More False Friends

Here are another fifty examples, to supplement the twenty-six entries given in the Appendix to the book. A further selection can be found at  http://www.shakespeareportal.com.

abroad (adverb) modern meaning: 'out of the country, in foreign lands'

When this word arrived in Middle English, it soon developed a range of senses, including the modern one, and we find this in Shakespeare, such as at the very end of Macbeth (V.vi.105) when Malcolm expresses his intention to call home 'our exiled friends abroad' (i.e. from outside Scotland). But in most of Shakespeare's uses it has no such connotation. 'If you do stir abroad, go armed', says Edmund to Edgar (King Lear, I.ii.167), where the word means simply 'out of the house'. And this is what Falstaff means when he says to the Lord Chief Justice, 'I am glad to see your lordship abroad' (Henry IV Part 2, I.ii.94); they are not in some foreign country. Even more general senses are found. When Derby says to Audley in Edward III (II.ii.21) 'the king is now abroad', he means 'on the move'. And when Curan says to Edmund, 'you have heard of the news abroad' (King Lear, II.i.7), he simply means 'everywhere'.

accident (noun) modern meaning: 'unfortunate mishap; unintentional event'

The Latin origins of this word (in a verb meaning 'happen') dominate its earliest use as a noun in English, where it means simply 'occurrence'. There is no suggestion of a disaster, which is the most common modern usage. So when Oberon hopes that the lovers will 'think no more of this night's accidents' (A Midsummer Night's Dream, IV.i.67) they are simply talking about events that took place, whether good or ill. The linguistic context often indicates the positive meaning: Pucelle asks her spirits to 'give me signs of future accidents' (Henry VI Part 1, V.iii.4) and Prince Hal says that 'nothing pleaseth but rare accidents' (Henry IV Part 1, I.ii.205).  The nearest we get to modern usage (but without any sense of 'fortune' or 'fate') is when the word is used in the sense of  'chance'. 'By accident, / I had a feigned letter of my master's / Then in my pocket' says Pisanio (Cymbeline, V.v.278), and Lucius, earlier in the scene (76), tells Cymbeline 'the day / Was yours by accident'.

adventure (noun) modern meaning: 'dangerous, risky, or exciting undertaking'

The modern meanings were around in Shakespeare's time, but lacking the modern dramatic nuance we find when referring to adventure comics, adventure stories, and the like. Most Shakespearian uses have a more general sense of 'venture, enterprise' or the outcome of a venture. When Hotspur talks of 'the adventure of this perilous day' (Henry IV Part 1, V.ii.95) he is not thinking primarily of the excitement involved in the battle. Other fights, similarly, are referred to in terms of 'adventure', as when Lewis the Dauphin talks of 'the fair adventure of tomorrow' (King John, V.v.22). And when Warwick talks about his scouts getting into the enemy camp, he says they 'found the adventure very easy' (Henry VI Part 3, IV.ii.18), by which he means simply the 'enterprise'. Rosalind is the only one to use the word in another general sense, of 'experience, fortune, chance', when she says to Silvius, 'searching of thy wound, / I have by hard adventure found mine own' (As You Like It, II.iv.41).

banquet (noun) modern meaning: 'elaborate ceremonial meal'

When the word came into English from French in the 15th century, it seems to have been in the modern sense - an occasion of sumptuous feasting. Then, a century later, a slighter sense emerged, and this is the one usually found in Shakespeare, where a banquet (often spelled banket) is a light meal - what we would today describe as 'refreshments' - or even just one part of such a meal - appetizers or dessert. The slighter sense is shown by the adjectives when Capulet talks of 'a trifling foolish banquet' (Romeo and Juliet, I.v.122) or Timon talks of 'an idle banquet' (Timon of Athens, I.ii.152). The concept of a huge feast would make no sense when Sly is said to have 'a most delicious banquet by his bed' (The Taming of the Shrew, Induction 1.37). A banquet, moreover, can be prepared in a rush: Enobarbus tells the servants to 'bring in the banquet quickly' (Antony and Cleopatra, I.ii.12). And the sense of a light meal taken hurriedly is captured in Henry VIII, where there are two references (I.iv.12, V.iv.64) to a 'running banquet'.

bladder (noun) modern meaning: 'urinary tract'

The dominant modern usage relates to excretion, but that nuance is irrelevant in the three places where Shakespeare uses the word. When Romeo talks about the apothecary, whom he plans to visit to buy poison, he describes his shop as containing 'empty boxes, / Green earthen pots, bladders' (Romeo and Juliet, V.i.46), by which he means simply 'vessels derived from animals for storing liquid'. And when Thersites talks of 'the rotten diseases of the south... bladders full of impostume' (Troilus and Cressida, V.i.20, in the Quarto text only) he is referring generally to any cavity or vessel in the body. The remaining usage, in Henry VIII, sometimes takes the reader by surprise. This is when Wolsey says 'I have ventured, / Like little wanton boys that swim on bladders' (III.ii.359). Here the reference is simply to an air-filled bag which can be used in the manner of a lifejacket - what we would toady call 'water-wings'. 

bootless (adverb) modern meaning: 'without boots'

This sense of the word is known from the 14th century; but it is not Shakespeare's normal usage, where it means 'fruitlessly, uselessly, unsuccessfully, in vain'.  The word is from Old English, where it meant 'good' or 'use' (better comes from the same root). So when Caesar addresses the company with 'Doth not Brutus bootless kneel?' (JC 3.1.75) or the Fairy enquires of Puck 'Are not you he / That ... bootless make the breathless housewife churn' (MND 2.1.37), the issue is nothing to do with footwear. But the potential for wordplay is always there, as Glendower discovers, when he boasts of sending Henry Bolingbroke 'Bootless home, and weather-beaten back' (1H4 3.1.66). Hotspur retorts: 'Home without boots, and in foul weather too! / How scapes he agues [fevers], in the devil's name!' The adjectival use is more frequent in Shakespeare, with a related set of senses (see separate entry).

cabin (noun) modern meaning: 'compartment on a ship or aircraft; small rural dwelling'

Both meanings were present in Shakespeare's time. The transport sense is used several times – such as by the boatswain in The Tempest: 'Keep your cabins' (I.i.14). However,  when Shakespeare uses cabin in its 'dwelling' sense, it has a different meaning from that found today, where it refers to (a) a building, which is (b) permanent. When Viola tells Olivia that a wooer should make 'a willow cabin at your gate' (Twelfth Night, I.v.257), she is talking about constructing a temporary hut or shelter, not building some sort of log cabin. This sense is also used by the pilgrim, talking about his love: 'She ... daffed me to a cabin hanged with care' (Passionate Pilgrim, XIV.3). A different sense is seen when Venus tells Adonis of a boar: 'O, let him keep his loathsome cabin still'(Venus and Adonis, l.637). Here the word means a natural hole in the ground – a den or cave. And it is this sense which is used metaphorically later in the poem: 'So at his bloody view her eyes are fled / Into the deep-dark cabins of her head' (l. 1038) – in other words, eye-sockets.

