance of these fancy 

words. For instance he says: “Odours, pregnant and vouchsafed. I’ll get ‘em all three ready” 

(3.1.87), writing down the eloquent speech of Viola as Cesario and at the same time 

underlining for the audience the ostentatiousness of the Latinate words. 

Very often, for the present-day reader the Latin words may be familiar in form but not 

in meaning because at the time of the composition of the plays the borrowings were relatively 

new and therefore their meaning had not yet settled in the language, as Hussey (1982, 26) 

also mentions. The words were often used in a meaning fairly close to that which they had in 
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Latin at the beginning, though with a clear connotation of being ‘inkhorn terms’, i.e. foreign 

borrowings into the English language that were deemed unnecessary and thought to be used 

by writers to make their text seem more learned. Some of the words then fell out of use, and 

others became established in their modern, often more common, sense. For instance in the 

above example, the word pregnant may seem out of place as today it is a very common word 

but, as will be shown later in the analysis it is here used in a very unusual meaning. These 

seemingly familiar-looking Latin loanwords can lead to, as Ronberg (1992, 32) notes, that 

sometimes a meaning that would never have occurred to the author can be applied to a text by 

the present-day reader, with sometimes even ludicrous consequences. For instance when 

Timon curses the city of Athens in Timon of Athens it may make the present-day reader do a 

double take when he orders “Matrons, turn incontinent” (4.1.3). The more restricted present-

day sense of the word incontinent of ‘unable to retain natural evacuations’ is first used, 

according to OED in 1828, which means, as Ronberg also notes, that Shakespeare could not 

have had that meaning in mind when writing the words but as that is the more prominent 

meaning today the humorous association is almost unavoidable. 

 

3.3.2. The importance of context 

Crystal (2008) states that “[p]eople who argue that Shakespeare’s vocabulary is unintelligible 

and inaccessible tend to quote the hard words and ignore the easier ones. It is always good 

practice to read the whole speech before worrying about the difficulties found in a part of it” 

(177). In light of this, it might be a good idea to approach Shakespeare’s language the way a 

foreign language learner would approach a language in which s/he is not yet fluent. A person 

with intermediate skills in say Spanish would be able to follow and enjoy a play in Spanish, 

either on stage or in written from, even though some of the words in the play would be 

unfamiliar to him/her. And the reason why this is possible is context; a language learner can 
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use context to decipher the meaning of an unknown word, as can the present-day reader or 

viewer of Shakespeare’s plays, but this is, of course, not without its problems. 

 Hulme (1962, 269) argues that, even though we often talk about the meaning of an 

individual word, its meaning is never actually independent of the context in which it occurs. 

All it takes is a cursory glance at OED, or any dictionary for that matter, to realise that no 

word has only a single meaning. Hulme (1962) goes so far as to propose that “as the 

individual context is unique, so too the single word when used in different ‘sentences’ has 

never quite the same field of reference, the same total meaning.” (293) This proves that we 

always need context to understand the specific meaning of a word; the exact reference made 

in a particular case. However, if asked what a given word means, we would all have an 

answer at the ready; the most likely association that we have made to that word. And it is this 

automatic association that can cause problems when encountering false friends in an Early 

Modern text; when the exact reference intended by the context is unknown, but the word 

form is familiar, the reader is likely to make the most familiar association. 

 Both a language learner and the present-day reader of Shakespeare face the same 

possible problem when interpreting word meaning through context; they may misinterpret the 

word in question. Crystal (2008) gives a good example of this when he quotes the following 

lines from Hamlet: “Who would these fardels bear, / To grunt and sweat under a weary life” 

(3.1.76). Crystal (2008) points out that in this context the word fardel seems to be something 

heavy and difficult to carry, but when it is understood that “fardels can actually be ordinary 

everyday things, it might make us look again at the force of the line as used by Hamlet” 

(153). The lines still make sense even though the exact reference is not made, but the tone of 

what is being said changes. Therefore context may not always be the most reliable source of 

confirmation when interpreting an unfamiliar word or a false friend. 

 Hussey (1982), on the other hand, claims that semantic change does not, in fact, pose 

a problem when reading Shakespeare’s works as “[a]ny moderately attentive reader […] will 



18 

 

be aware when the modern meaning of a word will not fit the Elizabethan context” (26). He 

goes on to talk about the different aids we have at our disposal when trying to interpret the 

meaning of a word. He suggests that the etymology of a word is often useful, especially so 

with words borrowed from Latin, and also our background knowledge of the Elizabethan era 

can help. But the most important aid, according to Hussey (1982), is the context in which the 

word appears, which will often make the reader look for a meaning different from the 

present-day one (27). He does go on to concede, however, that the cases where the modern 

interpretation of the word fits the Early Modern context may pose a difficulty but insists that 

a wider reading of the entire piece, or other works by the same author, will usually show the 

present-day analysis of the word to be unsuitable (28).  

It remains to be seen in the analysis part of this thesis, whether the wider context in 

fact aids the reader or impedes his/her interpretation. As mentioned above, in the Early 

Modern period many words, especially borrowed ones, were used in different senses by 

different authors, and even by the same author in the same piece of writing. This is partially 

due to the fluctuating nature of the language at that time and partially due to the creative 

nature of the works in question.  

 

3.3.3. Unreliable glosses 

 

When intuition fails, the present-day reader can always turn to a glossary which he will most 

likely find printed in the foot or side notes of a modern edition of an Early Modern play, so 

why should false friends or difficult words pose a problem at all then? The problem is first of 

all that most of these glossaries are not particularly comprehensive and not all potentially 

problematic words can be found there. Also with the multi-layering of meaning used by 

Shakespeare, it would take a great deal of room to give an exhaustive explanation of all the 
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nuances of meaning that may or may not be there in a given instance of a word, thereby 

depriving the present-day reader of the full force of a given expression. 

 Secondly, the meaning given in the glossary may not be the one that fits into the 

exact context in which the word is found. Especially unreliable in this respect are glosses that 

are outside of the text, on the internet or in a glossary book, as their editors cannot possibly 

assume every context in which a given word may present itself. As mentioned before, 

Shakespeare may have been using a completely unique or new meaning for a given word that 

may or may not have taken off in the language in general, or there could be a shade of 

meaning to a single instance that is not found elsewhere. 

 Thirdly, as Booth (1997) also notes, a reader should be careful with trusting glosses 

because, although a word may be glossed in the meaning it has in a certain sentence in a 

certain text, this does not necessarily mean that the glossed meaning was the most common at 

the time or that it was even used by anyone other than the author in question (3). Using 

glosses can therefore actually create more false friends as the reader learns one meaning of a 

word, assumes it to be the most common at the time, and then applies it to other instances of 

the same word form appearing in the same, or other contemporary texts.  

 Finally, the glosses found in individual plays can have incorrect information in them. 

Hulme (1962) points out that there are instances in which evidence gathered from non-

Shakespearian quotes in dictionaries suggest that the generally accepted gloss on 

Shakespeare’s works may be wrong (272). This could be due to the editor applying a 

meaning that seems to fit the context to an unfamiliar word without conducting exhaustive 

research into the other senses in which the word could have been used at the time of 

composition.  

 And then, of course, there is the audience member who cannot turn to a glossary or a 

corpus to verify a meaning whilst watching a play. And although Crystal (2008, 11) astutely 

notes that the audience member has the advantage of hearing the words spoken by actors and 
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can therefore often interpret the meaning through intonation and visual data, there are still 

those cases where the present-day meaning is so close to the old one, or so fixed in the minds 

of the audience, that different interpretations may arise. 

 

3.4. A Fresh Approach to Shakespeare 

 

In the foregoing I have concentrated on the problems that attempting to interpret what 

Shakespeare intended when he wrote his works may give rise to. Here I will be looking at the 

issue from a different perspective, concentrating on the fact that when interpreting plays by 

Shakespeare and by other Early Modern writers, it is not always necessary to concentrate on 

what the author would have meant at the time of composition. Already in 1968, Roland 

Barthes initiated this new direction in literary criticism by announcing the death of the author, 

meaning that the responsibility of interpretation now lay with the reader (Barthes 1968). 

What this means is that it is the reader’s responsibility to bring meaning to a text, and this 

meaning does not necessarily have to be what the author intended. In light of this, it would 

seem perfectly reasonable to do away with glosses and allow the present-day reader to bring 

present-day word meanings into the classics. 

 This is more or less what the presentist school of literary criticism does, not with word 

senses, but with the interpretation of texts. In the following I will discuss what presentism is, 

why and how it is used in literary studies and also how it relates to this study and the meaning 

changes created by false friends. 

 

3.4.1. Presenting Presentism 

As I have pointed out in the previous chapters, language changes over time due to the 

changing social and economic circumstances that it needs to adapt to. Drakakis (2007) goes 
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further than this to argue that entire texts also “change over time as the social contexts within 

which they are interpreted change.” (85). Howard (1986) states that this change is due to the 

fact that meaning does not reside within the text itself, but rather it is created in the dialogue 

between the text and reader, and therefore it has to change, even radically, when it is read in 

different times (139). Presentism is a theoretical field which studies texts through the eyes of 

the culture we live in now, instead of trying to recapture the cultural circumstances of the 

time of composition. 

 Bristol (2007, 48) claims that there have always been critics who have studied 

Shakespeare’s works from a presentist perspective though they have not called themselves 

presentists. In fact, all literary criticism is in some respect presentist as no one can detach 

themself completely from their present moment. In Bristol’s opinion, presentism is 

indispensable because it is what we automatically do when reading a given text. He goes on 

to explain that this is because, in order to understand what a fiction is trying to say, we need 

to apply to it our knowledge of how the world works (Bristol 2007, 48-49). It would be 

impossible to try not to apply our knowledge of the world and to simply apply factual 

knowledge of the author’s contemporary world to a text when reading and analysing a text. 

In fact, Hawkes (2002) states that trying to detach ourselves from our contemporary 

reality when analysing a text and to simply apply known facts to it would be unproductive 

because “facts do not speak for themselves” (3). He explains that facts, and texts, are only 

able to mean something through our analysis of them, which is done by inserting a given 

agenda, or a discourse, into the text and thus making it part of that discourse, or in Hawkes’ 

words: “Facts and texts […] don’t simply speak, don’t merely mean. We speak, we mean, by 

them” (3). What this means is that in order to make sense of a text we need to apply a method 

into the reading of it, and usually the instinctive method, as Bristol (2007, 48) stated above, is 

to understand text through our own experience. This is how we are able to empathize with the 

characters of a play, a movie or a book even if they are situated in a faraway past or an 
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imaginary place; the text, as Howard (1986, 134) points out, does not have universal meaning 

that transcends time and place, the meaning is put there by the reader. Belsey (2010) puts it 

well when she states that “every age, we know, discovers its own reflection in his 

[Shakespeare’s] work” (14). 

 

3.4.2. Presentism in Action 

So, if a text does not have any universal meaning that is carried with it through all time, how 

does a presentist reading of a text work? Howard (1986) answers this question by explaining 

that, while it is important to remember that a literary work is always connected to the time in 

which it was created, the critic is always bound to bring a piece of his own century into the 

text; a reading is always a creative exploit “in which specific readers, located firmly in 

history and possessed of particular reading conventions, confront the alien matter of a text 

and try to have it ‘make sense’” (Howard 1986, 143-144). She points out that this becomes 

clear when looking at the critical or performance histories of, for instance, Shakespeare’s 

major plays; over the centuries there have been very different analyses of them made and 

produced for the stage and film, and different views taken on what they are trying to say. In 

fact, a performance of a play is always presentist by nature, as it is the interpretation of the 

director and the actors of the text – even when a play attempts to stay true to the era which it 

is representing with costumes, accents and by using the dialogue word for word, the play is 

still presentist as it is a present-day interpretation of the era in question. 

It is often easy to see the impact of the era in which a criticism was written or a play 

staged in what is highlighted in it, and what is overlooked. For instance, in the early twentieth 

century, with the raise of feminism, feminist accounts of Shakespeare’s characters started to 

emerge, and they have not stopped since. However, at the time of composition, while some 

writings defending the rights of women had already appeared, feminism had not yet become 
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the mainstream movement it is today and therefore most theatre-goers would probably not 

have given the position or independence of the female characters a second thought. 

Furthermore, at the time when Shakespeare was staging the first performances of his plays, 

female characters were represented on stage by male actors, as women were not allowed to be 

actors. This did not cause protests or excite debate at the time and critics who went to see the 

plays did not write about it – it was simply the way things were. But the ‘true to its time’ 

performance of Twelfth Night using only male actors which will run at the Apollo theatre in 

London starting 2 November 2012 will probably cause some debate. And even if it does not, 

the simple fact that using an all-male cast today is unusual will direct the audience’s attention 

to that fact, and therefore make their experience presentist, as the author’s contemporary 

audience would not have experienced such a displacement. 

 As mentioned before, and as Grady and Hawkes so eloquently put it in their 

introduction to Presentist Shakespeares (2007), “the truth is that none of us can step beyond 

time” (3). What this means is that presentism is not actually anything that needs to be worked 

at to apply to a text; it is the only way through which we can comprehend a text, or in fact the 

past. Because of the changing social conditions in which a text is interpreted the text 

“continues to produce meanings in historical eras different from that in which it was created 

and to which it was initially directed” (Grady and Hawkes 2007, 4). The problem is usually 

the opposite, as it can be difficult to let go of the massive catalogue of previous study and 

freely look at a canonised work through presentist eyes. What usually happens is that a critic 

applies a kind of “mixed reasoning” to a text, meaning that s/he combines his/her knowledge 

of the actual world with the premises taken from the fiction and the time of composition in 

order to make sense of the text (Bristol 2007, 51).  

 



24 

 

3.4.3. Presentism and Interpreting False Friends 

Bristol’s mixed reasoning can also be seen in the application of present-day meaning to a 

false friend, either by accident or consciously, which can, just like other types of presentist 

readings, produce new layers of meaning to the text that were not available to the author’s 

contemporary audience. As I have mentioned in previous chapters, this can be seen as a 

source of richness in the text and a way of rejuvenating it by giving it fresh meanings. 

