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There’s matter in these sighs, these profound heaves.

You must translate: ’tis fit we understand them.

(Hamlet, 4.1.1–2)



FEAR
NOT.


Have you ever found yourself looking at a Shakespeare play, then down at the footnotes, then back up at the play, and still not understanding? You know what the individual words mean, but they don’t add up. SparkNotes’ No Fear Shakespeare will help you break through all that. Put the pieces together with our easy-to-read translations. Soon you’ll be reading Shakespeare’s own words fearlessly—and actually enjoying it.




No Fear Shakespeare pairs Shakespeare’s language with a translation into modern English—the kind of English people actually speak today. When Shakespeare’s words make your head spin, our translation will help you sort out what’s happening, who’s saying what, and why.
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CHARACTERS


Isabella (also known as Isabel)—A virtuous and chaste young woman and devoted sister. Isabella pleads for her brother’s life when he is sentenced to death for having unlawful sex. Isabella is a spiritual person, and initially plans to become a nun.

Duke Vincentio—An unfailingly virtuous, good, and kind-hearted character. Duke Vincentio spends most of his time disguised as a friar to observe what is happening in his absence. He tends to rule leniently, which is why he enlists Angelo’s help.

Claudio—Isabella’s brother. Claudio is young man sentenced to death for impregnating his fiancée before they were married. Claudio depends less on the guidance of laws and religious practices than on that of his sister.

Angelo—The villain of the play. He rules strictly and without mercy. He also proves himself to be a hypocrite who does not adhere to the strict rules he imposes on those around him.

Escalus—A wise lord who advises Angelo to be more merciful. He is loyal to the duke and seeks to carry out his orders justly, but he cannot go against Angelo’s will.

Lucio—A flamboyant bachelor who provides much of the play’s comedic content. Lucio is a friend of Claudio’s and tries to help him.

Mariana—Angelo’s former fiancée. She was supposed to marry Angelo, but he called the wedding off when she lost her dowry in a shipwreck that killed her brother.

Mistress Overdone—The manager of a brothel in Vienna.

Pompey—A clown who also works for Mistress Overdone.

Provost—The prison-keeper who is responsible for carrying out all of Angelo’s orders.

Elbow—A dim-witted constable who arrests people for misconduct, particularly of the sexual variety. Elbow speaks in malapropisms and provides comic relief throughout the play.

Barnardine—A long-term prisoner of the jail. Barnardine is sentenced to be executed together with Claudio. The duke originally considers him hopeless and therefore dispensable but later changes his mind.

Juliet—Claudio’s lover. She is pregnant with his baby.
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