capable (adjective) modern meaning: 'able, competent; susceptible'

The word arrived in English from French in the mid-15th century, and soon developed a range of meanings, some of which go well beyond the senses that have remained in modern English. Thus, when Hamlet says of the Ghost: 'His form and cause conjoined, preaching to stones, / Would make them capable' (Hamlet, III.iv.128), he means that even stones would become receptive, after an encounter with his father. This meaning, of 'sensitive, responsive' is also seen when Phebe talks about a 'capable impressure' on the palm of a hand (As You Like It, III.v.23). And it adds an extra barb when Thersites retorts, being asked to take a letter to Ajax: 'Let me carry another to his horse, for that's the more capable creature' (Troilus and Cressida, III.iii.307). He is insulting Ajax's intelligence here, not his strength. Other obsolete senses are found when Othello asks that his bloody thoughts be swallowed up by 'a capable and wide revenge' (Othello, III.iii.456), where the word means 'capacious, comprehensive', and in Gloucester's promise to Edmund to make him 'capable' (King Lear, II.i.84), where it means 'able to inherit'.

competitor (noun) modern meaning: 'rival, antagonist'

When competitor came into the language, in the 16th century, there was a period of confrontation between two senses: 'someone who seeks an objective in rivalry with others' and 'someone who seeks an objective in association with others'. Of the two, it was the 'rivals' meaning which carried through into modern English; but in Shakespeare, it is always the 'partner, associate, colleague' meaning which is present. So, when Feste says of Sir Toby and Maria 'The competitors enter' (TN IV.ii.10) he does not mean that they are in opposition to each other but that they are confederates (in the task of tricking Malvolio). And when Menas says to Pompey, about the Triumvirs 'These three world-sharers, these competitors' (AC II.vii.70), the two parts of the line would seem contradictory without the correct sense. The point is even more relevant when Caesar describes dead Antony, after their mutual antagonism, as 'my brother, my competitor / In top of all design' (AC V.i.42).

crazy (adjective) modern meaning: 'very strange, mentally ill; mad with emotion'

The modern meanings were beginning to come into the language in the early 1600s, but in Shakespeare we find only the earliest sense. This was essentially physical in character. Something that was crazy was full of cracks and flaws (as in modern crazy paving), damaged, or broken down. Bodies as well as buildings could be crazy, therefore - as when Talbot says to Bedford: ' We will bestow you in some better place, / Fitter for sickness and for crazy age' (Henry VI Part 1,  III.ii.89). Here the word means 'frail' or 'infirm'. It is the only use of crazy in Shakespeare; but there is a related word, crazed, which is used by Demetrius to Lysander in A Midsummer Night's Dream (I.i.92): 'yield / Thy crazed title to my certain right'. Here it means ' flawed, unsound'.

dart (noun) modern meaning: 'pointed projectile used in a target game'

The 20th-century game of darts has dominated the use of this word, though there are some additional associated meanings, such as in dressmaking (a tapering fold in a garment) or general recreation (paper darts). The original sense, in English from the 14th century, was exclusively military: a pointed weapon, either thrown by hand (as a spear or javelin) or shot from a bow (i.e. an arrow). The context in Shakespeare invariably makes it clear that the word is being used in a military sense, but it is important to rid the mind of the modern gaming associations, as when Martius talks of the air being filled 'with swords advanced and darts' (Coriolanus, I.vi.61) or Jack Cade is described as having 'his thighs [pierced] with darts' so that they resembled a porcupine (Henry VI Part 2, III.i.362). The task is made much easier when the word is accompanied by adjectives which emphasize its hazardous meaning. Salisbury reports Prince Edward being surrounded with 'crossbows and deadly wounding darts' (King Edward III, V.i.138) and Messala talks of Cassius as dead with 'darts envenomed' (Julius Caesar, V.iii.76). 

delicate (adjective) modern meaning: 'easily hurt, fragile, sickly, sensitive, finely tuned'

This word came into English in the early Middle Ages with a wide range of senses from French and Latin. Several still exist today, displaying three main semantic trends: delicate people are easily hurt; delicate things are fragile; delicate concepts are subtle. These meanings often get in the way of our understanding of Shakespeare's 30 uses of the word. When Stephano describes Caliban as 'a most delicate monster' (The Tempest, II.ii.88), he does not mean that Caliban is sickly, only that he is 'pleasant, congenial', and this is what Banquo means when he says 'The air is delicate' (Macbeth, I.vi.10). Desdemona is called delicate four times, and Ariel twice: here the required sense is 'exquisite, dainty': 'she is a most fresh and delicate creature', says Cassio (Othello, II.iii.20); 'Delicate Ariel', says Prospero (The Tempest, I.ii.442). When Antonio describes temperance as 'a delicate wench' (The Tempest, II.i.46), he means 'pleasure-seeking, voluptuous', and this is the sense intended by Claudio when he talks of 'soft and delicate desires' (Much Ado About Nothing, I.i.282).

digest (verb) modern meaning: 'digest, swallow'

This sense did exist in Shakespeare's time, spelled both as digest and disgest. Brutus says to Cassius 'You shall disgest the venom of your spleen' (Julius Caesar, IV.iii.47). But it was only one of several senses that had developed a century before, all to do with 'processing', reflecting the multiple meanings of the Latin source-word. It means 'disperse' when King Henry tells his nobles to 'digest / Your angry choler on your enemies' (Henry VI Part 1, IV.i.167). It means 'organize' when Maecenas says 'We have cause to be glad that matters are so well disgested' (Antony and Cleopatra, II.ii.181). It means 'endure' (or 'stomach') when Surrey says 'But will the King / Digest this letter of the Cardinal's?' (Henry VIII, II.ii.53). It means 'assimilate' when Lear tells Cornwall and Albany: 'With my two daughters' dowers digest the third' (King Lear, I.i.128). And it means 'understand' when Menenius tells the Citizens to ' digest things rightly' (Coriolanus, I.i.148). There is often a play on words between mental and physical meanings, as when Richard says to Buckingham: 'let us sup betimes, that afterwards / We may digest our complots in some form (Richard III, III.i.200).