Interpreting false friends in their current meaning when reading a play by Shakespeare 

might be seen as what Bristol (2007) calls “reading things into text”, meaning that the reader 

is wilfully inserting a meaning into the text that s/he knows does not belong there. Perhaps 

there should be some kind of restraints to what can and cannot be applied to a text, but it 

seems impossible to restrain oneself from applying present-day knowledge into a text while 

reading. Bristol (2007) criticises the idea of these constraints that a reader should adopt in 

order to stop him/herself from reading things into text by asking “[w]hat constraints should 

the reader adopt? And to what aspects of reading should these constraints apply: extraction of 

the plot – or ascription of meaning – or evaluation of actions – or all of the above?” (Bristol 

2007, 53) He argues that it is, in fact, impossible to strip oneself of all contemporary material 

in order to approach a text from a strictly Elizabethan perspective (Bristol 2007, 50). I believe 

that this same impossibility applies to attempting to strip oneself of the knowledge of the 

present-day meanings of false friends that are used every day in order to stop them from 

contaminating our understanding of Shakespeare’s language as it was at the time of 

composition. 

As I mentioned before, when working with Shakespeare’s plays it is easy to become 

blinded by the vast number of authoritative studies done on them and to become timid in 

putting forward fresh ideas. The argument that (mis)interpreting false friends in their present-

day meaning can bring forward new meanings in an Early Modern play can easily be 
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rebuffed by saying that one should know what the words meant in Elizabethan times. This is 

the problem that Shakespeare studies face: everyone knows what they ought to say and 

therefore new ideas are hard to come by. Bristol (2007) has an interesting way to solve this 

problem; he uses excerpts from his English students essays on Shakespeare’s King Lear to 

demonstrate the different, and fresh, approaches to the text that can be made by those who 

say what they think because they “don’t know what they ought to say” (63), in other words 

by those who are not weighed down by too much knowledge of accepted theories and 

approaches to Shakespeare’s texts. 

In my analysis I will be keeping an open mind and thinking about how things could be 

seen instead of what ought to be known and said about the meanings of the words under 

scrutiny. As stated before, it is my initial hypothesis that allowing false friends to be 

interpreted though present-day eyes can enrich and revitalise our view of Twelfth Night and 

other plays, and that through presentist readings Shakespeare’s plays continue to produce 

new meanings for audiences far removed from their time, and place, of composition. 
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4. Analysis of the False Friends 

In my analysis of the 30 example false friends I found that the most common change caused 

by the present-day analyses of the words was the loss of a layer of meaning, closely followed 

by a misunderstanding of the word entirely, which causes the situation, or the lines, in which 

it is used to change. The other changes found were gaining a layer of meaning that would 

have been inaccessible to the author and the deterioration or amelioration of the tone of the 

lines containing the false friend. Curiously, I also found examples where the false friends did 

not affect the situation in any detectible way. 

In the following I will explain how each of the example words can be misanalysed by 

interpreting them in their present-day meanings, what changes such misanalyses can cause 

and also illuminate some of the possible effects these changes can have on the understanding 

of Twelfth Night. 

 

4.1. Misunderstandings 

Sometimes encountering a false friend in a text from a different time period it can lead to the 

present-day reader misunderstanding the word’s meaning and therefore misunderstanding the 

whole text or at least part of it. I found three types of misunderstandings when analysing the 

example words; the word can simply be analysed incorrectly therefore changing the meaning 

of the text, the misanalysis can either ameliorate the tone of the lines containing the false 

friend, or the misanalysis can deteriorate the tone the lines. 

 

4.1.1. A Change in meaning: simple misanalysis 

This category contains the words which have been found to change the meaning of a line, 

lines or an entire scene. They do not, however, affect the tone of the lines or the scene, but 
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simply change their meaning to a different one. These instances may be seen to affect the 

general outlook of the character who utters them, or who is affected by the lines, but that will 

be examined further in chapter 5. The words that are presented in this category are: miscarry, 

injury, let, entertainment, still and tall. 

 

4.1.1.1. Miscarry 

The word miscarry is these days almost exclusively used in the sense ‘to have a miscarriage; 

to give birth to a foetus before it is viable’ (OED s.v., sense 4b), but also sometimes with the 

meaning of post going astray. Out of the 17 instances of the word in BNCweb, 13 were used 

in reference to pregnancy and 2 in the postal sense, with two unclassifiable instances. 

However, it is only in the recent centuries, through narrowing of meaning due to the strong 

negative associations with a pregnancy terminating before the foetus is viable, that the word’s 

meaning has become so restricted. 

 CED and MWCD both mention the additional rare meaning ‘to fail’ (CED, s.v. 

miscarry, sense 2; MWCD s.v., sense 3), but neither mentions the sense found in TN, where 

miscarry is used in the sense ‘to come to harm, suffer misfortune, perish; to meet with death’ 

(OED s.v., sense 1a). When Olivia sees the supposedly insane Malvolio in his pitiful state she 

says: 

Good Maria, let this fellow be looked to. Where’s my 

cousin Toby? Let some of my people have special care 

of him. I would not have him miscarry for the half of 

my dowry. 

(TN 3.4.61-64) 

This usage of the word may leave the present-day reader puzzled; Malvolio is not a pregnant 

woman or a letter so how can he miscarry? 

There is room for misanalysis of the word’s meaning if it is broken down and analysed 

to consist of carry as in ‘carry oneself, comport’ and mis- as in ‘badly or wrongly’ and 

therefore thought to mean ‘misbehave’. Such a misanalysis might lead the present-day reader 
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to misread the situation; in the original meaning Olivia is worried that Malvolio will come to 

harm and in the present-day misanalysis she is worried that he will cause harm. This does not 

change the tone of the text as the underlying idea of ‘I hope nothing bad will happen’ is 

present in both analyses, but the cause of the dreaded harm changes and therefore so does the 

meaning of the text. 

 

4.1.1.2. Injury 

Another possible misanalysis which does not change the tone of the text is caused by the 

word injury, which today is very much restricted to physical ‘harm, detriment, damage’ 

(OED s.v., n., sense 3a) as demonstrated by the fact that all of the first 50 randomly ordered 

hits on the word injury in BNCweb carry this meaning. Especially through exposure to 

football, and other sports related comments, the physical sense of the word is very strongly 

present in the mind of the present-day reader. 

In TN the word is, however, used in a different sense, that of ‘reviling, insult, calumny; 

a taunt, an affront’ (OED s.v., n., sense 2). CED still lists the sense ‘insult’ with the usage 

label obsolete (s.v., injury n., sense 5), while MWCD makes no mention of it at all. It could 

be assumed that the word has gone through the process of narrowing of meaning from the 

Latin original injūria meaning a general ‘wrong, hurt, detriment’ (OED s.v., n.) to refer only 

to a physical hurt. 

The context of the utterance in TN is a challenge extended to Viola as Cesario by Sir 

Andrew, who has been injured by her conduct with Olivia. When Viola as Cesario tries to 

deny her fault in the matter, Sir Toby Belch states that: “Sir, no; his indignation derives itself 

out of a / very competent injury: therefore, get you on and / give him his desire.” (TN 

3.4.249-251). The use of the word injury here could lead the present-day reader or hearer to 

picture a bodily injury and therefore cause confusion as to when such an injury could have 
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been inflicted and by whom as no such occurrence has been presented on stage nor implied 

elsewhere in the text. 

 

4.1.1.3. Let 

Another example of the effects of simple misanalysis is the, according to OED now archaic, 

sense of the verb let, ‘to hinder, prevent, obstruct, stand in the way of’ (OED s.v. v 2, sense 

1a), which may cause quite a complete misunderstanding of the utterance in which it is used 

in the play. In TN Viola says to her brother Sebastian: 

If nothing lets to make us happy both 

But this my masculine usurped attire 

Do not embrace me, till each circumstance 

Of place, time, fortune, do cohere and jump 

(5.1.246-249) 

 

These lines may cause the present-day reader some confusion as let is usually used in 

the sense ‘allow’, which is the exact opposite of what is meant here. CED does list the 

meaning ‘to hinder’ with the usage label archaic (s.v., sense 3), while MWCD makes no 

mention of it. Also, none of the first 50 randomly ordered instances of the word let in 

BNCweb carry the meaning ‘to hinder’, so it is safe to assume that it would not be the first 

association made by the present-day reader upon reading the above quote. 

But in this instance the confusion would most likely cause the reader to consult a 

glossary as the present-day meaning simply does not fit the context; Viola and Sebastian are 

happy and nothing is standing in their way at this point except Viola’s disguise, so for her to 

state that ‘nothing lets us be happy’ is not very likely. However, the present-day theatre-goer, 

and reader without access to a glossary, would probably have to make the assumption that 

Viola is indeed saying ‘nothing lets us be happy’, which would completely change the tone of 

the lines from happy and hopeful to hopeless and dejected. This could make the present-day 
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audience member become confused about the turn the play is taking and not understand why 

Viola is certain that all will not be well in the end.  

The interesting thing about TN is that it seems to have the usual happy ending of a 

comedy but the end result is not written into the text. The play ends with the characters 

planning to go fetch Viola’s own women’s clothes and Viola and Orsino planning to get 

married but the outcome of these plans is left open. This with the fact that Malvolio has 

sworn to avenge his treatment to all of the characters does not necessarily bode well for the 

three happy couples formed at the end and Viola’s cynical approach to returning to her 

female self in the present-day interpretation of the above quote underlines the uncertainty of 

the situation. This possibility of misreading the situation at the end might call for a present-

day rendering of the play to change the word let to for example hinder. This is not, however, 

done by Trevor Nunn, the director of the 1994 film version of the play, which holds true to 

the original script in most places. The film does, however, have an added happy dance scene 

at the end with Viola in women’s clothing, which is an interesting juxtaposition created by 

the director, whether it was done consciously or not. 

 

4.1.1.4. Entertainment 

The word entertainment is used in TN in the sense ‘treatment (of persons)’ (OED s.v., sense 

5), which is now, according to OED, obsolete and of which neither CED nor MWCD make 

any mention. While the verb entertain is still used in the sense ‘to receive as a guest; to show 

hospitality to’ (OED s.v., sense 13), the meaning of the noun entertainment has narrowed to 

compass only ‘that which affords interest or amusement’ (OED s.v., sense 8b), probably due 

to the vastness of the entertainment industry today and in the previous century. In fact all of 

the 50 first randomly ordered instances of the word entertainment in BNCweb refer to an 

amusement or diversion of some kind.  
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It is not likely, then, that the present-day reader would make the connection between 

the archaic meaning ‘treatment’ when reading the following lines spoken by Viola as Cesario 

to Olivia: 

 

The rudeness that hath appeared in me have I 

learned from my entertainment. What I am and what I 

would are as secret as maidenhead; to your ears divinity, 

to any others profanation. 

      (TN 1.5.206-209) 

 

It would be all too easy for the present-day reader to analyse the word entertainment 

here to mean that Viola as Cesario has learnt to be rude by watching plays and reading books 

that have rude people in them; thus the line could be interpreted as Viola as Cesario 

proclaiming to be a product of her time, which is quite a common notion today. The intended 

meaning, which would have been quite accessible to the author’s contemporary audience, is, 

however, that Viola as Cesario has been treated rudely by the people of Olivia’s household 

and because of that she is now rude in return. This might be completely lost to the present-

day reader without a glossary.  

 

4.1.1.5. Still 

The adverb still is used in TN several times with the meaning ‘without change, interruption, 

or cessation; continually, constantly; on every occasion, invariably; always’ (OED s.v., sense 

3a), which is now according to the OED obsolete. This sense is not mentioned in CED, but 

MWCD lists it with the usage label archaic. None of the first 50 randomly ordered instances 

of the word still in BNCweb carry this meaning; in fact 49 of them more or less indicate ‘the 

continuance of a previous action or condition’ (OED s.v. adv., sense 4), while one of the 

instances is the adjective form meaning ‘motionless’ (OED s.v. adj., sense 1). 
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 In light of this, when reading for instance the following lines spoken by Orsino to 

Viola as Cesario, the present-day reader might easily misanalyse the meaning of the word 

still: 

Too old, by heaven. Let still the woman take 

An elder than herself; so wears she to him; 

So sways she level in her husband's heart. 

For, boy, however we do praise ourselves, 

Our fancies are more giddy and unfirm 

     (TN 2.4.29-33) 

 

The present-day reader might understand still here to mean ‘ever as before’, which 

would change the tone of the lines by giving the impression that Orsino believes this to 

usually be the case and thinks that the custom should continue, while the archaic meaning 

‘always’ makes the lines more instructive. 

 The same change occurs when reading the following instructions that Malvolio finds 

in the letter sent to him by Maria pretending to be Olivia:  

If thou entertainest 

my love, let it appear in thy smiling, thy smiles 

become thee well. Therefore in my presence still smile, dear 

my sweet, I prithee. 

     (TN 2.5.167-170) 

 

Here the change in tone that occurs by analysing the meaning of the word still as ‘ever 

as before’ also changes the meaning; in this analysis it would follow that Malvolio has smiled 

in the lady’s presence before, or even that he is in the habit of doing so. But the character of 

Malvolio is very serious and the comedy of his strange behaviour towards Olivia after 

reading the misleading letter depends on the fact that the behaviour, i.e. smiling, is, in fact 

strange. Thus, analysing the word still here to mean ‘ever as before’ instead of ‘always’ can 

have great effect on the understanding of this storyline of the play as a whole. 

 The word still also appears with a double meaning, carrying both the meanings ‘ever 

as before’ and ‘always’ in wordplay such as the following exchange between Olivia and 

Orsino:  
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ORSINO: Still so cruel? 

OLIVIA:    Still so constant, lord. 

    (TN 5.1.109-110) 

 

In this exchange the present-day reader would lose a layer of meaning if they were not 

aware of the archaic meaning ‘always’ of the word still. 

 

4.1.1.6. Tall 

The adjective tall is used in TN by Sir Toby in defending Sir Andrew to Maria by saying: 

‘He's as tall a man as any's in Illyria’ (1.3.18). The word here means ‘meet, becoming, 

seemly, proper, decent’ (OED s.v., sense 2a) or ‘brave, bold, valiant’ (OED s.v., sense 3), 

both of which are, according to OED, obsolete. CED makes no mention of either, while 

MWCD lists the sense ‘brave’ with the usage label obsolete, and none of the first 50 

randomly ordered instances of the word tall in BNCweb carry either of these meanings. 

