Quoting Shakespeare: Basic Strategies and Rules

When writing an essay, one should find a balance between: A) original and unique ideas, B) direct quotations, C) a certain amount of paraphrasing, and D) page referencing as an alternative to too many quotes.

( A good rule to remember is: EACH MAIN-BODY PARAGRAPH has ONE THEME, or MAIN SUPPORTING ARGUMENT requiring AT LEAST ONE OR MORE PIECES OF TEXTUAL EVIDENCE IN THE FORM OF QUOTATIONS
1) When quoting three lines of verse or less, you should grammatically integrate them into your own sentences and show the end of each line in the original text with a slash (/) with a space on each side.  Quotations that form part of your sentences are called embedded quotations.  

Example:
When Demetrius claims to love Helena, she reacts with disbelief and angrily screams out “O spite! O hell! I see you are all bent / To set against me for your merriment” (3.2.145-146).  Her words suggest that she believes all of her former friends are conspiring against her. 

( In Shakespeare’s original text, “merriment” is followed by a period. Imagine, however, how odd the following would look:


  …for your merriment. (3.2.145-146).  Her words…

An act and page reference cannot exist on its own; therefore it should NOT be surrounded by periods, the reference precedes/comes before the final period in your sentence. 

( Now, it is customary to follow the punctuation exactly as it appears in the text.  Nevertheless, if the FINAL punctuation in your chosen quotation disrupts the grammatical flow of your essay then you omit it. Question marks (?), however, are permitted.
( If your chosen quotation does not follow grammatically from your words, then set it off with a colon (:).  In the above example, the words grammatically flow so the colon is omitted.  However, in the next example I need to properly set off my quotation, thus a colon is needed.
Example:


In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Shakespeare suggests how opposite love and reason are with Bottom’s comment to Titania: “And yet, to say the truth, reason and love keep little / company together nowadays; the more the pity that / some honest neighbours will not make them friends” (3.1.127-129).

(Again, notice the punctuation in the quotation and the slashes (/).  Also notice how the quotation is introduced with a colon and the reference ends the sentence.

2) Verse quotations OF FOUR OR MORE TYPED LINES are indented one inch (usually two tabs) from the left margin.  Reproduce verse exactly as it appears in the source, even if it displays unusual indentation.  Quotations that are indented are referred to as blocked quotations
Example:


Believing he and Hermia can trust Helena, Lysander reveals important information to her:



Helen, to you our minds we will unfold;



Tomorrow night, when Phoebe doth behold



Her silver visage in the watery glass



Decking with liquid pearl the blade grass



(A time that lovers’ flights doth still conceal),



Through Athens’ gates we have devi’s to steal.     (1.1.208-213)

( Notice how in blocked quotations there are NO quotation marks (“ “), NO slashes (/), and you do not have to worry about the punctuation before or after the reference.

( Notice that even though I still have plenty of room to keep writing after every line in the quotation, I have to respect how Shakespeare wrote and copy the quotation EXACTLY as it appears in the text.

3) Quoting Dialogue (i.e. a conversation between 2 or more characters) from Shakespeare

When quoting dialogue from Shakespeare, you follow the same model as in blocked quotations, but you have to let the reader know who is speaking which lines.

Example:


The two lovers, believing that they can trust their friend Helena, entrust her with some very important information:

LYSANDER Helen, to you our minds we will unfold:


To-morrow night, when Phoebe doth behold


Her silver visage in the watery glass,


Decking with liquid pearl the bladed grass,


A time that lovers' flights doth still conceal,


Through Athens' gates have we devised to steal.



HERMIA And in the wood, where often you and I



Upon faint primrose-beds were wont to lie,



Emptying our bosoms of their counsel sweet,



There my Lysander and myself shall meet;



And thence from Athens turn away our eyes,



To seek new friends and stranger companies.



Farewell, sweet playfellow: pray thou for us;



And good luck grant thee thy Demetrius!



Keep word, Lysander: we must starve our sight



From lovers' food till morrow deep midnight.         (1.1.208-223)

( Please notice that the speaker’s name is in CAPITAL LETTERS, and please notice the indentations: the speaker’s name is two tabs in, and is followed by the first line of verse; the remaining lines are three tabs in (I know this is ridiculous, but these are the rules for writing English papers in MLA format).

( IMPORTANT: A general rule to remember with quotations is NEVER leave a quotation (either embedded or blocked) hanging; do NOT end a paragraph with a quotation.  Introduce the quotation as support for a claim/statement/assertion or theme, and then follow the quotation with some analysis.  Your analysis connects your quotation to your claim or assertion, etc., and to your thesis.  Simultaneously, your analysis transforms this new “package” (analysis + quotation + assertion + thesis) into a persuasive argument. The analysis that follows a quotation is where you show your brilliance.  You let the reader know that you have done more than just read the play/novel/essay etc., you have thought about its implications or deeper meanings.
( Do not be redundant with quotations; quotations should support your ideas, NOT mirror or restate them.


Example:



In act one of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Theseus tells Hermia that she should listen to her father because he is her creator, a God of sorts: “To you your father should be as a god; / One that composed your beauties, yea, and one / To whom you are but as a form in wax” (64).

A better use of the same quotation may read as follows:

In A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the notion of parental respect in the Renaissance is explored when Theseus chides Hermia: “To you your father should be as a god; / One that composed your beauties, yea, and one / To whom you are but as a form in wax” (1.1.64).  This quotation suggests that daughters were seen as the property of their fathers; daughters had to obey their fathers’ every command, even if the father’s wishes were not in their daughter’s best interest.    

A matter of style
· avoid breaking words at end of line (this is a publisher’s affectation used to conserve paper

· avoid contractions in formal essays (can’t, don’t, it’s, etc…), simply spell out the words (cannot, do not, it is, etc)
· avoid Latin abbreviations (etc. vs.)  in formal essays.  The UN, the US, the CIA, however, are acceptable.

· always let your reader know who is speaking your chosen quotation

· write all quotations in quotation marks (“”) UNLESS the quotation is a blocked quotation, and cite (act, scene, line number(s) only)
·  Remember that a quotation cannot be a sentence, therefore carefully lead into your quotation.
· avoid commencing sentences with quotations 

· Italicize  the title of a play or any other bound (with cover) work, novels, anthologies (of short stories, poetry), movies, newspapers

· Put poetry titles, short story titles, magazine article titles, newspaper article titles, etc. and other works that appear as a piece in a larger work in quotation marks (“”)
· Avoid absolutes in criticism: “never”, “proves” “always”, “automatically”, “perfectly”; there is generally room for flexibility, try “suggests”, “is possible”, “proposes”, “perhaps”

· Use ellipses “…” only in the middle of a quotation, never at start or end of one

· Always use present tense in an analysis.  Treat the work as if it were alive
· Avoid colloquialisms and basic words “thing” (use “aspect”, “feature”, or be specific, “place”, “character”)

· In formal essays, avoid using “I think”, “in my opinion”, “I believe”—it’s your essay, of course it’s what you think 

· No such phrases as “could of”, “should of”, etc. in the English language, “could have” or “should have” are acceptable

· Avoid using the following line “the dictionary defines x as….”

· Analyse, never merely retell the plot of the play.

· Lastly, every body paragraph must have a concluding sentence that ties ideas in the paragraph back to the thesis
· THINK, PROVE, EXPLAIN, EDIT

The following ideas have been adapted from:
Zimmerman, Brett, PhD. Essay Writing and Other Critical Skills, 8th Ed.

Toronto: 1992