distracted (adjective) modern meaning: 'unable to think clearly, anxious'

Today the sense is quite mild: if we feel distracted our minds are not focusing well on some issue. At the end of the 16th century, when the word came into English, both as a verb and adjective, it had a much stronger meaning. Shakespeare himself is the first recorded user of a sense of great mental disturbance, 'perplexed, confused', even to the point of madness. Hamlet, having just met his father's ghost, refers to his head going round and round as a 'distracted globe' (Hamlet, I.v.97). When Troilus says to Ulysses, 'Accept distracted thanks' (Troilus and Cressida, V.ii.192), he does not mean he is being absent-minded, but that he is agitated by what he has seen. This is the usual Shakespearian meaning, applied to people. Just occasionally, there is an even stronger nuance when the word is applied to things: when the King of France says 'to the brightest beams / Distracted clouds give way' (All's Well That Ends Well, V.iii.35), he means they have been divided or torn apart - a sense that stayed in the language for only half a century.

doubt (verb) modern meaning: 'be uncertain about, hesitate to believe'

Shakespeare uses the verb  in this sense, but by his time it had already developed other senses that have been lost now: 'fear, be afraid' and 'suspect, have suspicions about'. When Prince Hal says to Poins, about taking on Falstaff and the others in a fight, 'I doubt they will be too hard for us' (1H4 I.ii.179), he is saying they might lose, not win; when the Messenger approaches Macduff's wife to say 'I doubt some danger does approach you nearly' (Mac IV.ii.67), he is advising her to flee not stay; and when Pandarus says to Cressida, about Troilus, 'I doubt he be hurt' (TC I.ii.276), he thinks that he is hurt, not that he isn't. The 'suspicion' sense is most famously preserved in Hamlet's soliloquy, ' I doubt some foul play ' (Ham I.ii.256), soon after reinforced by similar uses from both Gertrude (II.ii.56) and Polonius, reading Hamlet's letter to Ophelia, 'Doubt truth to be a liar' (II.ii.117).

excrement (noun) modern meaning: 'waste matter discharged from the bowels'

This learned term (for which many colloquial alternatives exist) came into English in this sense just before Shakespeare was born, and is still with us today. But the word in Elizabthen English had a second sense, meaning 'outgrowth' - as of hair, nails, or feathers, and this is its meaning in Shakespeare. He is in fact the first to be recorded using it in this way, when Don Armado boasts to Holofernes that the King 'with his royal finger thus dally with my excrement, with my mustachio' (LL 5.1.98). There are a handful of similar uses, such Gertrude's description of Hamlet, 'Your bedded hair like life in excrements / Start up and stand an end' (Ham 3.4.122), and Autolycus's 'Let me pocket up my pedlar's excrement (WT 4.4.709 ). Abstract notions can have outgrowths, too, as in Bassanio's reflection about cowards: 'these assume but valour's excrement / To render them redoubted' (MV 3.2.87 ). Not a sense to let loose in a classroom without appropriate preparation.

fabulous (adjective) modern meaning: 'marvellous, terrific; astonishing, incredible'

Today, the intensifying, exclamatory senses of the adjective are the only ones to be heard, and these are a distinctive mid-20th-century development. 'The picture was sold for a fabulous price.' 'That's a fabulous car!'. The oldest senses, dating from the mid-16th century, all relate literally to the notion of a fable or myth. As a result, in Shakespearian English, we find fabulous meaning 'mythical, fabricated, invented'. It's used just twice in the plays. In Henry VI Part 1, the Countess looks scornfully at the English general Talbot, thinks that his appearance does not live up to his reputation, and says 'I see report is fabulous and false' (II.iii.17). The collocation with 'false' is a clear indication of the meaning we need. And in Henry VIII, Norfolk describes to Buckingham the meeting of the kings of England and France, comparing the event to a 'former fabulous story' (I.i.36). He doesn't mean that it was a marvellous story, but that it was a story befitting the realms of folklore or mythology.

fantastic (adjective) modern meaning: 'excellent, good beyond expectation'

The modern sense dates only from the 1930s. Earlier senses, from the 14th century, focused on the notion of 'fantasy'. At first, it referred to things 'existing only in the imagination', as when Bolingbroke talks of 'thinking on fantastic summer's heat' (Richard II, I.iii.299). Then it was applied to people or things that were imaginative or fanciful (Ophelia's 'fantastic garlands', Hamlet, IV.vii.168), or to people who behaved in an extravagant or eccentric way. 'To be fantastic may become a youth' says Julia to Lucetta (Two Gentlemen of Verona, II.vii.47); and in Venus and Adonis we hear of insects 'soothing the humour of fantastic wits' (line 850). It is a short step from here to the notion of  'dressed in a fanciful way'. When we see Lucio in the character-list of Measure for Measure described as 'a Fantastic', it means he is a showy dresser. The 'fanciful' meaning is also seen in the adverb, as in the stage direction, 'Enter Lear fantastically dressed with wild flowers' (King Lear, IV.vi.80). The line is not an accolade about Lear's costume: the gloss is 'bizarrely, grotesquely'.

gale (noun) modern meaning: 'storm, tempest'

In modern English, gales are not pleasant things. They make us sea-sick, cause nautical disasters, and damage houses. If gales are forecast, we avoid them. This strong sense has been around since the 16th century, but it developed in parallel with a milder sense, where the word meant simply 'wind', without any connotation of severity or danger. Often, it was synonymous with 'breeze', and conveyed the pleasant connotations which that word has today. In Shakespeare, usage is entirely in that direction., with the word being accompanied by adjectives with strongly positive connotations. Gales can be 'merry' (in King Edward III, III.i.77), 'happy' (The Taming of the Shrew, I.ii.47), and 'auspicious' (The Tempest, V.i.315). In Henry VI Part 3, King Edward has been worrying about the 'black cloud' of the enemy. 'A little gale will soon disperse that cloud', says his brother George to him (V.iii.10). The concept of a 'little gale' seems paradoxical, until we remember the milder meaning of the word in those days.

habit (noun) modern meaning: 'usual manner of behaviour'

The modern meaning was coming into English in Shakespeare's time, and he employs it: 'How use doth breed a habit in a man', says Valentine in The Two Gentlemen of Verona (V.iv.1). But the more common sense, rare today (except in the context of monks), is the oldest one, dating from the early Middle Ages: 'costume, clothing'. So when Montjoy says to King Henry 'You know me by my habit' (Henry V, III.vi.111)  or Tranio tells Vincentio that 'you seem a sober ancient gentleman by your habit' (The Taming of the Shrew, V.i.65) they are talking about what people are wearing not how they are behaving. The word approaches the modern meaning when it has the sense of  'bearing' or 'demeanour', as when Gratiano tells Bassanio that he is going to put on 'a sober habit' (The Merchant of Venice, II.ii.177) or when Orsino describes the twins Viola and Sebastian as having 'one face, one voice, one habit' (Twelfth Night, V.i.213).