It is safe to say, then, that these would not be the first association made by the present-

day reader when seeing the above quotation. The first association would most likely be ‘high 

of stature; of more than average height’ (OED s.v., sense 6a), which is the meaning carried by 

49 out of the first 50 randomly ordered instances of the word tall in BNCweb, the single 

exception pertaining to the established phrase a tall tale. 

 Analysing the word tall as meaning ‘of more than average height’ in the above 

quotation would probably cause the present-day reader to assess Sir Toby as more of a 

drunkard than the situation would imply if the obsolete meaning was applied to the word; it 

would seem that Sir Toby is unable to maintain a witty banter with Maria and is getting off 

topic. This could then create a further layer of comedy and change the tone of the scene into 

more of a slapstick comedy than it already is. It does not help the confusion that Maria’s 

response to Sir Toby’s line is: ‘What's that to the purpose?’ (TN 1.3.19), rendering her as 



34 

 

confused as the present-day reader about why Sir Toby would bring Sir Andrew’s height into 

a discussion about his character. 

 

4.1.1.7. Revolve 

The use of the word revolve in TN is an easy place for a director to get a laugh out of the 

audience. It is written in a letter to Malvolio by Maria pretending to be Olivia, and, when 

Malvolio reads the following lines out loud: ‘If this fall into thy hand, revolve. In my stars I 

am above / thee, but be not afraid of greatness’ (TN 2.5.139-140), the actor playing him may 

turn around, misunderstanding the meaning of the word revolve. This is a case of double-

layering of meaning, which Shakespeare was very fond of using. Comedy is often made by a 

character misunderstanding the intended meaning, which is obvious to the audience. The 

meaning intended by the letter is of course ‘to consider, think over, ponder’ (OED s.v. 

revolve, sense 8a), a sense which OED classifies as ‘now rare’. 

However, CED and MWCD both list this sense without a usage label, which would 

indicate that it is still in common use. But looking at the first 50 randomly ordered instances 

of the word revolve in BNCweb, this sense is clearly missing; in fact all of the instances carry 

the meaning ‘turn’ or ‘orbit’, either in a physical or in an abstract sense. This leads to the 

conclusion that the first association made by the present-day reader when reading these lines 

would be ‘to turn around’, which means that the comedy of the character misunderstanding 

the meaning of the word may be lost on the present-day reader. 

This misanalysis might also change the tone of the letter significantly if ‘turn around’ is 

taken to mean ‘change’ as in ‘turn your life around’. If the letter states that ‘you must turn 

around (immediately) if this letter should find its way to you’, this gives it a more impatient 

feel. Instead of asking Malvolio to ponder on what is said in the letter, it urges him to act, and 

this would make it more understandable that he immediately goes on to do everything asked 
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of him in the letter. Thus, even though the meaning stays more or less the same, the tone of 

the situation is affected by the present-day analysis of the word.  

In the following sections I will be looking at situations where only the tone, not the 

meaning, is affected by the misanalyses of the false friends. 

 

4.1.2. A Change in Tone: Deterioration 

The words that belong to this category are the ones whose misanalysis causes the tone of the 

situation to be read as more severe than if the author’s intended meaning was applied to the 

situation. This may be caused either by a misanalysis of the word in question or due to an 

inherently negative sense associated with the word, which is difficult to ignore even if the 

milder senses of the word are known, or are made known, to the reader. The words belonging 

to this category are: abuse, vulgar, display, retention and list. 

 

4.1.2.1. Abuse 

The most prominent meaning associated with the word abuse today seems to be ‘to maltreat, 

esp. physically or sexually’ (CED s.v., v., sense 2), as 21 out of the first 50 randomly ordered 

hits in BNCweb are associated with this. Also prominent seems to be the association to drug 

or substance abuse, as 6 out of the first 50 randomly ordered hits deal with this. These are 

most likely the first things that come to mind for the present-day reader when reading or 

hearing the word abuse. 

On a close inspection of all the senses listed for abuse in OED, it seems that all the 

surviving meanings of the verb are extremely negative. All the neutral and milder meanings 

of the verb abuse s.v. in the OED, ‘to behave improperly’ (sense 1b), ‘to use (something) in 

error, to mistake for’ (1c), ‘to misrepresent’ (2), ‘to fall into error about’ (3b), ‘to disuse, give 

up (something); to neglect’ (5), have become obsolete. It seems that with the severely 
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negative connotations acquired by the word in association with concepts such as child abuse 

and sexual abuse, as well as drug and substance abuse, the word has gone through a process 

of pejoration. As these noun phrases have become an established part of the language the 

word abuse has become such a harsh word that it has become impossible to use it in neutral 

contexts. 

In TN the word abuse is, however, used with the meaning ‘deceive’, which is listed 

with a usage label now rare in OED (s.v. v. sense 3a), with archaic in CED (s.v. v. sense 10) 

and obsolete in MWCD (s.v. v. sense 2). The word is used in the following context where 

Feste, the clown, explains his use of the phrase “the better for my foes, and the worse for my 

friends.” (TN 5.1.12-13) to count Orsino: 

Marry, sir, they praise me – and make an ass of me. 

Now my foes tell me plainly, I am an ass; so that by my 

foes, sir, I profit in the knowledge of myself, and by my 

friends I am abused. So that, conclusions to be as 

kisses, if your four negatives make your two affirmatives, 

why then, the worse for my friends and the better  

for my foes. 

(TN, 5.1.16-22) 

It is quite clear from the context that physical abuse is not what is referred to here, but the 

word stands out nonetheless; it seems too harsh for the context. It seems that Feste is using 

very strong language when referring to his friends’ behaviour, which might make the present-

day reader, or especially an audience member, think that maybe Feste is more upset about the 

way people treat him than he lets on. This undercurrent would not have been there for the 17
th

 

century playgoer as the neutral meanings of the words would have been in common use 

alongside the more negative meanings. 

 

4.1.2.2. Vulgar 

Another example of this type of tone change to a more negative one is found in the use of the 

adjective vulgar, which has also gone through the process of pejoration from meaning 
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‘common’ (OED s.v. adj., sense 2a) to meaning ‘uncultured’ (OED s.v. adj., sense 13). The 

former meaning is still in use, but it too has a pejorative tinge to it, and it is not kind to call 

someone ‘vulgar’, as it is not kind to call someone ‘common’ either these days. This change 

in meaning is due to a change in society as well as people’s negative attitudes towards the 

‘common people’ as opposed to educated or noble people. Also due to the fact that, unlike in 

the Early Modern English society, there is no class system in use in the Western world
2
, it is 

politically incorrect to refer to someone as being of a lower class, or being vulgar, and 

therefore the word is often used in a derogatory sense. 

MWCD gives the sense ‘common’ as relating to people or things without a usage label 

(s.v. vulgar, senses 1-3), while CED only gives the sense ‘common’ as in ‘common people’ 

and provides the usage label archaic with it (s.v. vulgar, sense 3). Out of the first 50 

randomly ordered hits on the word vulgar in BNCweb, 8 have the sense ‘common’ while 37 

had the sense ‘coarsely commonplace, uncultured, ill-mannered’. The word was also found in 

its specialized mathematical and linguistic senses which are not of importance here because 

they are not commonly known beyond the specialized fields. The differentiation between the 

senses ‘common’ and ‘uncultured’ is sometimes difficult to make, because the sense 

‘common’ is nowadays very close to the meaning ‘uncultured’, exemplified for instance by 

the following from BNCweb: 

FAK 1079 the kind of distaste the middle and upper classes feel for the 

vulgar in fun fairs, cheap commodities, artificial copies, or… 

 

I have counted the above example as representing the sense ‘the common’ or ‘the 

commoners’, but it could just as easily be interpreted as ‘the uncultured’. The fact that it is 

difficult to not read the negative sense into a statement containing the word vulgar 

demonstrates that the word has negative connotations built into it. 

                                                 
2
 What is meant here is that there is no organized, strict class system comparable to the one in 16

th
 and 

17
th
 century England in use today. It is not relevant to this paper that there is a socio-economic class division in 

the Western society, as it is nevertheless politically incorrect to refer to it in everyday language.  
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These negative undertones relating to the word vulgar could cause the present-day 

reader to view Viola’s reaction as more negative than intended when reading the following 

exchange between Viola as Cesario and Olivia: 

Viola: I pity you. 

Olivia:   That's a degree to love. 

Viola: No, not a grize; for it is vulgar proof / That very oft we pity enemies. 

(TN 3.1.120-123) 

 

The word vulgar is used in a neutral sense here; for the contemporary viewer this would have 

simply meant ‘it is a common experience’. But to the present-day reader the negative 

associations accompanying the word vulgar could quite easily lead to the conclusion that the 

proof, which here means ‘experience’ (OED s.v. proof n., sense 6), a false friend in itself, is 

somehow bad or unwanted by Viola, which changes the tone of the lines. Viola seems to be 

saying that her pity towards Olivia is an awful testament to the fact that we often pity our 

enemies, and that this should not be the case; we should not pity our enemies. 

 

4.1.2.3. Display 

The present-day interpretation of the word display in TN is another example where the tone 

of the situation is changed for the worse with the misanalysing the meaning of the word. The 

use of the word display, if interpreted in its present-day meaning of ‘to open up or expose to 

view, exhibit to the eyes, show’ (OED s.v., sense 3a), may give  Orsino’s lines an 

unnecessarily harsh tone as he says to Viola as Cesario: 

Then let thy love be younger than thyself, 

Or thy affection cannot hold the bent, 

For women are as roses, whose fair flower 

Being once displayed doth fall that very hour. 

      (TN 2.4.38-41) 

 

The present-day reader might interpret the final line in the quotation to mean that once 

a woman is completely exposed to a man, i.e. when she has had a sexual encounter, her 

beauty ceases to exist as she is, as the saying goes “damaged goods”. This interpretation 
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causes the reader to view Orsino as a misogynist and make it difficult for them to believe that 

Viola is in love with him and makes no counterargument to his remarks. 

The contemporary audience and the author would have, however, had available to 

them also the now, according to OED, obsolete meaning ‘to unfold’ (OED s.v. display, v., 

sense 1a), which when used with the flower metaphor of the above quotation can be taken to 

mean ‘blossom’. With the knowledge of this meaning the lines become softer; the sexual 

encounter is merely implied and disguised in a metaphor of a woman’s beauty being like that 

of a rose – fleeting. To the author’s contemporary audience it would have been clear that 

Viola as Cesario cannot directly respond to Orsino’s view; biologically speaking it is true that 

time deteriorates everyone’s outer beauty. Instead she tries to later convince him of women’s 

ability to love as constantly as men do by telling him about her imaginary sister. 

 

4.1.2.4. Retention 

Later in the same scene as used in the previous section Orsino speaks to Viola as Cesario 

about a woman’s incapability to love as strongly as a man saying: 

There is no woman's sides  

Can bide the beating of so strong a passion 

As love doth give my heart; no woman's heart 

So big to hold so much, they lack retention. 

      (TN 2.4.92-95) 

 

When reading those lines the word retention may strike the present-day reader as odd, 

as it is most likely associated with the sense ‘the act of retaining or state of being retained’ 

(CED s.v., sense 1), as 30 out of the first 50 randomly ordered instances of the word retention 

in BNCweb carry this meaning. This might seem a strange, or even a harsh thing to say; it 

might seem that Orsino is saying that women lack the ability to hold on to either the men they 

love or to the feelings that they have for them. In other words he might be seen to say 

‘women lack the attention span required for the maintenance of the feelings of love’.  
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 While Orsino’s lines do belittle the capacities of women, his insult was originally not 

necessarily meant to be so blunt. The word retention is here glossed as meaning ‘power to 

retain emotion’ (Crystal and Crystal 2002 s.v.), a sense which is not mentioned in CED or 

MWCD. OED lists the above quotation in the sense ‘the action or fact of a body, object, 

material, etc., holding or keeping something (as liquid, magnetism, etc.) within itself’ (OED 

s.v. retention, sense 1c), which is still used in medical terminology, and can be found in 8 out 

of the first 50 randomly ordered instances of the word in BNCweb. When looking at this 

sense of the word it becomes obvious that they in ‘they lack retention’ refers to the hearts of 

women and not to women, and thus the insult is softened as the hearts are to blame and not 

the women. But then again, looking at this from a feminist point of view it is still an insult. 

Women’s brains have been said to be smaller and therefore cause them to be less intelligent 

than men, and now Orsino is implying that women’s hearts are smaller as well and therefore 

they are less capable of feeling strong emotions. The strange thing about this claim, from the 

present-day perspective is that women have been said to be too emotional and therefore less 

rational than men. However this is looked at, the change in tone is always a derogatory one; 

Orsino is, from a present-day perspective, coming off as a misogynist.  

 

4.1.2.5. List 

As for the word list, OED and MWCD both list the sense ‘a limit, bound, boundary’ with the 

usage label obsolete (OED s.v. n.
3
, sense 8a; MWCD s.v. n.

4
, sense 3), while CED makes no 

mention of it. In BNCweb, none of the first 50 randomly ordered instances of the word list 

carry this meaning; in fact, they all carry the meaning ‘catalogue, a series of items’ (OED, 

s.v. list n.
6
, sense a.). This means that when the word is used by Viola as Cesario in TN in the 

following statement to Sir Toby: “I am bound to your niece, sir. I mean, she is the / list of my 

voyage” (TN 3.1.75), the present-day reader would not likely make the connection to the 
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meaning ‘limit, objective’ glossed by Crystal and Crystal (2002 s.v. list). It would be more 

likely that the present-day reader would analyse the meaning of these lines as Viola saying 

that Olivia is all the items on her list of things to do, therefore underlining the importance of 

the encounter to herself or to her employer who has sent her to court the lady.  

This instance of the word list could also be analysed as ‘yes, she is on my list of things 

to do’, which would have the opposite meaning than the above analysis. If viewed in this 

way, the above quotation might make the present-day reader think that Viola is saying that 

she has better things to do and that courting Olivia is definitely something she takes pride or 

pleasure in. This analysis would fit the character Viola as she is clearly in love with Orsino 

and therefore would most likely not take pleasure in courting another woman in his stead.  

Neither of these possible misanalyses do not, again, change the meaning of the lines, as 

the underlying meaning ‘yes, I am here to see your niece’ remains the same in both. The tone 

of the situation, and of Viola’s attitude towards the situation, are, however, changed in the 

latter analysis. But in this case a glossary entry is justified as the usage of the word list may 

cause some confusion, as it is not usually used in this manner in present-day English. 