humorous (adjective) modern meaning: 'facetious, jocular, droll'

The modern sense evolved in English in the late 17th century. Before that, the meanings were chiefly related to the earlier idea of a 'humour' being one of four fluids believed to be circulating in the body and controlling a person's physical, mental, and emotional dispositions. In Shakespeare, the word usually means 'capricious, moody, temperamental'. When Le Beau describes Duke Frederick as 'humorous' (AY I.ii.255) he is not thinking about his joke-telling ability; nor was Menenius renowned for his laughs, though describing himself as a 'humorous patrician' (Cor II.i.44). People were described as humorous, as were their temperaments (Jaques' 'sadness', AY IV.i.18; Achilles' 'predominance', i.e. authority, TC II.iii.128 ) and any associated emotional noises they might make (Berowne's sighs, LL III.i.172). Just once, something non-human is said to be humorous, and here the medieval use of the word emerges, meaning 'humid' or 'damp': Benvolio describes Romeo as consorting with ' the humorous night' (RJ II.i.31).

impatience (noun) modern meaning: 'intolerance of delay, restless longing'

The word has a somewhat weak force these days. We associate being impatient with an irritation that things are not turning out as we want - if mail doesn't arrive, or our bus is delayed. In Shakespeare's time, the word had a much stronger meaning. We sense it when the Duchess of York demands of Queen Elizabeth: 'What means this scene of rude impatience?' (Richard III, II.ii.38), where it expresses a complete lack of composure. And it is even stronger when Talbot describes his soldier son as performing 'Rough deeds of rage and stern impatience' (Henry VI Part 1, IV.vii.8). Here, it means 'anger, rage'. This meaning is crucial if we are to avoid the word seeming incongruous at the end of Coriolanus (V.vi.146). After Aufidius helps to murder Coriolanus, a Lord says, 'His own impatience / Takes from Aufidius a great part of blame'. Only the sense of 'fury' works here; mild irritation is hardly reason enough to launch an assassination. As the Earl of Pembroke, angry to the point of rebellion against the King, says: 'impatience hath his privilege' (King John, IV.iii.32).

incontinent (adjective/adverb) modern meaning: 'unable to retain urine or faeces'

This 19th-century sense is the only one we know today. In Shakespeare's time the word had two very different senses, one of which was the ancestor of the modern usage: 'unable to restrain sexual appetite'. This is what is meant when Thersites rails against 'incontinent varlets' (TC V.i.94), or Timon advises matrons (he means 'married women') to ' turn incontinent' (Tim IV.i.3). The other sense is found only as an adverb, meaning 'immediately, at once'. No giggles needed, therefore, when Desdemona says to Emilia, of Othello: 'He says he will return incontinent (Oth IV.iii.11). earlier in the same play there is a usage with an -ly ending: Roderigo says to Iago, 'I will incontinently drown myself (I.iii.302). The two senses are cleverly juxtaposed by Rosalind, when she reports to Orlando the way Celia and Oliver fell for each other so quickly: 'they have made a pair of stairs to marriage which they will climb incontinent or else be incontinent before marriage' (AY V.ii.37)

jealous (adjective) modern meaning: 'envious; unhappily angry'

The modern senses were well established in Shakespeare's time, but several other uses were entering the language in the 1600s which have not lasted into Modern English. The commonest in Shakespeare is the sense of 'suspicious, wary, watchful', as when Cassius tells Brutus 'be not jealous on me' (Julius Caesar, I.ii.71) or Edmund describes Gonerill and Regan as being 'each jealous of the other' (King Lear, V.i.56). In this sense it is not restricted to a human emotion: daytime, for instance, can be 'jealous' (in The Rape of Lucrece, l.800). When Olivia refers to her soul as 'jealous', she means it is 'anxious, worried' (Twelfth Night, IV.iii.27), and this is the sense required when Erpingham tells Henry that his nobles are 'jealous of your absence' (Henry V, IV.i.278). It means 'solicitous, zealous' when Jaques talks of a soldier being 'jealous in honour' (As You Like It, II.vii.152). And it means 'doubtful, uncertain' when Brutus tells Cassius 'That you do love me, I am nothing jealous' (Julius Caesar, I.ii.161) - a first recorded usage in English.

kite (noun) modern meaning: 'type of flying toy'

The use of this word to describe the colourful, soaring child's toy is not recorded in English until 1664. Before that, the only usage was to the hovering bird of prey - and this is the sense we find in Shakespeare. When Cassius remarks that 'ravens, crows, and kites / Fly o'er our heads' (Julius Caesar, V.i.84), we must not let the modern meaning interfere. The kite was perceived to be a bird of ill omen: when they were around, things were not going well. Macbeth says to his wife that their monuments 'Shall be the maws [stomachs] of kites' (Macbeth, III.iv.72). Pistol calls a whore 'a lazar kite' - that is, a leprous bird (Henry V, II.i.73). Petruchio talks about kites 'That bate [beat the wings] and beat and will not be obedient' (The Taming of the Shrew, IV.i.181). So it is not surprising to find the name being used as a term of abuse. 'Detested kite' says Lear to Gonerill (King Lear, I.iv.259).

leer (verb) modern meaning: 'look at someone unpleasantly, especially sexually'

The noun leer originally meant 'cheek' or 'face', and from there developed the sense of 'appearance' or 'complexion'. The modern sense of both noun and verb is always negative - it suggests a look that is sly, immodest, or malign, usually with a strong sexual element. We cannot leer innocently. But in Shakespeare's time, it had a neutral use too. The sexual sense is there in Merry Wives of Windsor (I.iii.41) when Falstaff says of Mistress Ford that 'she gives the leer of invitation' (we would say 'a come-hither look'). Shakespeare is the first to use the word as a noun in this way. But the verb uses in Shakespeare have no such suggestion. When Berowne says to Boyet (in Love's Labour's Lost, V.ii.480) 'You leer upon me, do you?' he means no more than 'cast a side glance'. And when Falstaff tells Shallow that when King Henry V passes by ' I will leer upon him' (Henry IV Part 2, V.v.6) it simply means 'smile disarmingly'.

mad (adjective) modern meaning: 'insane; (especially US) angry; (especially UK) crazy, wild'