 

4.1.3. A Change in Tone: Amelioration 

In this category the misanalyses of the false friends soften the desired effect of the lines 

spoken due to the words in question having gone through the process of amelioration and 

therefore sounding less menacing to the present-day reader than they would have to the 

author’s contemporary audience. The words that belong to this, the smallest category are 

pregnant and mischief. 
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4.1.3.1. 4.1.3.1 Pregnant 

The word pregnant has gone through significant narrowing of meaning and is now mostly 

used in reference to a woman or female animal who is ‘carrying a foetus or foetuses in the 

womb’ (CED s.v., sense 1). This sense of the word comprises 47 out of the first 50 randomly 

ordered hits in BNCweb. The word is also often used in the sense ‘full of meaning or 

significance’ (CED s.v. pregnant, sense 2), and this sense is found in the other 3 instances of 

the word pregnant in BNCweb. However, due to the fact that these two meanings exist at the 

same time and are used in very different contexts there is no association made with physical 

pregnancy made when hearing a familiar phrase such as a pregnant pause. 

 In Twelfth Night, the word pregnant is used twice in close succession by the same 

character, Viola, but with different meanings. First she uses the word in a flattering phrase 

towards Olivia saying: ‘[m]y matter hath no voice, lady, but to your own / most pregnant and 

vouchsafed ear’ (3.1.85-86). In this sentence the word is glossed as meaning ‘well-disposed, 

ready, inclined, receptive’ (Crystal and Crystal 2002, s.v. pregnant), a meaning which is also 

found in the MWCD (s.v. pregnant, sense 6), where it is marked as obsolete and exemplified 

with the above lines from TN. CED makes no mention of this sense of the word. 

Only moments later in the play, Viola uses the word pregnant again, this time in a 

negative sense, as she is cursing the fact that Olivia has fallen in love with her because of her 

disguise: 

Poor lady, she were better love a dream. 

Disguise, I see, thou art a wickedness, 

Wherein the pregnant enemy does much. 

(TN, 2.2.25-27) 

Here the phrase pregnant enemy refers to the wily enemy, i.e. Satan, which is a very different 

meaning of the word than the one she used before.  

In neither of these contexts is it very likely for the word pregnant to be taken to mean 

physically pregnant. But while in the former, even though the present-day reader is not likely 
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to understand exactly what is meant, it is deducible from the context that pregnant is some 

sort of a word of flattery, in the latter the tone of the lines is radically changed if the original 

sense of the word is not understood correctly. The pregnant enemy would have conjured up 

quite a stark image in the minds of the contemporary audience but for the present-day reader 

the reference is easily lost. Therefore Viola’s words lose some of their bite and become 

softer.  

 

4.1.3.2. 4.1.3.2 Mischief 

The other example of a severely negative tone becoming softer through the present-day 

analysis of the meaning of a false friend comes in the use of the word mischief in TN. It is 

used in the following context, where Orsino has finally resigned himself to the fact that 

Olivia does not love him but Viola as Cesario, whom he also loves himself: 

Live you the marble-breasted tyrant still; 

But this your minion, whom I know you love, 

And whom, by heaven I swear, I tender dearly, 

Him will I tear out of that cruel eye, 

Where he sits crowned in his master’s spite. 

Come, boy, with me; my thoughts are ripe in mischief: 

I’ll sacrifice the lamb that I do love, 

To spite a raven’s heart within a dove. 

(TN 4.1.122-128) 

This speech is supposed to convey Orsino’s strong, hateful feelings towards Olivia and to 

prepare the audience for Orsino’s feelings transferring to Viola when her true identity is 

revealed.  

For the present-day reader, however, the use of the word mischief here seems to soften 

the speech. The line “my thoughts are ripe in mischief” seems to convey the message that 

Orsino wants to do some minor bad thing to vent his frustration and does not necessarily 

convey the severity of the situation - that Orsino is going to kill Viola - to the present-day 

reader. For the contemporary audience the meaning of mischief would have been much more 
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severe, as ‘evildoing, wickedness’ (OED s.v. n., sense 5), a sense which is now, according to 

the OED, obsolete. 

The word mischief has gone through the process of amelioration since the late 18
th

 

century, so in the late 16
th

 and early 17
th

 century, when Shakespeare wrote his plays, the 

ameliorated meaning was not yet present in the language. The current meaning ‘wayward but 

not malicious behaviour, usually of children, that causes trouble, irritation, etc.’ (CED, s.v. 

mischief, sense 1) is now normally used of children or adults behaving childishly. The 

association with children gives the word a very strong connotation of something that is either 

not done on purpose or is done by someone who does not know any better.  

 When looking at the first fifty randomly ordered hits for the word mischief in 

BNCweb, the clear majority, 29 out of 50, imply an act that would cause only mild irritation. 

The expression of having ‘mischief in one’s eyes’ seems to be popular as it is found three 

times in the first 50 hits. This expression definitely does not permit the more severe meaning 

of the word, because it usually means an expression involving a smile. 

 

4.2.  Subtler Changes to Meaning 

A false friend does not always necessarily cause a misunderstanding; the general meaning of 

the text can be understood while something more subtle about it changes. Below I will look at 

three different scenarios found in the analysis of the example words where a subtle change 

does not affect the understanding of the text. I will argue that it is possible for a layer of 

meaning to be lost without the knowledge of previous meanings of a word, or a new layer of 

meaning to be added with the additional knowledge of a new meaning that was not present 

for the author or the contemporary audience. I will also look at examples where the present-

day meaning does not interfere with interpretation as it is easy to deduce the approximate 
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meaning of the word from context, because the old and present meanings are very closely 

related. 

 

4.2.1. Losing a Layer of Meaning 

The words in this category are the ones whose misanalysis may cause the present-day reader 

to miss out on wordplay using multi-layered meaning. This category contains, as stated 

above, the majority of the example words, which brings to question how the plays can stand 

the test of time since so much of the comedy in Shakespeare’s comedies relies on words and 

wordplay. The example words that belong to this category are: indifferent, fancy, habit, 

honest, quick, sad, jealous, skill and minion. 

 

4.2.1.1. Indifferent 

The word indifferent is today mostly used with the meaning ‘unbiased, impartial, 

disinterested, neutral; fair, just, even, even-handed’ (OED, s.v. adj., sense 1), which is the 

meaning found in 43 out of the first 50 randomly ordered hits in the BNCweb. The word is 

also used in the meaning ‘not particularly good; poor, inferior; rather bad’ (OED s.v. 

indifferent adj., sense A7b), as 6 out of the first 50 randomly ordered hits in the BNCweb 

carry this meaning. 

 In TN the word indifferent is used in the sense ‘having a neutral quality between 

excess and defect; not extreme; of medium quality or character’ (OED s.v. adj., sense 6a), or 

‘of medium or moderate extent, size, etc.; fairly large; tolerable’ (OED s.v. adj., sense 6b), 

which, according to the OED, are now obsolete and obsolete or archaic respectively. 

Interestingly, both the CED and the MWCD list these meanings without any usage labels 

(CED, s.v. adj., sense 3a; MWCD s.v. adj., sense 4, 5). This might suggest that the present-

day language-user is aware of these meanings, but it would require a more thorough analysis 
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of all the 595 hits in the BNCweb to determine whether or not this sense still survives in 

current usage. 

The context of the word in TN, in the sense ‘moderate’, is Olivia cataloguing her 

features to Viola as Cesario after she has asked if Olivia will be so cruel as to not leave a 

copy of herself, i.e. a child, behind when she dies:  

O, sir, I will not be so hard-hearted; I will give 

out divers schedules of my beauty: it shall be 

inventoried, and every particle and utensil 

labeled to my will: as, item, two lips, 

indifferent red; item, two grey eyes, with lids to 

them; item, one neck, one chin, and so forth.  

(TN 1.5.247-252) 

The context does not give away the intended meaning of indifferent, and the present-day 

reader may well deduce this to mean that Olivia is calling her lips a ‘poor quality’ red. The 

negative attitude conveyed by the word is very pungent in the present-day reading, as Olivia 

seems to be depreciating her looks more than if she were saying her lips are a ‘moderate’ red. 

This intensifies her sarcastic attitude towards the list she is making. 

 The difference between this and the words analysed in the previous chapters is that 

the present-day meaning would have been present already in Shakespeare’s time and the 

intensified sarcasm available to the contemporary audience as well. This synchronic register 

switching is still used in modern poetry, and Shakespeare was not unfamiliar to using this 

kind of double-levelled meaning in his works, as Ronberg (1992: 31) also notes. This leads to 

the conclusion that the present-day reader is missing some nuance of meaning if they are not 

aware of the now obsolete or archaic senses of the word. 

 

4.2.1.2. Fancy 

As for the word fancy, Crystal (2008, 236) states that, while today the word fancy is usually 

used in the sense ‘inclination, liking’ or even ‘whim’, the more likely use in Shakespeare’s 

time was the now obsolete meaning, ‘amorous inclination, love’ (OED s.v. n., sense 8b). 
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CED makes no mention of the sense ‘love’ at all, while MWCD lists the sense without a 

usage label (s.v. n., sense 1b), which is curious. The sense ‘whim’ was already available in 

Shakespeare’s time and this probably allows, again, for the double layering of meaning that 

Shakespeare seemed to be so fond of using. It would seem that with the sense ‘whim’ having 

become more pronounced the word has gone through the process of pejoration as no one 

would surely want to profess their love to a person only to have it misunderstood as ‘a liking 

formed by caprice rather than reason’ (MWCD s.v. fancy n., sense 1a). In informal language 

the word fancy is often used in the sense ‘like’ as in “I really really fancy Howard” (BNCweb, 

KNY 1983). None of the first 50 randomly ordered examples from the BNCweb have the 

sense ‘love’. 

 In TN, the word fancy is often used to mean ‘love’, for instance when Orsino states 

that “so full of shapes is fancy” (1.1.14), he means to talk about love and not whim or 

imagination. The present-day meaning brings many of Orsino’s lines a sense of 

capriciousness that underlines his character’s fickle nature and the impression that he is in 

love with being in love instead of being in love with Olivia or Viola. The difference between 

the present-day analysis of the situations in which the word is used and the author’s 

contemporary one is that the double-layering of meaning is lost in the present-day analysis; 

the fickle nature of Orsino becomes too pronounced and the subtlety of the hint that he may 

be of a capricious nature is lost. 

 

4.2.1.3. Habit 

In TN the noun habit is mostly used in the sense ‘dress, clothing, costume’ but also with 

double layering of meaning in “One face, one voice, one habit, and two persons” (5.1.213), 

where it can mean both ‘costume’ and ‘behaviour’. The double layering of meaning, or even 

both meanings, may, however, be lost on the present-day reader because, according to OED, 
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the sense ‘bearing, demeanour, deportment, behaviour; posture’ (OED s.v. habit n., sense 4) 

is now obsolete and the sense ‘bodily apparel or attire; clothing, raiment, dress’ (OED, s.v. 

habit n., sense 1a) is archaic. The more commonly used sense today is ‘a settled tendency or 

usual manner of behaviour’ (MWCD, s.v., sense 6)  to which 43 out of the first 50 randomly 

ordered instances of the word habit in the BNCweb 43 are referring, while only 6 instances 

refer to clothing, in most cases the specialized cape of a nun or a monk. MWCD mentions the 

sense ‘clothing’ with the usage label archaic (s.v. habit n., sense 1), while CED only makes a 

mention of clothing referring to ‘the customary apparel of a particular occupation, rank, etc’ 

(s.v. habit n., sense 7), such as the aforementioned habit of a nun or a monk. 

It would seem that he word has gone through some deterioration of meaning due to the 

fact that it is often used to refer to bad habits such as a drug habit or a smoking habit. 

Therefore “one habit” in the above example could easily be misunderstood to mean that the 

two siblings have similar habits, which sounds slightly strange, while the wordplay would be 

lost to the present-day reader. 

 

4.2.1.4. Honest 

The adjective honest has gone through the process of narrowing of meaning, as the meaning 

‘showing uprightness or sincerity of character or intention; fair, straightforward; free from 

fraud’ which was already around in Shakespeare’s time has become the more common 

association while the meaning ‘held in honour; holding an honourable position; respectable’ 

(OED s.v. honest adj., sense 1a) is now obsolete according to OED. CED makes no mention 

of the senses ‘honourable’ or ‘respectable’, while MWCD lists the sense ‘reputable, 

respectable’ without a usage label (s.v. honest, sense 2a). In TN Feste states that:  

I am not tall enough to become the function well, nor lean enough to be 

thought a good student. But to be said an honest man and a good 

housekeeper goes as fairly as to say a careful man and a great scholar.  

(TN 4.2.4-7) 
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These lines are, as are most of Feste’s lines, full of wordplay, such as the double 

meaning of tall, a false friend discussed previously in section 4.1.1. In the above quotation 

Feste puns on the fact that he is shorter and/or less respectable than the parson whose gown 

he is asked to wear. Then the same double meaning ‘respectable’ is repeated with honest 

which would have had both of the above mentioned meanings at the time of composition. If 

these double meanings are missed, it does not necessarily diminish the present-day reader’s 

comprehension of the meaning of the lines, but it does take away from the character of Feste; 

these puns and wordplays are piled onto the character to exhibit his witty nature and if they 

are lost on the reader the character may be left empty in their minds.  

 

4.2.1.5. Quick 

When considering the meaning of the adjective quick, the most likely association is usually 

‘swift or fast’ (CED s.v., sense 4) – in fact 49 out of the first 50 randomly ordered instances 

of the word quick in BNCweb carry this meaning, with the one exception being the 

established compound quick jar. In TN the adjective quick is used in its present-day meaning 

in “thy assailant is / quick, skillful and deadly” (3.4.220-221), but it is also used in a different 

meaning. At the very beginning of the play where Orsino is found basking in the misery of 

being in love he says “o spirit of love, how quick and fresh art thou” (1.1.9). This is glossed 

by Crystal and Crystal (2002) as ‘sharp, keen, alert’, and this sense is also found in OED as 

‘of a feeling: keen, strongly felt’ (s.v. quick, adj. n.
1
 and adv., sense 16), with the usage label 

now somewhat archaic. 

 When coming across Orsino’s lines in TN it is not, however, likely that that the 

present-day reader or theatre-goer will interpret the word quick in the latter sense, as the 

former, more common sense of the word fits the context. Analysing the meaning of quick as 

‘fast’ in these lines may make Orsino seem even more self-obsessed and in love with being in 
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love than if the original meaning was available. He seems to be saying that falling in love 

happens fast, in an instant and possibly without reason. This may also be a case of double-

layered meaning, as this view is echoed by Olivia later in act 1, when she says “How now? / 

Even so quickly may one catch the plague?” (1.5.283-284).  

On the other hand, not knowing that what Orsino means when he describes the spirit of 

love as “quick” is that the feeling of love is piercing and strongly felt, may reduce the 

present-day reader’s understanding of Orsino’s assessment of love. He believes that love 

equates pain and enjoys wallowing in the agony of unrequited love, something that becomes 

clear in his exchange with Viola as Cesario later on in the play, in act 2 scene 4. This 

characteristic of his is also shared by Olivia who compares falling in love to catching the 

plague in her quote above. Not being aware of the archaic meaning of the word quick would 

therefore deprive the present-day reader of a layer of meaning that would have been 

accessible to the author’s contemporary audience. 

 

4.2.1.6. Sad 

Another good example of a layer of meaning being lost on the present-day reader is the word 

sad which is used multiple times in TN both in its current meaning ‘feeling sorrow or regret’, 

or evoking such feelings (OED s.v., sense 5) and the obsolete meaning ‘steady, serious’ 

(OED s.v., sense AI). The following, where Olivia has asked Malvolio to come see her as the 

other servants have informed her that he might be mad, is an example of both of these 

meanings being present: 

Olivia: Smil'st thou? I sent for thee upon a sad occasion. 

Malvolio: Sad, lady? I could be sad; this does make 

  some obstruction in the blood, this cross-gartering – but 

  what of that? If it please the eye of one, it is with me as 

  the very true sonnet is: ‘Please one and please all'. 

(TN 3.4.18-22) 
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The occasion that Olivia refers to is not sorrowful, it is serious but, without the knowledge of 

this, it would be easy to mistake the situation and think that Olivia is saddened by the fact 

that Malvolio is mad and therefore that she already believes that he is. Malvolio’s response 

could be a play on the word’s double meaning, as the meaning ‘unhappy’ already existed in 

Shakespeare’s time.  

 The sense ‘steady, serious’ is now, according to OED, obsolete and CED lists it with 

the usage label archaic, while MWCD makes no mention of it at all. In fact sad has, in 

present-day language, become very restricted to the sense ‘feeling sorrow or regret’, though a 

new meaning, especially in colloquial British English, of ‘ludicrously contemptible; pathetic’ 

(CED s.v., sense 4) is establishing itself in everyday language. The first meaning, ‘feeling of 

sorrow or causing a feeling of sorrow’, comprises 43 out of the first fifty randomly ordered 

hits of sad in the BNCweb, while the second, ‘pathetic’ comprises five out fifty. Without the 

knowledge of the sense ‘serious’, it is clear that the present-day reader is missing out on 

wordplay that would have been self-evident to the contemporary audience. 

 

4.2.1.7. Jealous 

The word jealous is another one which has become very restricted in meaning in present-day 

English. The only meaning found for jealous in the first 50 randomly ordered hits in BNCweb 

is more or less ‘troubled by the belief, suspicion, or fear that the good which one desires to 

gain or keep for oneself has been or may be diverted to another’ (OED, s.v., sense 4). It 

seems that the word has gone through the process of pejoration, which has stripped it from its 

more positive and neutral connotations. It could be that, with the unfavourable attitudes 

towards jealousy in the present-day sense, the word has little by little become unsuitable for 

use in positive and neutral meanings because of the undercurrent of negativity that it carries. 
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CED and MWCD make no reference to the obsolete meaning ‘doubtful, mistrustful’ 

(OED s.v., sense 5b) which is closest to the meaning found in the following excerpt from TN: 

Blame not this haste of mine. If you mean well, 

Now go with me and with this holy man 

Into the chantry by; there before him 

And underneath that consecrated roof 

Plight me the full assurance of your faith, 

That my most jealous and too doubtful soul 

May live at peace. He shall conceal it 

Whiles you are willing it shall come to note; 

What time we will our celebration keep 

According to my birth. What do you say? 

(TN 4.3.22-31) 

The lines are spoken by Olivia who is urging Sebastian, who she believes to be Cesario, to 

marry her immediately without a moment’s delay. Here the use of the word jealous may seem 

slightly odd to the present-day reader as today jealous only has negative connotations and it 

would be strange to call oneself or one’s soul ‘jealous’ when trying to convince someone to 

agree to marriage. But in Shakespeare’s time this word, in addition to the present-day 

meaning, also had more neutral senses. In many versions of the play jealous is glossed as 

‘anxious, uneasy, worried [about]’ (Crystal and Crystal 2002: s.v.) but it could also mean 

‘ardently amorous; covetous of the love of another, fond, lustful’, which is another obsolete 

meaning found in OED (s.v., sense 2) that fits the context. 

 It is, again, important to remember that in Shakespeare’s time all these meanings were 

very much alive and this might be a case of triple-layered meaning, which may have been 

obvious to the more learned contemporary theatregoer. Here it once more seems that the 

present-day reader is left deprived of an additional layer of meaning if they are not aware of 

the diachronic semantic change this word has gone through. 
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4.2.1.8. Skill 

The word skill, as it is used in TN, is again a possible cause for the director of a present-day 

rendering of the play to change the word to ensure comprehension, as it is nowadays only 

used as a noun, but in Shakespeare’s time it could also be used as a verb, as in the following: 

Truly, madam, he holds Beelzebub at the staves's 

end as well as a man in his case may do. He's here writ a 

letter to you. I should have given it you today morning. 

But as a madman's epistles are no gospels, so it skills not 

much when they are delivered. 

     (TN 5.1.281-285) 

 

Here the verb skill means ‘to make a difference, to be of importance, to matter’ (OED 

s.v., sense 2b), a sense which is now, according to OED and MWCD, archaic. CED makes no 

listing for skill as a verb, and none of the first 50 randomly ordered instances of the word skill 

in BNCweb present it as a verb. 

 Thus when reading the above quotation the present-day reader would most likely be 

doubly confused, as not only is the meaning of the word skill unknown but also the sentence 

does not seem to make sense, as it is lacking a verb. This is a case where a glossary would 

prove necessary and a glance at for instance that of Crystal and Crystal (2002) would solve 

the problem by clearly labeling the word a verb and providing a meaning for it. But for the 

present-day theatre-goer the problem would be more complicated; in the fleeting moment the 

words are spoken their meaning would be lost as there would be no time to ponder over what 

is meant. To the theatre-goer and the reader without a glossary the meaning of the above lines 

would simply be lost. The mention of the word skill might cause them to think that Feste is 

making a commentary about the skill with which the letter is composed, which is something 

he does not do. Not knowing that skill is here used as a verb and not knowing the meaning of 

that verb would not only cause the present-day reader or theatre-goer to lose a layer of 

meaning, but to lose the entire meaning of the lines in question. The director of the 1994 film 
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rendering of TN has avoided this false friend trap by omitting Feste’s speech entirely from the 

play.   

 

4.2.1.9. Minion 

In the same quotation as used in the previous section for mischief, there is another false 

friend, minion, further complicating the interpretation of the lines. Today the word minion is 

almost exclusively used to refer to ‘a servile agent’ (CED s.v., sense 2), and it is closely associated 

with the term evil minion which is familiar to many from action films. In BNCweb all of the 32 

instances of the word minion carry this meaning, except for one where it is used as a proper name. In 

TN, however, the word minion is used in a different sense by Count Orsino in the following lines 

spoken to Olivia about the supposed betrayal of his trust that she has committed by falling in love 

with someone else: 

But this your minion, whom I know you love, 

And whom, by heaven, I swear, I tender dearly, 

Him will I tear out of that cruel eye 

Where he sits crowned in his master's spite. 

     (TN 5.1.123-126) 

 

This usage is glossed by Crystal and Crystal (2002) as ‘darling, favourite, select one’ 

(s.v. minion), a meaning which is now, according to OED, obsolete (s.v. minion, sense 3b), 

This seems the more likely intended meaning, as Orsino speaks about Olivia’s love for 

Cesario and not about his servitude. In fact in the meaning ‘a servile agent’ Cesario would be 

Orsino’s minion, as he is his employer. 

 The above quotation may, however, have presented the word minion in a double 

meaning to the contemporary audience, as the sense ‘servant’ was, according to OED, already 

present in the language at the time of composition. Orsino may have intended his choice of 

words as a slight on the class difference between the lovers. A third layer of meaning 

emerges when looking at a further currently obsolete sense of the word minion present at the 

time of composition; ‘as a derogatory term (esp. as a form of address): slave, underling’ 
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(OED s.v., sense 3a). This three-layered meaning is not likely to be accessible to the present-

day reader, while a learned contemporary theatre-goer of the author’s time would probably 

have been delighted by such a clever choice of term. Here again the present-day reader loses 

two layers of meaning, and even the glossary entry accompanying the lines does not open up 

all the subtleties of the choice of words.  

 

4.2.2. Gaining a Layer of Meaning 

This category is made up of words that, if analysed in their most likely present-day meanings, 

include an additional layer of meaning, which would not have been available to the author or 

his contemporary audience, to the line, lines or the entire scene of which they are a part. The 

example words that belong to this category are: vain, generous, sway and possess. 

 

4.2.2.1. Vain 

The adjective vain is today mostly used in the sense ‘futile’, which is clear from the fact that 

42 out of the first 50 randomly ordered hits for the word in BNCweb comprise of this 

meaning. In this sense the word is often accompanied with in, and in vain is even given a 

separate entry in OED. Also common is the sense ‘having an excessively high opinion of 

one's own appearance, attainments, qualities, possessions, etc.’ (OED s.v. vain, sense 4a) 

which comprises the remaining 8 out of the 50 first randomly ordered hits of the word in 

BNCweb.  

The latter meaning did not come about until the end of the 17
th

 century, probably 

through widening of meaning from ‘a person with an idle or futile nature’ (OED s.v., sense 3) 

to ‘a person with a futilely conceited or arrogant nature’. 

 Therefore, when Shakespeare wrote the following lines of Feste’s:  

Malvolio, Malvolio, thy wits the heavens 
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restore. Endeavour thyself to sleep, and leave thy vain 

bibble-babble. 

(TN 4.2.95-97) 

he could not have, then, been thinking about the sense ‘conceited’. However, the knowledge 

of the present-day sense brings an additional layer of meaning to the above lines as Malvolio 

is, in fact, shown in the play to be quite arrogant. It is easy to mistake the meaning in this 

instance but it causes no real trouble to understanding the meaning of the lines; all it does is 

add a layer of meaning that gives the lines a sense of a personal insult, to which the 

audience/reader might expect Malvolio to respond. 

 

4.2.2.2. Generous 

Another example of adding a layer of meaning comes from the usage of the word generous in 

the following excerpt from TN where Olivia is reprimanding Malvolio for being vain: 

Oh, you are sick of self-love, Malvolio, and taste 

with a distempered appetite. To be generous, 

guiltless and of free disposition, is to take those 

things for bird-bolts that you deem cannon-bullets: 

(TN 1.5.89-92) 

It is easy to take generous to mean ‘open-handed or charitable’ (OED s.v., sense 4a) in this 

context, as there are two very prominent meanings associated with this word in present-day 

language; ‘charitable’ and something of ‘large, capacious; bigger than is usual or expected’ 

proportions (OED s.v. sense 6a), which make up 28 and 16 out of the first 50 randomly 

ordered instances of the word in BNCweb respectively, and the latter does not fit the context 

here.  

However, the sense that is most likely intended in the above passage is ‘noble of 

spirit, honourable, principled’ (OED s.v. sense 2a), a sense which both CED and MWCD list 

without a usage label, i.e. as a still current form. There is slight variation in the definition of 

the sense, as CED gives ‘free from pettiness in character and mind’ (s.v. generous, sense 2) 

and MWCD gives ‘characterized by a noble or forbearing spirit: magnanimous, kindly’ (s.v. 
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generous, sense 2a), but the general idea is the same. This sense is also found in 4 out of the 

first 50 randomly ordered instances of the word generous in BNCweb. This would, then, 

suggest that the sense of the word used by Shakespeare is still known but it is most likely not 

the first association made. Therefore an additional layer of meaning is gained through the 

present-day meaning ‘charitable’, which would not have been available for the author as the 

first instance of this sense comes from 1615 according to OED, which is approximately 15 

years after TN was composed. 

 

4.2.2.3. Sway 

With the word sway, it is difficult to say exactly what is the most likely first association made 

by the present-day reader when reading the word, as it has two quite common uses, which are 

rather different from each other; ‘to have weight or influence with (a person) in his decisions, 

etc.’ (OED s.v., sense 12) and ‘to move or swing first to one side and then to the other’ (OED 

s.v., sense 2a). In the BNCweb 35 out of the first 50 instances of the word sway carry the 

former meaning and 14 carry the latter meaning, while 19 of them are a part of the phrase to 

hold sway meaning ‘to have a controlling influence; dominate’. This goes to show that the 

first association made when encountering this word would probably be one of these 

depending on the circumstance. 

 In TN the word is, however, used in the sense ‘to rule, govern’, which is listed as 

archaic in CED (s.v., sense 6) but without a usage label in both MWCD and OED (MWCD 

s.v., sense 2b; OED s.v. sway, sense 9a). It is easy for the present-day reader to 

misunderstand the meaning of the word in the following lines spoken by Sebastian to himself 

as he wonders about Olivia’s strange behaviour: 

Or else the lady's mad; yet if 'twere so, 

She could not sway her house, command her followers, 

Take and give back affairs and their dispatch, 

With such a smooth, discreet, and stable bearing 

As I perceive she does. 
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     (TN 4.3.16-20) 

 

Here the word could be taken to mean ‘convince’, as in ‘convince her household that 

she is sane’. This misunderstanding would not change the meaning of the lines but it would 

give them an additional layer of meaning in that Sebastian thinks that surely someone would 

notice if the lady of the house was mad. 