The modern senses were all around in Early Modern English, but Shakespeare's dominant use is 'wild, excitable'. Boyet calls the ladies 'mad wenches (Love's Labour's Lost, II.i.243), and in The Two Noble Kinsmen Emilia describes men as 'mad things' (II.i.180) and the Taborer addresses his fellows as 'mad boys' (III.v.24). The modern American sense is heard in Henry VI Part 3, when the Queen taunts York: 'Thou shouldst be mad' (I.iv.89). And the modern sense of 'crazy, weird' is used by Arcite when he asks Palamon 'Is't not mad lodging, / Here in the wild woods' (The Two Noble Kinsmen, III.iii.22). The one usage which is no longer current is found in Othello, when Desdemona talks of her mother's maid: 'he she loved proved mad' (IV.iii.26). Here the meaning is 'wild', but with the important implication of 'faithless, inconstant'.

mean (adjective) modern meaning: 'spiteful, nasty; not generous, stingy; (US) excellent'

The modern senses have arrived since the 18th century. Shakespeare uses earlier senses expressing nuances of inferiority. When Lady Grey says to Edward 'I am too mean to be your queen' (Henry VI Part 3, III.ii.97), she means 'of low rank', and when we read the stage direction telling Lucentio to enter 'in the habit of a mean man' (The Taming of the Shrew, II.i.39), it means 'lowly, humble'. These two senses account for nearly forty instances of the word in Shakespeare, and we have to be careful not to let the modern senses interfere, especially in such phrases as 'mean woman'. A further negative meaning is 'unworthy', as when Helena refers to herself as someone ' too mean / To have her name repeated' (All's Well that Ends Well, III.v.59). And Americans especially have to beware not to read in their modern positive sense, as when Katherina talks about 'a very mean meaning' (The Taming of the Shrew, V.ii.31).
mischief (n.) modern meaning: 'petty annoyance, vexatious behaviour'

The modern use, since the late 17th century, suggests a minor kind of aberrant behaviour, often without intentional ill-will. But when the word first entered English, around 1300, it was quite the reverse. When Joan harangues her captors with 'mischief and despair / Drive you to break your necks' (Henry VI Part 1, V.iv.90), she is using the word in its original sense of 'catastrophe, calamity'. And when Romeo says 'O mischief, thou art swift / To enter in the thoughts of desperate men' (Romeo and Juliet, V.i.35), desperate hints at the stronger meaning required here too: 'wicked action, harmful scheme'. Similarly, Talbot talks of 'hellish mischief' (Henry IV Part 1, III.ii.39) and Aaron of laying 'Complots of mischief' (Titus Andronicus, V.i.65). A third sense, 'disease, ailment', is heard when Don John tells Conrade: 'thou ... goest about to apply a moral medicine to a mortifying mischief' (Much Ado About Nothing, I.iii.12).

nerve (noun) modern meaning: 'fibre conducting impulses to or from the brain'

The modern meaning was coming into the language in Shakespeare's time, but from the beginning of the 16th century the word had a different anatomical sense: 'sinew, ligament, muscle', still heard today in the idiom strain every nerve. A clue to the meaning can usually be found in the accompanying language. Thus Menenius talks of 'the strongest nerves' (Coriolanus, I.i.136), Macbeth talks of his 'firm nerves' (Macbeth, III.iv.101), and Hamlet refers to the Nemean lion's nerve as 'hardy' (Hamlet, I.iv.83). The metaphorical use of the word was also entering the language at the same time: 'strength, vigour, forcefulness', and this use is also to be found in Shakespeare. In The Two Noble Kinsmen (I.ii.69), Palamon talks of Creon 'who only attributes / The faculties of other instruments / To his own nerves and act' . But the modern meaning is lurking in the wings, such as when Antony says to Cleopatra: 'ha' we / A brain that nourishes our nerves' (Antony and Cleopatra, IV.viii.21).

nice (adjective) modern meaning: 'agreeable, pleasant'

Nice has been used as a general adjective of approval only since the 18th-century. Before that, it expressed an extraordinary range of specific meanings, several of which are found in Shakespeare. A 14th-century sense, 'lustful', is found in Love's Labour's Lost, when Mote talks of 'nice wenches' (III.i.21). Another 14th-century sense, 'foolish', is probably dominant when sick Northumberland shouts at his 'nice crutch' as he throws it down (Henry IV Part 2, I.i.145). And there are several 16th-century senses. They include 'fastidious', when Henry talks to Katherine about 'the nice fashion of your country' (Henry V, V.ii.270); 'uncertain', when Hotspur talks about a 'nice hazard' (Henry IV Part 1, IV.i.48); 'trivial', when Benvolio describes the quarrel between Romeo and Tybalt as 'nice' (Romeo and Juliet, III.i.154); 'minutely detailed', when the narrator in The Rape of Lucrece talks about a painting as 'nice' (l.1412); 'subtle', when Richard accuses Edward of standing 'on nice points' (Henry VI Part 3, II.iv.17); and 'skilful', when Leonato talks about Claudio's 'nice fence' (i.e. fencing ability, in Much Ado About Nothing, V.i.75). The one thing the word never means is just 'I like it'.

orchard (noun) modern meaning: 'enclosure for cultivation of fruit-trees'

The word comes from Latin hortus, 'garden', and in the Middle Ages it developed a particular sense related to fruit-growing alongside its general use. Either sense is possible in Shakespeare, but the general sense is the more likely unless a specific reference is made to fruit - as when Shallow talks about eating 'a last-year's pippin' in his orchard (Henry IV Part 2, V.iii.2). There seems to be no particular reason to be thinking of fruit trees when Pandarus invites Troilus to 'walk here i'th' orchard' (Troilus and Cressida, III.ii.15), or Sir Toby tells Sir Andrew to look for Cesario (Viola) 'at the corner of the orchard' (Twelfth Night, III.iv.174). There are some quite famous orchard scenes. The Ghost of Hamlet's father tells his son that he was killed while 'sleeping in my orchard (Hamlet, I.v.35). Juliet is surprised to see Romeo, because 'the orchard walls are high and hard to climb' (Romeo and Juliet, II.ii.63). And Antony tells the people of Rome that the murdered Julius Caesar has left them in his will 'his private arbours, and new-planted orchards' (Julius Caesar, III.ii.249).
owe (verb) modern meaning: 'have an obligation to pay'