 

4.2.2.4. Possess 

The word possess is used in TN in the sense ‘to provide (a person) with knowledge or 

information, to apprise of, acquaint with, instruct in’ (OED s.v., sense 11), in the following 

lines spoken by Sir Toby to Maria urging her to tell him and Sir Andrew what she thinks of 

Malvolio: “Possess us, possess us, tell us something of him” (TN 2.3.133). This sense of the 

word is now obsolete according to OED and neither CED nor MWCD make a mention of it. 

This sense is also not found in the first 50 randomly ordered instances of the word possess in 

BNCweb, out of which 27 carry the meaning ‘to hold or enjoy (something non-material); to 

have as an attribute, property, condition, etc.’ (OED s.v., sense 1b), and 13 carry the meaning 

‘to own, to have or gain ownership of; to have (wealth or material objects) as one's own; to 

hold as property’ (OED s.v., sense 1a). 

 Therefore it would make sense that the first association made by the present-day 

reader when reading the above quotation would not be ‘to provide information’, but rather 

one of the two latter meanings. The problem is that the latter meanings do not fit the context; 

it is not likely that Sir Toby is suddenly asking Maria to own him and Sir Andrew, although 

an additional layer of meaning could be that Sir Toby is accidently letting it slip that he does 

want to belong to Maria. 

But there is a further meaning of the word possess, which is used in more specialized 

circumstances and is probably therefore not visible in the small sample from the BNCweb, 
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and that is ‘of a demon or spirit, esp. an evil one: to occupy and have power over’ (OED s.v., 

sense 4). This meaning may be reinforced in the mind of the present-day reader as the word 

possess is used elsewhere in the play in this sense by both Maria and Sir Toby. In the 

following where Maria tries to convince Olivia that Malvolio has gone insane: 

He's coming, madam, but in very strange manner. 

He is sure possessed, madam. 

     (TN 3.4.8-9) 

 

And later in the same scene by Sir Toby wanting to speak with Malvolio while pretending 

that he is insane: 

Which way is he, in the name of sanctity? If all 

the devils of hell be drawn in little and Legion himself 

possessed him, yet I'll speak to him. 

     (TN 3.4.84-86) 

 

In the Early Modern period being possessed by a demon and being insane were closely 

related to each other as insanity was believed to be the work of a demon taking control of a 

person. 

The double chant ‘possess us, possess us’ may bring to mind this meaning, and if it 

does, it may give the situation another new layer of meaning. If analysed as a request to 

Maria to possess the two men, it gives the situation an undercurrent of Maria having power 

over the men. It paints the situation as one where the men truly hang on Maria’s every word 

and changes the power relations of the group by elevating Maria as some bewitching creature 

the men adore, which is an interesting twist on the group dynamic, because in reality Maria is 

a servant and the two men are noblemen. 

 

4.2.3. Not a change as such 

As I mentioned before in chapter 4.1.3, the word pregnant is used in TN in a sense where it is 

easy to deduce from the context that it is some sort of expression of flattery even though the 

exact sense ‘inclined, disposed’ (MWCD, s.v., sense 6) which is now obsolete, may be lost on 
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the present-day reader. Further examples of this kind of subtle change where the general idea 

is easily deducible from the surrounding context are found in the usage of the words 

argument, commerce and construction in TN. 

 

4.2.3.1. Argument 

There seem to be two main senses in which the word argument is used in present-day 

English; ‘a quarrel; altercation’ (CED s.v., n. sense 1) and ‘a point or series of reasons 

presented to support or oppose a proposition’ (CED s.v., n., sense 3), as out of the first 50 

randomly ordered instances of the word argument in BNCweb, 37 are used in the former, and 

ten are used in latter. For those involved in the world of academia the latter sense is probably 

the most likely association due to its copious use in the field. 

The word’s meaning has probably shifted more towards the side of ‘claim’ due to 

precisely this heavy usage in scientific and academic language. And it could be that, as an 

argument in academia is something that needs to be supported by evidence, or argued, the 

connotation of the word itself as evidence, or ‘proof’, has faded away. 

 In TN the word argument is, however, used in the archaic sense ‘proof, evidence, 

manifestation, token’, (OED s.v., n., sense 1) in the lines “[it] was a great argument of love in 

her toward / you” (3.2.10-11), when Fabian is trying to convince Sir Andrew that Olivia is in 

love with him. Even though the exact meaning of the word may be lost on the present-day 

reader, the senses ‘proof’ and ‘claim’ are so close to each other that it is impossible not to 

deduce what is meant by these lines from the context. Thus if no meaning is lost or gained it 

begs the question whether or not a glossary entry with the intended meaning of the word is 

necessary in cases like this. 
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4.2.3.2. Commerce 

While the noun commerce is listed in its now less common meaning ‘social intercourse’ 

without any usage labels in both CED (s.v., sense 2) and MWCD (s.v., sense 1), this is not 

likely the first association made by the present-day reader. The more likely association is 

‘trading or the exchange of merchandise’ (OED s.v. commerce n., sense 1a), which is plainly 

shown to be the more common one as all of the 50 first randomly ordered instances of the 

word in the BNCweb carry this meaning.  

 In TN the noun commerce is used in its less common meaning, ‘intercourse in the 

affairs of life; dealings’ (OED s.v. n., sense 2a) when Maria tells Sir Toby that “[Cesario] is 

now in / some commerce with my lady, and will by and by / depart” (3.4.170-172). As a 

disjointed sentence it would be easy to misunderstand commerce here to mean that Cesario is 

doing business with the lady but when placed in the full context of the play the present-day 

reader or theatre-goer would certainly understand, if not the exact meaning of the word, then 

at least that here commerce means business of a more personal sort. 

 

4.2.3.3. Construction 

In TN the noun construction is used in the sense ‘judgement, consideration, appraisal’ 

(Crystal & Crystal 2002 s.v.) in the following confession by Olivia to Viola as Cesario: 

Give me leave, beseech you. I did send, 

After the last enchantment you did here, 

A ring in chase of you. So did I abuse  

Myself, my servant, and, I fear me, you. 

Under your hard construction must I sit, 

To force that on you in a shameful cunning 

Which you knew none of yours. What might you think? 

Have you not set mine honour at the stake, 

And baited it with all th’unmuzzled thoughts 

That tyrannous heart can think? 

      (TN 3.1.108-117) 
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In this instance this rare sense is not likely to be the first to occur to the present-day 

reader, as the sense is not mentioned as such in any of the dictionaries which I am using for 

this paper. OED does, however, offer a now obsolete sense related to this in to bear a 

construction: ‘to allow of being explained in a certain way’ (OED, s.v., sense 8b). Olivia 

states that she must sit under Cesario’s construction which means that she must bear his 

construction. This interpretation could have proven difficult even for the contemporary 

audience, as the more common interpretation of the word would have been the sense that is 

used by Maria in the following excerpt from TN, where the word construction means 

‘interpretation put upon conduct, action, facts, words, etc.’ (OED s.v., sense 8a):  

I will plant you two, and let the fool 

make a third, where he shall find the letter. Observe his 

construction of it. 

     (2.3.166-168) 

 

This latter sense is still used today, as CED lists it without a usage label and it makes up two 

out of the first 50 randomly ordered hits of the word construction in BNCweb, although 

MWCD makes no mention of it. However, for the present-day reader the most likely first 

association when seeing the word construction would be ‘the action of constructing’ (OED 

s.v., sense I) or ‘a thing constructed’ (OED s.v., sense 4a), as these are the most common uses 

of the word, which is exemplified by the fact that 45 out of the first 50 randomly ordered hits 

of the word carry one of these meanings. 

 The sense ‘structure’ does not, however, fit the context alone, but it might lend a new 

layer of meaning to the former quotation, which would not have been available to the 

contemporary audience as the first use of the word construction in this sense comes from 

1796. When Olivia states that ‘Under your hard construction must I sit’ (TN 3.1.112), the 

present-day reader might associate the word construction with something heavy, especially as 

the word is paired with hard, and therefore interpret the line to mean that Olivia believes that 

Cesario’s construction of her, i.e. his opinion of her, might be unfavourable and therefore 
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difficult to bear. This again does not change the meaning of the lines as such, as the 

underlying meaning of ‘I fear you will think ill of me’ remains the same in both 

interpretations. This again begs the question of whether a glossary entry is necessary here or 

if it is better to leave the interpretation of the lines to the reader. 
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5. A Presentist Analysis of the Characters Affected by False Friends 

Analysing the example words individually in the previous section may be informative but it 

does not provide a full understanding of their impact on the interpretation of the play as a 

whole. In this section I will draw together different changes in meaning found in the above 

analysis to paint a fuller picture of how these changes can affect the interpretation of some of 

the main characters in TN. I am not attempting to create comprehensive analyses of the 

characters here; I am concentrating only on the aspects of the characters that are brought to 

focus by the collective force of the present-day analyses of the example words which affect 

each character. The aim here is to find out if the present-day analyses of false friends can 

come together to bring into focus certain aspects of a character or to change how a character 

is perceived. 

 

5.1. Malvolio the Scapegoat 

Malvolio, the unfortunate character whose very name can be interpreted as consisting of the 

prefix mal meaning ‘bad’ and the Latin voluntas meaning ‘will’, is, as Ryan (2009) notes, the 

epitome of scapegoat figures maltreated in Shakespeare’s previous comedies (237). In the 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, the most commended comic element in TN was 

seen to come from the hoaxing of Malvolio (Palmer 1972, 14). However, a presentist analysis 

of the character as it is affected by some of the false friends in the play paints a different 

picture. 

Malvolio's character may be viewed as a more likeable one if the meaning of still in 

the following is analysed as 'ever as before', as demonstrated above in section 4.1.1.5.:  

If thou entertainest 

my love, let it appear in thy smiling, thy smiles 

become thee well. Therefore in my presence still smile, dear 

my sweet, I prithee. 

     (TN 2.5.167-170) 
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Of course the letter in which the quote appears is not really written by Olivia, but this 

analysis might nevertheless make the present-day reader believe that he is usually happy and 

cheerful in Olivia's presence when they are alone. Indeed, the reader is not shown Malvolio 

and Olivia alone together before the damage by the fake letter has been done, except for a 

brief exchange where Olivia asks him to take a ring to Cesario in act 1 scene 5, during which 

Malvolio is nothing but servile, his only lines being “here, madam, at your service (TN 

1.5.289) and “madam, I will” (TN 1.5.297). It could be, then, that Malvolio comports himself 

differently when they are not in the presence of Olivia’s drunken kinsman, her insubordinate 

staff or the wayward clown. Perhaps he has a reason to be stern with them; after all he is in 

charge of the household. I believe that the original script is not supposed to be sympathetic 

towards Malvolio, after all his very name, as mentioned above, means 'ill will', but the 

present-day analysis of his character might well see him as a misunderstood dreamer. 

And dream he does; even before Maria’s letter finds him, Malvolio is daydreaming 

out loud about being married to Olivia and being “Count Malvolio” (TN 2.5.34-79). It is no 

wonder, then, that Malvolio is quick to jump at the forged love letter from his mistress, 

especially if the word revolve is analysed as a command for action, as demonstrated in 

section 4.1.1.7. The analysis of revolve as an impatient command might soften the 

strangeness of Malvolio immediately doing everything that is requested of him in the letter. If 

he is not asked to ponder but to act, then of course it follows that he acts. And when he does 

act, he aligns himself with the other characters who are taking liberties and violating decorum 

by doing so himself (Ryan 2009, 252) but, as alliances have already been drawn he cannot be 

one of them. 

Malvolio’s behaviour is undeniably quite ludicrous, not to mention inappropriate but, 

when looking at it from a different angle, would Maria not do the same if she received a letter 

from Sir Toby? Does she not, in fact, do the same in going along with his drunken anger and 

helping him receive the satisfaction of humiliating Malvolio? As Barber ([1959] 1972) points 
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out, what is done to Malvolio, happens also to the other characters by way of being fooled by 

disguises and mistaken identities (243), and if Malvolio is treated harshly, “poetical justice is 

done in the uneasiness which Olivia suffers on account of her mistaken attachment to 

Cesario” (Hazlitt [1817] 1972, 35). The only reason that Malvolio is persecuted is that he is 

different; he refuses to partake in the twelfth-night-like revelry that everyone else is caught 

up in and for this he is singled out. As Palmer (1972) points out, Malvolio comes across 

badly only because he lacks the ‘free disposition’ of the other characters (19), which is not, as 

demonstrated above, his fault. But to play on his desire to better his state by marrying 

someone who is more fortunate than him, is to play on a desire shared, and even 

accomplished, by many other characters as well. 

The more sympathetic view on the character Malvolio is also accomplished by the 

less sympathetic point of view on his main adversary, Sir Toby. He seems unable to keep up 

a witty banter with Maria (in TN 1.3.18) and, as stated above in section 4.1.1.6, the 

misanalysis of the word tall to refer to a person's height instead of their personality might 

make the present-day reader view Sir Toby as more severely intoxicated than is perhaps 

intended. This then draws into question his integrity and the justification of his hatred 

towards Malvolio.  

Another false friend that reinforces the interpretation of Sir Toby as a witless drunk is 

the additional layers of meaning included in the present-day analysis of possess. As shown 

above in section 4.2.2.4, the situation may be seen as one where Sir Toby not only wants to 

belong to Maria but he is also urging her to seize power over him and Sir Andrew, as he is 

probably too drunk to come up with a plan of his own. This view is reinforced further by Sir 

Toby’s lines asking Maria to set her foot on his neck (2.5.181) and the fact that Maria is the 

mastermind behind the prank the three play on Malvolio, while the other two simply follow 

her lead. It could also be that Sir Toby is afraid of being left with the blame if their game 

should be exposed to Olivia; he is the one to give up the revelry by stating “I am now so far 
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in offence with my niece / that I cannot pursue with any safety this sport the upshot” (TN 

4.2.69). This makes it look like he is using Maria’s affections towards himself to cover his 

back, which means that he would be viewed not only as a drunk, but also a coward scared of 

losing his comfortable life in his niece’s house. 