The 'paying back' senses of this word did exist in Elizabethan English. 'One time will owe another', says Menenius to Coriolanus (Coriolanus, III.i.241), meaning 'repay, compensate'. But the vast majority of instances in Shakespeare have a very different sense: 'own, possess, have'. Olivia says to herself 'ourselves we do not owe' - meaning that she is not in control of her own emotions (Twelfth Night, I.v.300). Puck addresses sleeping Lysander with the words: 'upon thy eyes I throw / All the power this charm doth owe' (A Midsummer Night's Dream, II.ii.85). Lear asks Burgundy whether he will take Cordelia 'with those infirmities she owes' (King Lear, I.i.202). And Richard compares the crown to Bolingbroke as 'a deep well / That owes two buckets' (Richard II, IV.i.184). The danger of misreading is at its strongest when the subject-matter is financial. 'I am not worthy of the wealth I owe', says Helena to Bertram (All's Well thast Ends Well, II.v.79). 'What a full fortune does the thick-lips owe', says Roderigo to Iago, talking about Othello (Othello, I.i.67). Vengeful contexts ('paying someone back') are also potentially ambiguous: 'I owe / My revenge properly', says Coriolanus to Menenius (Coriolanus, V.ii.79). And there is a play on both senses when King Philip says to Hubert, speaking of young Arthur, 'pay that duty which you truly owe / To him that owes it' (King John, II.i.248 ). Here the first use is the modern one; the second use isn't.

passenger (noun) modern meaning: 'someone who travels in, but does not operate, a vehicle'

The modern sense was developing in English during the 16th century: a boat or a coach could have passengers. But the older sense, which arrived in the language in the early 14th century from French, had nothing to do with vehicles. A passenger was simply a wayfarer, a traveller, a passer-by. This is how Shakespeare uses the word, and usually in dangerous contexts. The only instance of a non-threatening sense is in Venus and Adonis (line 91), when the poet describes Venus's desire for a kiss: 'Never did passenger in summer's heat / More thirst for drink than she for this good turn'. In the other six instances where the word appears, passengers are being robbed, fleeced, chased, suffering outrages, or even (as the Queen remarks in Henry VI Part 2, III.i.227) being eaten: 'Gloucester's show [i.e. appearance] / Beguiles him as the mournful crocodile / With sorrow snares relenting passengers'. When the First Outlaw says to the others (in Two Gentlemen of Verona, IV.i.1), 'I see a passenger', we know a robbery is afoot. 

passport (n.) modern meaning: 'document authorizing foreign travel'

This word came to be increasingly used in its present-day meanings during the 16th century, as people increasingly travelled abroad. But Shakespeare uses the word differently. When Cerimon opens a chest washed up on shore and discovers Thaisa's body, he exclaims 'A passport too!' (Pericles, III.ii.64). As Thaisa was thought to be dead when Pericles had the chest thrown from his ship, it can hardly be the modern sense. Rather it refers to a document giving an account of who she is. And when Helena shows Bertram's letter of rejection to the Countess saying 'here's my passport' (All's Well That Ends Well, III.ii.55) - meaning that she will use it as a reason for following him - it has a more specialized sense. She is comparing the letter to the licence given to an inmate of an institution to travel as a beggar, and her choice of the word speaks volumes.

penthouse (noun) modern meaning: 'a (usually luxurious) apartment situated at the top of a tall building'

This is very much a modern meaning, first recorded in the 1920s, in the age of high-rise buildings. Shakespeare uses the word only four times, but the usage can be confusing if we do not grasp the older meaning. 'Stand thee close ... under this pent-house', says Borachio to Conrade (MA III.iii.101). Under a penthouse? All becomes clear when we know that in Early Modern English the word referred to a covered way of some kind, usually a sloping porch or overhanging roof. Gratiano uses it to Salerio: 'This is the penthouse under which Lorenzo / Desired us to make stand' (MV II.vi.1). The other two uses are metaphorical, both emphasising the vertical dimension: Mote describes Armado's hat as resting 'penthouse-like o'er the shop of your eyes' (Love's Labour's Lost III.i.16). And the First Witch uses it in cursing a sailor: 'Sleep shall neither night nor day / Hang upon his penthouse lid' (Mac I.iii.20 ). His eyelids will hang over his eyes like the sloping roof of a shed. Fine images, indeed.

quick (adjective) modern meaning: 'rapid, swift'

The modern meaning was well established by Shakespeare's time, but also common in the plays and poems are meanings which are now either obsolete or archaic. The sense of 'living, full of life' is there when Anne rejects the thought of marrying Dr Caius: 'I had rather be set quick i'th'earth, / And bowled to death with turnips' (The Merry Wives of Windsor, III.iv.84) - buried up to my neck, she means. And this is the sense used adverbially when Hamlet compares his love of Ophelia to that of Laertes: 'Be buried quick with her, and so will I' (Hamlet, V.i.275). A related meaning is 'lively', 'animated', 'vivacious', often heard when people talk about somebody's character. The Constable refers to the 'quick blood' of the French (Henry V, III.v.21); Brutus talks about Antony's 'quick spirit' (Julius Caesar, I.ii.29) and Casca's 'quick mettle' (I.ii.293); Nestor describes Cressida as 'a woman of quick sense' (Troilus and Cressida, IV.v.54); Emilia describes Arcite as having a 'quick sweetness' (Two Noble Kinsman, IV.ii.13); and Richard describes the young York as 'bold, quick' (Richard III, III.i.155).

rarely (adverb) modern meaning: 'seldom, infrequently'

The modern sense was coming in the language in Shakespeare's time, but he never uses it. His meanings all derive from two senses of the adjective rare. The word means 'splendidly, excellently' in The Two Noble Kinsmen when the Gaoler's Daughter says that the King of Pygmies 'tells fortunes rarely' (III.iv.16) or the Schoolmaster tells the dancers that they have 'danced rarely' (III.v.158), and this is the sense needed in Much Ado About Nothing when Hero describes men as 'rarely featured' (III.i.60). The second sense is 'exceptionally, outstandingly', and this is the meaning required when Cleopatra exclaims 'O rarely base!' (Antony and Cleopatra, V.ii.158) or when Lysimachus thinks of marrying Marina: 'I'd ... think me rarely wed' (Pericles, V.i.68). The context usually resolves any ambiguity, but we have to be on our guard. When Bottom says 'I could play Ercles rarely' (A Midsummer Night's Dream, I.ii.26) or Margaret asks 'Doth not my wit become me rarely?' (Much Ado About Nothing, III.iv.63), we have to be careful to ignore the frequency nuance that can easily come to mind.

revolting (adjective) modern meaning: 'repulsive, disgusting'