While Barber ([1959] 1972) admits that Sir Toby is not as alert as he could be in his 

wits (250), he is nevertheless assured that in the conflict between him and Malvolio “we are 

all against Malvolio” (249). On this point I must disagree with his assessment, because, 

despite being somewhat of a killjoy, Malvolio is true to who he is and takes pride in his work, 

while Sir Toby is a quick-tempered alcoholic who uses the people near to him, Olivia and Sir 

Andrew, to fund his amusement. Their situation is that Malvolio clearly hates Sir Toby for 

being, in present-day terms, a disruptive alcoholic, and Sir Toby hates Malvolio for hindering 

his out-of-control drinking habits and general unruliness. Therefore, the present-day reader 

might, especially if Sir Toby is viewed not as a merry drunk but as a slurring, irrational 

alcoholic, find their sympathies to lie with Malvolio. 

 

5.2. Feste the Cynic 

The character of Feste depends on the many puns and wordplays that are given to him in the 

dialogue in TN. However, as mentioned in previous sections, some of these puns may be lost 

on the present-day reader due to the misanalyses of false friends. When the puns are lost, the 

character may come across as less rounded, and his function as the fool may not be grasped 

as well. The word fool in itself is a false friend as the first association that comes to mind 

when seeing it is 'someone stupid' – the opposite of what a jester in Shakespearian comedy is 

supposed to be – as the word is used as a mild derogatory term in everyday language. As 

Palmer (1972) points out, Feste is important to the whole structure of the play, as he links 

together the main and subplots (20). It is therefore pivotal for the present-day reader to 
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understand the wit that Feste puts into his lines and the insight that he has, in order not only 

to understand his character, but also to understand his function in the play as the outsider who 

knows of a world beyond the borders of Illyria. Thus, when reading for instance the 

following lines: 

I am not tall enough to become the function well, nor lean enough to be 

thought a good student. But to be said an honest man and a good 

housekeeper goes as fairly as to say a careful man and a great scholar.  

(TN 4.2.4-7) 

 

the present-day reader may not think much of them because the pun relies on the false friends 

tall and honest, as demonstrated in section 4.2.1.4. Not understanding the double meanings 

may cause the character Feste to seem dry and one-dimensional instead of witty and 

insightful.  

Another false friend which, while not really changing the character of Feste makes his 

point not come across very clearly and therefore diminishes his value as a fool, is the verb 

skill which is not easily analysed as a verb by the present-day reader, as demonstrated in 

section 4.2.1.8. The following lines of Feste about Malvolio's letter are incomprehensible and 

therefore easily dismissed by the present-day reader: 

But as a madman's epistles are no gospels, so it skills not 

much when they are delivered. 

     (TN 5.1.284-285) 

 

 This along with many others may cause the present-day reader not to appreciate Feste's wit 

as much as they perhaps should. This is made worse by the fact that the traits that his sly 

comments bring out in other characters, such as Orsino’s capriciousness which he points out 

by saying “now the melancholy god protect thee, and the / tailor make thy doublet of 

changeable taffeta, for thy / mind is a very opal (2.4.72-74), are actually underlined by other 

false friends. This leads to his comments being self-evident instead of insightful and thus 

further diminishes appeal to the present-day audience. 

 Furthermore, the character might not be as carefree as he might seem at first glance, 

and as Barber ([1959] 1972) notes, his character gives the play “a dark outline” (259). The 
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present-day analyses of some of the false friends in TN serve to intensify this hint of darkness 

within Feste by bringing it to sharper focus. For instance, as stated previously in section 

4.1.2.1, the present-day severely negative overtones afforded to the word abuse in present-

day language may cause the character Feste to be viewed as bitter or resentful about his 

standing in society. When he states that his friends “abuse” him, it seems that he is quite 

unhappy with being the clown who gets to say witty, insightful things but only so long as 

they please the gentry. This unhappiness might even account for his long absence before the 

beginning of the play referred to by Maria in act 1, scene 5. He is clearly more intelligent 

than the rest of the characters, but when he is in their presence he is forced to partake in their 

madness whether he wants to or not. 

Feste has, as Ryan (2009) puts it “a streak of callousness, born of indifference” (269), 

which is shown, not only as a darkness in him, but also in his attitude towards the other 

characters; he is not attached to them or invested in their well-being. This attitude can be seen 

in Feste's lines to the incarcerated Malvolio, when he urges the latter to stop his vain "bibble-

babble" (TN 4.2.95-97). The lines gain an additional layer of meaning with the present-day 

meaning 'conceited' of the word vain, as shown above in section 4.2.2.1. If vain is analysed as 

'conceited', Feste loses some of the sympathy that could be seen in his lines. After all, the 

lines are spoken by Feste pretending to be Sir Topas, the priest, and staying in character 

would require him to pretend to be sympathetic towards the supposedly insane Malvolio. The 

present-day meaning makes Feste seem unable to control his personal feelings towards 

Malvolio long enough to play his part in the prank. Or it could be seen as his way of being 

able to say to Malvolio’s face what he truly thinks about him without being dismissed as just 

the fool. Either way, this again might make the present-day reader think that he has some 

deep-seated resentment towards the people he is paid to entertain.  

Furthermore, there seems to be very little reason for Feste to like the characters that 

surround him, as he has no real relationship with them and is viewed only as the fool. As 
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Bradley (1972) notes, even Maria, who seems to have no aversion to the clown, lacks 

affection when she speaks to him (67). Unlike the other characters, Feste moves freely 

between the two households without having an alliance with either – even Viola who is even 

more of an outsider than Feste aligns herself clearly with Orsino’s court from the beginning 

and moves between the two houses only at his bidding. Feste is clearly not a part of the group 

and this, along with his aloofness towards the other characters intensified by the present-day 

interpretations of the false friends and his character being stripped of some of the merry wit 

that is lost from his puns, makes the fool seem detached and almost spiteful towards the rest 

of the characters. 

 

5.3. Viola the Realist 

Viola is thrown into the strange society of Illyria by chance after the shipwreck but she is 

quick to demonstrate her will to survive there. Her actions after the shipwreck show her 

willingness to do whatever it takes to survive as “she settles what she shall do next almost as 

though picking out a costume for a masquerade” (Barber [1959] 1972, 241). It is interesting 

that she so calmly decrees her only option for survival to be to pose as a man and serve the 

Count Orsino – a role that she seems to both resent and cherish.  

When Viola as Cesario first goes to woo Olivia in Orsino’s stead in act 1 scene 5, she 

is accused by Olivia of having been rude to her servants at the gates and to have begun her 

address to Olivia rudely, to which Viola as Cesario replies that “the rudeness that hath 

appeared in me have I / learned from my entertainment” (TN 1.5.206-209). As shown above 

in section 4.1.1.4, analysing entertainment to refer to diversions makes the present-day reader 

miss the fact that Viola as Cesario is plainly accusing Olivia's staff of being rude, and in that 

accusation she is deflecting the accusation against herself of being rude; she is only giving 

back what she gets. The present-day interpretation, on the other hand, makes Viola admit to 
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being rude and claim that it is not her fault, as she is what society has made her. This analysis 

deducts from the cleverness of the retort and might make the present-day reader wonder why 

Olivia is willing to listen to Viola as Cesario’s message alone after it. 

Later, when Viola as Cesario returns to woo Olivia, she states that Olivia is “the list of 

[her] voyage” (3.1.74-75), which was above shown to be easily misanalysed as either ‘she is 

all the items on my list’ or ‘she is on my list of things to do’. The former misanalysis 

underlines that Viola considers her job of wooing Olivia to be of the outmost importance, as 

does the original meaning, while the latter conveys that she could not be less interested in 

what she has to do. The latter analysis underlines the aspect of Viola's character that is in love 

with Orsino and also gives her a hint of resentment towards her situation of having to pose as 

a man. 

But the question becomes: why is she in love with Orsino? Orsino, as will be 

demonstrated below does not come across as very lovable in the present-day analysis of TN, 

especially in his exchange with Viola as Cesario in act 2 scene 4. In the eyes of the present-

day reader Viola fails to react to the misogynist claim made by Orsino that a woman is never 

again as beautiful to a man once he has seen all of her, i.e. had sex with her, as demonstrated 

in 4.1.2.3 with the present-day analysis of the word display. It seems odd that she would not 

have a knee-jerk reaction to such a claim, as she is, after all, a woman. This lack of response, 

if not explained away by the intended meaning of the word display could make the present-

day reader question Viola's agenda; is she willing to tolerate anything from Orsino just to stay 

in his favour? It might be that in addition to going to great lengths to disguise the fact that she 

is a woman, she is willing to do anything to maintain or better her standing in society, 

including currying favour with a man she cannot possibly love. Perhaps she is aware of the 

fact that she cannot pretend to be a man forever and is buttering up Orsino so that, when the 

time comes, she can easily slip from the role of servant to the role of wife. 
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As Barber ([1959] 1972) notes, Viola’s ability to change the way she uses language to 

fit any situation reflects the ease with which she alternates between the roles of man and 

woman (254) and is a testament to her will to survive in the strange society of Illyria. She 

also seems to be keeping her options open in terms of love and gaining favour with the upper 

class, as she juggles the affections of Orsino and Olivia. When she realises that Olivia is in 

love with her she curses the situation by stating that “disguise, I see thou art a wickedness / 

Wherein the pregnant enemy does much” (2.2.27-28). As explained in section 4.1.3.1, losing 

the stark image of the pregnant enemy, i.e. Satan, in Viola's lament makes the present-day 

reader not see how upset she truly is with the situation. It also removes the religious reference 

which could have otherwise deducted something from her character as a realist. However, the 

state she has put herself into cannot last, as she goes on to state in the same monologue, 

neither of her options for love and/or financial stability is truly open because: 

As I am man,  

My state is desperate for my master's love. 

As I am woman – now, alas the day, 

What thriftless sighs shall poor Olivia breathe! 

     (2.2.36-39) 

 

Later on, in 3.1, Viola as Cesario says that she pities Olivia for being in love with 

Cesario, a pity which Olivia decrees to be a degree of love. As shown in section 4.1.2.2 with 

the present-day analysis of the phrase vulgar proof, Viola seems to be saying that feeling pity 

towards others is not a good thing, which makes her come across as cold hearted. Topping 

this off with the fact that, in the same quotation, she refers to Olivia as her enemy makes her 

character seem somewhat cut-throat to the present-day reader. She seems to view herself to 

be at odds with Olivia due to the fact that the man she loves, or wants for herself, is in love 

with Olivia, and she seems to hope that she did not have any pity towards her. 

Viola’s cold-hearted nature also seems to take on some violent tendencies if the word 

injury is interpreted in its physical sense in 3.4.249-251, as demonstrated in 4.1.1.2. The 

quote in which this word is used may cause the present-day reader to believe that Viola has 
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done something to physically injure Sir Andrew offstage. In addition to causing confusion 

this may make the present-day reader view Viola's character differently; as a less feminine 

and closer to the character of her twin Sebastian who has no problem with violence when first 

he meets Sir Andrew and Sir Toby in act 5. Of course, these supposed violent tendencies are 

called to question as she tries to plead her way out of the fight, and even contemplates letting 

the men know that she is not a man in “pray God defend me! A little thing would / make me 

tell them how much I lack of a man” (3.4.293-294). 

At the end of the play, when everything is supposed to be returning to normal and 

Viola is finally free to be a woman and marry Orsino, her character can be seen to turn into 

an even more cynical one. In the present-day analysis of the word let in “if nothing lets to 

make us happy both / But this my masculine usurped attire” (5.1.246-247), Viola seems to be 

apprehensive about the future and want to cling to the comfort afforded to her by her male 

disguise, as demonstrated in 4.1.1.3. This, in addition to Viola's decision to pretend to be a 

man when finding herself alone in a foreign country instead of being herself, speaks to her 

mistrust in the safety and standing of women in society. She seems to believe that the cost of 

taking off her disguise will be her happiness, and she may well be right. She will no longer be 

Orsino's equal and his confidant; she will be his mistress whom he might put on a pedestal 

and admire as a strange creature of frail beauty, as he has done Olivia, without caring about 

what is inside of her. The play leaves the question of what will happen next conveniently 

open as Viola is never seen to return to her female attire, although many renderings of the 

play, for instance the 1996 film version, add a happy scene to the end where Viola is seen as 

a woman, thereby taking away the uncertainty of the fate of the characters. 

All in all, Viola seems to be a survivor who is willing to go to any lengths to get what 

she wants. She is not the picture of a traditional woman that she paints in her imaginary sister 

who sat patiently waiting to be rescued by the man she loved (TN 2.4.106-117), as Baker 

([1959] 1972, 247) also points out. She is a realist at her core and seems to know how the 
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world works and how to work it to her advantage, but as a married gentlewoman she will not 

be afforded the free disposition to do so. It is therefore not surprising that the prospect of 

taking off her disguise and returning to the traditional role of a woman makes her anxious 

about what the future holds for her – especially next to a whimsical and unrealistic man. 

 

5.4. Orsino the Child 

Viola’s apprehension about the future seems justified when Orsino’s feelings instantly 

transfer to her after he finds out that she is a woman and that Olivia is married. In his 

proclamation of love to Viola, Orsino states that she will be “Orsino's mistress, and his 

fancy's queen!” (5.1.385), a sentence which has a double chance of demeaning the message 

that Orsino is most likely trying to convey, as both the words mistress and fancy are false 

friends that have gone through pejoration. Mistress is nowadays more likely to be associated 

with an illicit lover than a wife and fancy, as discussed above in 4.2.1.2, is most likely to be 

associated with ‘whim’ or at least a liking less potent than love. 

 In fact, Orsino uses the word fancy many times in TN to describe the love that he 

feels. The fact that the present-day reader will have instilled in them the less profound 

meaning of the word may cause the play to lose some of its subtlety, as the fact that Orsino 

has a fickle nature and that he is self-indulgently in love with being in love becomes 

underlined instead of being hinted at, which not only takes away from the character but also 

from the play. Orsino also calls love, or fancy “quick”, as in painful, and while the present-

day analysis of the word lessens the aspect of him wallowing in his misery, it further 

diminishes his appreciation of love and makes him seem childish. Orsino seems to think that 

love is something that not only happens fast and, as he proves at the end of the play, also 

something that is quick to move on from one subject to another. As Barber ([1959] 1972) 

notes, there is a lack of direct sexual references in TN compared to Shakespeare’s other 
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festive comedies (258), which might intensify the present-day reader’s feeling that love is 

completely absent from the play and what is felt, not only by Orsino but the other characters 

as well is merely passing fancy. 

Orsino does not only seem to have a warped view on love, he also continues his 

belittlement of women mentioned in the previous section in his exchange with Viola about 

love in act 2 scene 4, by saying that women lack retention. This, as was shown in 4.1.2.4, 

may cause the present-day reader to think that Orsino is saying that women are incapable of 

love over extended periods. This means that his view of women is that of easily distracted 

creatures who lack the great perseverance afforded in his mind only to men, or possibly only 

to himself. This again shows that Orsino is quite self-obsessed and fails to believe that 

anyone else's experience of love could be as agonizingly pure as his own. As Hartman (1985) 

notes, Orsino’s fantastic preoccupation with love may actually leave some wondering 

whether he has a personality at all or if  he is simply “a plaything of fancy” (48). 

Orsino has the odds stacked against him with the present-day analyses making him 

seem even more self-absorbed than the original play, and, to make matters worse, losing 

layers of meaning from his lines also takes away the little good that might have been found in 

his character. For instance, the present-day reader loses two layers of meaning without 

knowledge of the contemporary senses of the word minion, as demonstrated above in 4.2.1.9. 

The contemporary audience may have regarded this as an excellent choice of word, as Orsino 

is able to call Cesario Olivia’s lover, servant and slave all in the same word. The use of this 

kind of witty, in this case triple-layered meanings are often used to showcase the intelligence 

of a character (Goodland 2011, 11), but for the present-day reader he is only calling him her 

servant, which leaves the lines bland and unimportant. Another instance that may deduct 

from the wit of the character Orsino is the wordplay when he exclaims of Viola and Sebastian 

"One face, one voice, one habit, and two persons" (5.1.213). Again, Orsino is layering the 

meaning on a single word, habit, as demonstrated in 4.2.1.3, but this is also most likely lost 
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on the present-day reader. Thus the character is left without the redeeming quality of being 

witty and, in the case of Orsino, who has many instances of pejorated word meanings 

working against him in the play, he would need any redemption he could get so as to not be 

viewed as a one-dimensional, simply "bad" character. 

Towards the end of the play, when Orsino discovers that Olivia has secretly married 

another man who he believes to be Cesario, he is infuriated by the betrayal of them both. 

However, the ameliorated sense of the word mischief, which is the most likely association 

made by the present-day reader, causes Orsino's character to seem weaker than is probably 

intended. His intention to murder his beloved Cesario only to spite his former love Olivia is 

not conveyed to the present-day reader by this choice of word. His line "my thoughts are ripe 

in mischief" seems to say that 'I am going to pull a prank on this woman who dared to defy 

my love'. This interpretation, again, paints Orsino as a selfish little boy who is angry about 

having to share his toys. This perception of him fits in well with the self-obsessed, in-love-

with-being-in-love character painted by the previous present-day analyses relating to his 

character. 

 

5.5. Olivia the Narcissist 

Olivia agrees with Orsino's assessment that love is quick, i.e. that falling in love happens fast 

in her lines: “How now? / Even so quickly may one catch the plague?” (TN 1.5.283-284), and 

doing so she mirrors Orsino's character as someone who is whimsical when it comes to the 

matters of the heart. She proves this to be an accurate analysis when, in scene 5, she 

accidently marries a man who she has never met before. In the same quotation, she also, as 

mentioned above in the analysis, compares falling in love to catching the plague, which 

mirrors Orsino's view of love as misery. 
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 Not only does Olivia’s character mirror that of Orsino’s in her view of love, but she 

also seems to be, as Ryan (2009) so aptly puts is “just as pathologically self-absorbed as he 

is” (253). Not being aware of the now obsolete meaning of the word indifferent as 'moderate', 

may cause the present-day reader to interpret Olivia's catalogue of her features (TN 1.5.236) 

as a self-depreciating one, as demonstrated above in section 4.2.1.1. This self-depreciation 

can be taken either sarcastically or literally, and it seems more likely that, in the case of 

Olivia, this would be a sarcastic disapproval of her looks and a way of fishing for a 

compliment. She seems otherwise self-assured in the scene, especially with classifying her 

eyes as grey which was considered the height of beauty in Early Modern England, and so it 

would be difficult to believe that she would be anything less than satisfied with her looks. 

Also, evidence of her personality found earlier in act 1 would most likely cause the reader to 

view this remark as sarcastic. 

 Earlier in the scene, Olivia, blind to her own self-indulgent wallowing in the 

mourning of her brother’s death, ironically accuses Malvolio of being "sick of self-love" in 

1.5.89-92, and urges him to be, among other things, generous. If the word generous is 

analysed in the present-day meaning 'charitable', the lines make Olivia seem detached from 

reality; she is not only ignoring the fact that Malvolio might be attempting to protect her and 

her household with his stern attitude towards Feste, but she is also urging someone who is far 

less privileged than herself to be more charitable. This seems an inconsiderate thing to say 

and begins to show the present-day reader that Olivia is not necessarily a very good person. 

 This view of Olivia’s character is intensified when she is faced with the possibility 

that Malvolio has lost his sanity. Olivia's feelings towards this are made more stern with 

losing the original meaning of sad in the line “smil'st thou? I sent for thee upon a sad 

occasion” (TN 3.4.18), as demonstrated above in section 4.2.1.6. If sad is interpreted as 

sorrowful, then it would seem that Olivia already believes what others have told her and has 

not given Malvolio the benefit of the doubt. From this it follows that the two cannot have a 
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very close or respectful relationship. Olivia's attitude towards Malvolio, who after all takes 

care of her household, makes her seem cold and unfeeling. 

 The situation in made worse by the present-day analysis of miscarry which can, as 

demonstrated in section 4.1.1.1, be misanalysed as ‘misbehave’. Olivia's character may seem 

even colder to the present-day reader if this misanalysis is made. She seems to be worried 

about appearances and to hope that Malvolio comports himself according to his state in her 

household instead of being worried about Malvolio's well-being as the original meaning 

implies. This also brings to question the relationship between Olivia and Malvolio; this 

analysis coupled with her angry words to him in 1.5.89-92 above makes it seem that Olivia 

does not like Malvolio very much. 

 Another case where the character of Olivia is affected by the present-day analysis of a 

false friend is when she calls her soul jealous in her speech to Sebastian whom she wishes to 

marry quickly because she believes him to be Cesario. As demonstrated in above in section 

4.2.1.7, at the time of composition three meanings were alive for this word - 'anxious', 

'ardently amorous' and the present-day 'jealous'. Therefore, it may have been the case that the 

meaning 'jealous' is meant to be hidden from the character, a slip showing her true nature to 

the audience without her realising it; as Delabastia (2011) notes, sometimes Shakespeare’s 

wordplay is intended to be noticed by the audience but not the character (141). The loss of 

these layers of meaning changes the character of Olivia to a more blunt one; she is openly 

admitting to being jealous and wanting to possess the man she loves legally so that he can no 

longer back out of the union. Olivia’s will to dominate is reinforced with her actions 

elsewhere in the play, as Baker ([1959] 1972) points out calling Olivia “spoiled and 

dominating” (245-246). 

Olivia’s behaviour and sudden urge to get married makes Sebastian think that she 

might be insane in the following: 

Or else the lady's mad; yet if 'twere so, 
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She could not sway her house, command her followers, 

Take and give back affairs and their dispatch, 

With such a smooth, discreet, and stable bearing 

As I perceive she does. 

     (TN 4.3.16-20) 

 

In this quote, as demonstrated above in section 4.2.2.3, an additional layer of meaning is 

added to the word sway that might cause the present-day reader to think that Sebastian means 

to say that he is sure that Olivia could not fool the people in her household if she was mad 

draws into question whether this might actually be the case or not. Taken what is discovered 

earlier about Olivia's personality and her relationships with the people in her house, it is 

likely that Sebastian's presumption is incorrect. Malvolio might notice, but no one would 

listen to him, Feste would definitely notice but he would probably keep it to himself and the 

rest of the characters are so wrapped up in their own revelry that they would most likely not 

notice at all. Top that off with the fact that Viola already thinks that Olivia is insane as she is 

in love with a man that does not exist and Orsino is so wrapped up in himself that he cannot 

see that his servant is a woman, it becomes clear that if Olivia was mad no one in Illyria 

would be the wiser. 
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6. Conclusions 

As mentioned before, the English language is constantly changing as new words take over the 

previous meanings of older words or as their previous meanings become unnecessary to the 

language users. Also, changing attitudes towards the things and phenomena signified by the 

words, as well as towards the words themselves may cause some meanings to fall out of use 

while others are added to the language. Therefore, just as readers cannot strip themselves 

from their knowledge of the world today to approach a text from a strictly contemporary 

point of view, they also cannot remove their knowledge of how language is used today in 

order to approach the language of a text from a strictly contemporary perspective. This makes 

no difference with unfamiliar words whose meanings are easily deduced from context as the 

general idea of what is meant is conveyed by the surrounding text even if the specific 

meaning of the word is unknown, nor does it matter with words that are obsolete or archaic as 

a whole, as these will automatically be looked up in a glossary or a dictionary. Where the 

possibility of misanalysis comes to take effect on the content of the text is with false friends 

which are easily analysed in their present-day meanings. 

 In my study I found that the most common effects of applying present-day meanings 

to the example false friends were a simple misanalysis, where the lines containing the false 

friend change their meaning completely, thereby altering the message conveyed by the text, 

and the loss of a layer of meaning, where the present-day reader fails to grasp the subtle 

multi-layering of meaning used by the author and thus the aesthetic effect of the text is 

diminished and the lines containing the word take on a more blunt quality. Gaining a layer of 

meaning, which could help restore some of the aesthetic effect of the play, was much less 

frequent than losing a layer of meaning, and it is a pity if this is the case on a larger scale, as 

bringing present-day meaning to a text is fruitful in rejuvenating it, whilst losing layers of 

meaning deteriorates the text. Also quite a common effect was the deterioration of the tone of 
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the lines containing the false friend, which seemed to be more common than the opposite 

effect of amelioration of the lines, which was only found to be the effect of two out of the 30 

example words. However, with only seven words pertaining to these two categories 

combined, nothing conclusive can be said about which line of semantic change, pejoration or 

amelioration, is more common between the Early Modern period and today based on this 

study alone. 

 It was also interesting to find that in three cases the false friends had no effect on the 

lines that contained them; their meaning was easily deducible from their context because their 

present-day meanings were somewhat close to the intended meanings without being fully 

compatible with the contexts in which they were found. The situation with these cases is that 

it becomes debatable whether a glossary entry accompanying these words is helpful to the 

reader or in fact detrimental to the reader’s own process of interpretation. 

 What I found, with regards to the false friends that did have an effect on the lines 

containing them, was that their combined effects on some of the characters in the play are 

able to affect the way in which those characters are perceived by the present-day reader. 

Especially if found early on in the play, a false friend analysed in its present-day meaning 

will inevitably mould the reader’s conception of the character which the word relates to. If 

this conception is further validated by other instances of false friends or other aspects of the 

character conveying a similar image, the impression becomes more consolidated in the 

reader’s mind. Even if contradictory evidence about the disposition of the character emerges 

later in the play the first impression may still stay with the reader or audience member. 

Sometimes this perception of a character is already implied in the text, as I found to 

be the case in TN with Count Orsino being childish and whimsical, with Olivia being 

egocentric, and with Feste being cynical and having a dark outline to him. These 

characteristics that are intended to be merely hinted at in the play become underlined and 

intensified with the false friends that support them. This I believe takes away from the 
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subtlety of the play but also makes the questions of why these characters are acting the way 

they are acting more accessible to the nonprofessional reader or audience member, which can 

create debate and also further interest in the play. The more controversy that is found in a 

play, the more interested people are in talking about it and therefore the more likely that play 

is to continue to hold its place in circulation and performance. 

Other times the perception of a character that is created through the present-day 

analyses of false friends is completely new, or at least not directly implied or intended by the 

original text. This is the case with Viola turning out to be a slightly cold realist. Even though 

her softer side is revealed when she indirectly confesses her feelings towards Orsino in act 2 

scene 4, if the perception of her as a realist is already formed, the reader or audience member 

may disregard this as her having an ulterior motive to her actions. This perception of Viola 

brings to the play a new layer of meaning and makes it more relatable to the present-day 

reader who is accustomed to seeing strong female role models on screen and in print. This 

perception also contrasts Viola with Olivia who, even with her better standing in society, is a 

slave to her emotions and unable to stand on her own two feet without a brother or a husband 

to take care of her. 

Malvolio being perceived as an innocent victim of prejudice against sensible people 

who take pride in being dutiful and hardworking but who nevertheless have dreams of 

greatness and love is another case of a perception of a character that is not intended by the 

text being brought into the play by the present-day analyses of false friends. This view of 

Malvolio was taken by the Romantics in the 18
th

 century for different reasons but in most 

times this has not been the popular view. Especially since the present-day reader is faced with 

the false friends that present Sir Toby in a bad light very early in the play it is hard to take his 

side in the enmity between him and Malvolio. It is, of course, easier to perceive Malvolio as 

the victim when reading the play than when viewing a production for stage or film, as the 

actors cast as Malvolio are usually unappealing in appearance as well as in demeanour. 
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All in all, I trust that this study shows that analysing false friends in their present-day 

senses is a very easy mistake to make when reading or viewing a play by Shakespeare, or his 

contemporaries, and that these misanalyses can have extensive consequences to the 

interpretation of, not only the lines which contain the words, but, with their combined effect, 

the play as a whole. This does not necessarily diminish the value of the play; it merely 

changes it, possibly to better fit the time in which it is experienced. As mentioned before, it is 

unfortunate that the scope of this study does not permit a larger sample of words or a field 

study to gain a better understanding of how false friends are perceived by readers and 

audience members today. It would be interesting to conduct a follow-up study on a larger 

scale in which all false friends found in a sample of plays were studied to better determine 

their individual as well as their combined effects. 
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Appendix 

Corpus data from the BNCweb: 

1. abuse 

2. argument 

3. commerce 

4. construction 

5. display 

6. entertainment 

7. fancy 

8. generous 

9. habit 

10. honest 

11. indifferent 

12. injury 

13. jealous 

14. let 

15. list 

16. minion 

17. miscarry 

18. mischief 

19. possess 

20. pregnant 

21. quick 

22. retention 

23. revolve 

24. sad 

25. skill 

26. still 

27. sway 

28. tall 

29. vain 

30. vulgar 
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