It is the modern meaning which sometimes causes a giggle when Cardinal Pandulph describes King John as a 'revolting son' to his mother the Church (KJ III.i.257) or the Lieutenant talks to Suffolk about 'the false revolting Normans' (2H6 IV.i.87). In all Shakespearian cases the meaning is different: 'rebellious, mutinous, insurgent'. The word can be used with inanimate nouns, too. Bedford appeals to comets to ' scourge the bad revolting stars / That have consented unto Henry's death' (1H6 I.i.4), and Richard hopes that his tears will 'make a dearth in this revolting land' (R2 III.iii.163). Incidentally, Shakespeare's is the first recorded usage of this word, as also of the related word revolted, whose senses include rebellious (as in 'revolted faction', R2 II.ii.57), faithless ('revolted wives', MW III.ii.35) and delinquent ('revolted tapsters', 1H4 IV.ii.28).

sad (adjective) modern meaning: 'expressing or causing grief or unhappiness'

The modern meaning is often to be found in Shakespeare, so this makes it especially important to note the many occasions when it does not apply. We need to be on the alert for two senses in particular. One is where the word means 'serious, grave, solemn'. When the Clown says to Autolycus, 'my father and the gentlemen are in sad talk' (The Winter's Tale, IV.iv.308), he does not mean that they are unhappy. The context often provides a clue by providing a synonym or antonym: 'Sad and solemn music' says the stage direction at Henry VIII, IV.ii.81; 'What was he, sad or merry?' says Cleopatra to Alexas, asking about Antony (Antony and Cleopatra, I.v.50). The other sense is 'dismal, morose, sullen'. This is the sense we need when deposed king Richard describes his gaoler as a 'sad dog' (Richard II, V.v.70), Antony talks about his 'sad captains' (Antony and Cleopatra, III.xiii.183), Puck refers to Hermia as 'curst and sad' (A Midsummer Night's Dream, III.ii.439), and Ariel describes Ferdinand as having his arms in a 'sad knot' (The Tempest, I.ii.224).

savour (noun) modern meaning: '(usually pleasant) characteristic smell or taste; distinctive quality'

The word came from French in the 13th-century, and always seems to have had positive associations. Savours are nice things. Shakespeare uses it in this way, as when Sly says 'I smell sweet savours' (The Taming of the Shrew, Induction 2.70). But there are three places where the smell is definitely not nice: Salisbury in King John (IV.iii.112) talks about 'Th'uncleanly savours of a slaughter-house'; Stephano sings of 'the savour of tar' (The Tempest, II.ii.51); and Polixenes, appalled at the thought of seducing Hermione, asserts: 'Turn then my freshest reputation to / A savour that may strike the dullest nostril / Where I arrive' (The Winter's Tale, I.ii.421). Savour in these cases means 'stench' or 'stink'. And it is the negative sense which dominates, too, when Gonerill tells Lear: 'This admiration ... is much o'the savour / Of other your new pranks' (King Lear, I..iv.233). Note also the similar use of a word as a verb in Pericles (IV.vi.108), when Lysimachus describes the brothel: 'The very doors and windows savour vilely'.

senseless (adjective) modern meaning: 'devoid of sense, foolish'

This meaning was beginning to come into the language in Shakespeare's day: Petruchio describes Grumio as 'a senseless villain' (The Taming of the Shrew, I.ii.36). But usually, at that time, the word was used with the older, literal meaning, 'lacking human sensation, incapable of feeling', and thus applied chiefly to objects such as stones, trees, and the wind. In Cymbeline, Innogen describes Posthumus' handkerchief as 'senseless linen' (I.iv.7).and later in the same play Pisanio calls a letter a 'senseless bauble' (III.ii.20). Referring to people, the meaning is 'insensible, oblivious'. Timon's steward bemoans the way his master spends money 'senseless of expense' (Timon of Athens, II.ii.1), and Innogen says to Cymbeline 'I am senseless of your wrath' (Cymbeline, I.ii.66). There is a play on the two meanings when in Julius Caesar Marullus harangues the people: 'You blocks, you stones, you worse than senseless things!' (I.i.35). They are evidently not only incapable of feeling anything, but also stupid.

sensible (adjective) modern meaning: 'endowed with good sense, intelligent'

This meaning was beginning to come into the language in Shakespeare's day: Ford describes Pistol as 'a good sensible fellow' (The Merry Wives of Windsor, II.i.37). But usually, at that time, the word was used with the older, literal meaning, 'capable of receiving sensation' - in other words, 'responsive, sensitive'. This is the meaning required when Constance in King John describes herself as 'not mad, but sensible of grief' (III.iv.53) or Antipholus of Ephesus in The Comedy of Errors tells his servant Dromio: 'Thou art sensible in nothing but blows' (IV.iv.26). Closely related is the meaning 'perceptible by the senses, evident', heard most famously in Macbeth's speech to a dagger: 'Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible / To feeling as to sight?' (Macbeth, II.i.36). And Horatio says of the Ghost: 'I might not this believe / Without the sensible and true avouch / Of mine own eyes' (Hamlet, I.i.57).

supervisor (noun) modern meaning: 'someone who inspects or directs the work of others'

This is an unusual usage, in the way it misleads, because actually the modern sense is older than the Shakespearian one. We find references to 'supervisors of works' from the 15th century. Shakespeare uses the word in the sense of 'onlooker, spectator, observer', and is the first person recorded to have done so. The instance occurs in the First Quarto of Othello, where Iago says to Othello, referring to Desdemona's supposed infidelity, 'Would you, the supervisor, grossly gape on?' (III.iii.392). He doesn't mean would Othello supervise the activity, but would he wish to watch it taking place? The verb has a similar sense: In Love's Labour's Lost, Holofernes asks Nathaniel to let him read Berowne's letter to Rosaline: 'Let me supervise the canzonet' (IV.ii.120). The letter is already written. He means 'read it through'. Hamlet turns the word into a noun, when he tells Horatio that he read Claudius's letter 'on the supervise' (V.ii.23) - gave it a quick perusal. Both of these are Shakespearen coinages, though - as with supervisor - not ones that ever caught on.

tall (adjective) modern meaning: 'high in stature'

Apart from a few figurative uses (such as tall order, tall story), the sense of height is the dominant one in modern English. But this sense developed quite late, in the middle of the 16th century. The Old English meanings were to do with speed of activity ('quick, ready') and good behaviour ('proper, goodly, brave'). So in Shakespeare we find a mix of meanings, and we need to be always on our guard. It is being used as today when Rosalind says 'I am more than common tall' (As You Like It, I.iii.113) or Silence says 'Women are shrews, both short and tall' (Henry IV Part 2, V.iii.33). But when Bardolph describes Falstaff as 'a tall gentleman', he is not referring to his height; this is the sense of 'brave and bold'. And the people of Illyria are not above-average height just because Sir Toby says of Sir Andrew: 'He's as tall a man as any's in Illyria' (Twelfth Night, I.iii.18). When talking about boats, as in 'yon tall anchoring bark' (King Lear, IV.vi.18), the word means 'fine, grand'. And it means simply 'good, capable', when Tranio tells Biondello that he is 'a tall fellow' (The Taming of the Shrew, IV.iv.17).

temper (noun) modern meaning: 'angry feeling; proneness to anger'
This word has developed its meaning over the centuries, from physical state to mental state to a particular kind of mental state. Today, the 'anger' meaning is the dominant one, but this is an 18th-century development, and is never found in Shakespeare. The dominant meaning then was 'frame of mind' - what today we should call 'temperament'. When Aufidius says to Coriolanus, 'You keep a constant temper' (Coriolanus, V.ii.90), he does not mean that the latter is always cross. Often there is a clue in the associated adjective: 'good temper' (Henry IV Part 2, II.i.79), 'feeble temper' (Julius Caesar, I.ii.129), 'noble temper' (King John, V.ii.40), 'comfortable temper' (Timon of Athens, III.iv.72). The second commonest meaning was in relation to swords, which all have a 'temper' - that is, a desirable quality or condition: 'Between two blades, which bears the better temper', says Warwick (Henry VI Part 1, II.iv.13). Temper for Angelo means 'self-control': 'Never could the strumpet ... / Once stir my temper' (Measure for Measure, II.ii.185). And when Lear says 'Keep me in temper' (King Lear, I.v.44), he means 'keep me stable'

vain (adjective) modern meaning: 'conceited, excessively proud; ineffectual, futile, useless'

The 'futile' sense dates from the 14th century, but the 'proud' sense does not appear in English until the end of the 17th, and this is the meaning which we must be careful not to read in when we encounter the word in Shakespeare. 'Speak to that vain man', King Henry tells the Lord Chief Justice, referring to Falstaff (Henry V, V.v.46); he does not mean that Falstaff is conceited, only that he foolish or stupid. And this is the sense required when Sylvia says 'my father would enforce me marry vain Thurio' (The Two Gentlemen of Verona, IV.iii.17) or when Gonerill shouts at Albany, 'O vain fool!' (King Lear, IV.ii.61). The 'proud' sense beckons temptingly at times, but the temptation should be resisted. Even when Antipholus of Syracuse says 'there's no man is so vain / That would refuse so fair an offered chain (The Comedy of Errors, III.ii.188), it is still only the sense of 'foolish' which would have been understood at the time.

vulgar (adjective) modern meaning: 'coarse, crude, indecent'
The modern sense developed during the 17th and 18th centuries out of a much more general meaning of 'common, public, general', which has been in English since the Middle Ages.  The Bastard talks about the men of Angiers being left 'naked as the vulgar air' (King John, II.i.387). And when a Gentleman talks about an impending battle as 'Most sure and vulgar' (King Lear, IV.vi.120), he means it is 'generally known' - it is definitely going to happen.

There is hardly any room for misunderstanding in such cases; but there are potential ambiguities when Balthasar talks about making 'a vulgar comment' (The Comedy of Errors, III.i.100). Similarly, when Suffolk says he would 'rather let my head / Stoop to the block ... / Than stand uncovered to the vulgar groom', he means 'low-born' or 'humble' (Henry VI Part 2, IV.i.130). And when Polonius tells Laertes, 'Be thou familiar, but by no means vulgar' (Hamlet, I.iii.61), he is not advising him to avoid dirty jokes, but not to be plebeian, all things to all men.

wallet (noun) modern meaning: 'small flat holder for money, cards, etc.'

The modern use of the word arrived from the USA during the 19th century. It is quite a long way from the 14th century usage, which came into the language from French, meaning a bag for carrying things on a journey, or knapsack. Pilgrims and pedlars would carry wallets, and this type of use still has some currency today. It is how Ulysses uses the word, when he says to Achilles: 'Time hath, my lord, a wallet at his back / Wherein he puts alms for oblivion' (Troilus and Cressida, III.iii.145). Images of Time putting these alms into the equivalent of a modern wallet should be carefully avoided. Shakespeare is the first recorded user of the word in an extended sense, meaning 'protruding lump, bulging growth', when Gonzalo describes mountaineers 'whose throats had hanging at 'em / Wallets of flesh' (The Tempest, III.iii.47). The mountaineers are not folding their flesh and putting it into an inside jacket pocket.

weed (noun) modern meaning: 'unwanted plant; ineffectual person; marijuana'

The second and third modern meanings are very recent - 19th and early 20th centuries, respectively. The  'plant' sense goes back to Old English, and it is common in Shakespeare, as in the famous line 'Lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds' (Sonnet 94.14) - also used in Edward III (II.i.452). The complications come from another word weed, which derives from a completely different source in Old English, meaning 'garment'. This one developed a plural in the 14th century - a usage which can still be heard today in such phrases as widow's weeds - and it is common in Shakespeare. There isn't usually a problem understanding it when the context makes it clear that the weeds are being worn: 'Let me see thee in thy woman's weeds', says Orsino in Twelfth Night (V.i.270). But when the context isn't explicit, it can mislead. Palamon sees 'Scars and bare weeds' in Thebes (The Two Noble Kinsmen, I.ii.15), and Titus talks about Rome's 'mourning weeds' (Titus Andronicus, I.i.73). There is a nice pun on the two senses of clothing and plant when Marina says to herself, 'I will rob Tellus of her weed' (Pericles, IV.i.13). Tellus is the Roman goddess of the earth. Her clothing is her flowers.

wink (verb) modern meaning: 'close and open one eye, suggesting a meaning'

In modern usage, the wink is always significant, suggesting that the winker is aware of a secret, a joke, or some sort of impropriety. Although this usage was possible in Shakespeare's day ('I will wink on her to consent', says Burgundy to Henry, of Princess Katherine, in Henry V, V.ii.301), the usual usage was simply to 'shut the eyes'. Without appreciating this, we can read quite the wrong meaning into an utterance. When York advises his friends to 'wink at the Duke of Suffolk's insolence' (Henry VI Part 2, II.ii.70), he is telling them to ignore it, not to connive with it. And when Othello castigates Desdemona for her supposed wrongdoing, by saying 'Heaven stops the nose at it, and the moon winks' (Othello, IV.ii.76), we must avoid the modern implication that the matter is not serious.
