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SHAKESPEARE’S BEST FRIEND MAY BE STOPPARD’S DOGG:

Using Tom Stoppard’s Dogg’s Hamlet To Lead Modern Students To Understanding Shakespeare’s  Plays By Overcoming Language Barriers

“Outside of a dog,

  a book is man's best friend. 

  Inside of a dog it's too dark to read.”

— Groucho Marx 
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THE PROLOGUE: 

   There I was sitting in the Charlotte, NC, airport with time on my hands waiting for the second leg of my journey to read the 2005 Advanced Placement (AP) English Literature and Composition in Daytona Beach, via Orlando, FL.  I started a conversation with a colleague that I had remembered from last year’s reading. We included another person in the conversation who said that she too was going to be an AP reader.  The conversation went on and on about the intricacies and rigors of the grading, scoring, and evaluation.  We spoke of the richly rewarding experience and all the intellectual stimulation the week would prove to be.  Then an announcement blasted over the P.A. system.  It was not for Orlando.  She said, “ That’s my flight,” and she gathered her things.  We said, “But aren’t you going to Daytona Beach via Orlando?” She answered, “No, I am going to correct the Calculus AP exam.”

   This conversation reminded me of the Wittgenstein scenario highlighted by Tom Stoppard in the Preface of Dogg’s Hamlet as the genesis of the play.  Dogg's Hamlet derives from a section of Wittgenstein's Philosophical Investigations. 

Consider the following scene: A man is building a platform using pieces of wood of different shapes and sizes. These are thrown to him by a second man, one at a time, as they are called for. An observer notes that each time the first man shouts 'Plank!' he is thrown a long flat piece. Then he calls 'Slab!' and is thrown a piece of a different shape. This happens a few times. There is a call for 'Block!' and a third shape is thrown. Finally a call for 'Cube!' produces a fourth type of piece. An observer would probably conclude that the different words described different shapes and sizes of the material. But this is not the only possible interpretation (Tom Stoppard, Preface to Dogg’s Hamlet, Cahoot’s Macbeth).

THE PARODOS: 

   As I deal with my teaching of Hamlet and indeed my teaching of most of Shakespeare’s plays I posit the ideas of Jane Anderson of the University of New England in Australia who in her course outline and syllabus shows:

It is possible that some students may have problems not only with "Hamlet," but with any Shakespearean play because of the unfamiliar language, and therefore develop a mental block against understanding that language. "Dogg's Hamlet"    . . . by Tom Stoppard, could be useful in overcoming this. This play starts off in a completely unfamiliar language, putting different and unexpected meanings to everyday English words. This language, known as 'Dogg', usually succeeds in getting the audience completely confused, until the characters break into a version of "Hamlet" that they are rehearsing for. The Shakespearean language comes as a relief to the audience, as it is so much easier to understand than 'Dogg'. This could be helpful in overcoming the understanding barriers that some students may have developed. The fact that the characters in "Dogg's Hamlet" are rehearsing for a play, which ends up as a play within a play, is interesting because it is a technique that Shakespeare also uses in "Hamlet". Perhaps a compare and contrast exercise between how these two authors use this particular dramatic technique could be a worthwhile extension activity for the brighter students (Jane Anderson, Course Syllabus, University of New England, Australia).

And Cornell University’s Steward Davis asks,


Is Shakespearean language a problem today (for viewers, readers, learners, 

users)? Is it alien or alienating? Is it banal, too well known to everyone who has read Shakespeare in school and void of human meaning, and contemporary relevance? Is it obscure, too archaic and difficult for anyone but rote learners and English teachers . . . to understand?  To “set off” Shakespearean language and to emphasize both its problematicity and its resourcefulness, he has invented yet another problematic language to set beside the English of Hamlet . . .. That language is Dogg, and he explains (some of) its principles in his Preface

(Steward Davis, Course Packet, English 386 – Philosophic Fictions, Cornell University).

On a similar tack the PBS documentary “In Search of Shakespeare” makes the equivalent analysis of the difficulty of Shakespeare’s language,


One of the most difficult challenges of studying Shakespeare is breaking the language barrier. There are several factors that often confuse the reader about the language of Shakespeare: the use of obsolete words, the order of sentence wording, and puns that depended on the meaning, usage, and pronunciation of words. For the first time reader of Shakespeare, the text may seem confusing and hard to translate, but it is important to understand that Shakespeare did indeed write in English, just a slightly different version of what we consider to be modern English (In Search of Shakespeare PBS, “Shakespeare's Language – The ‘Punny’ Language of Shakespeare).
Randal Robinson of Michigan State also delves into the problem that modern students face with most of the encounters they have with Shakespeare’s language.  In his seminal work on Shakespeare’s language and student understanding he says the problem is with “unusual words”:

Unusual Words -- Most of us run into problems when we come across archaic words that are no longer used in Modern English. Or worse, when we run across words that are still used today but have much different meanings than when Shakespeare used (or invented!) the words. This is particularly troublesome, because we think we know what the word means, but the line still doesn't make sense.  Although it is frustrating when we come across these unknown words, it is not surprising (Randal Robinson, Unlocking Shakespeare’s Language, NCTE, 1989) [Emphasis added].

   Ed Friedlander, M.D. a pathologist with the Kansas City University of Medicine and Biosciences in his popular and highly regarded Pathguy Internet website called “Enjoying Hamlet” affirms and encourages, that:

Once you get past the minor difficulties posed by the language, you'll probably enjoy "Hamlet" -- and not just for its action (Ed Friedlander, M.D. Enjoying "Hamlet" by William Shakespeare http://www.pathguy.com/hamlet.htm) [Emphasis added].

Another popular on-line Drama Module indicates that: 

Shakespeare’s vocabulary can be a stumbling block, especially for readers of his plays. In the theater, the speaking actor frequently relies on tone, semantic drive, narrative context and body language to communicate the sense of utterly unfamiliar terms, references and phrases, but on the page such words can be impenetrable for the modern speaker of English (http://www.colorado.edu/English/Ball/docs/module1.pdf) [Emphasis added].

When he refers to human communication depicted in Stoppard’s plays, the major modern drama critic, Martin Esslin, discloses that: 

The human condition being what it is, with man small, helpless, insecure, and unable ever to fathom the world in all its hopelessness, death, and absurdity, the theatre has to confront him with the bitter truth that most human endeavor is irrational and senseless, that communication between human beings is well-nigh impossible, and that the world will forever remain an impenetrable mystery. At the same time, the recognition of all these bitter truths will have a liberating effect: if we realize the basic absurdity of most of our objectives we are freed from being obsessed with them and this release expresses itself in laughter (Martin Esslin. The Theatre of the Absurd. London: Penguin Books, 1986, 345) [Emphasis added].

THE EPISODES:

    In Dogg's Hamlet the Shakespearean lines of a ruthlessly abbreviated Hamlet that English schoolboys are about to perform is juxtaposed against the Dogg language they use while they are preparing the stage for the performance. Here, Stoppard is aesthetically distancing the audience by the schoolboys' use of common English words to mean something different than they normally do. The result is an altogether incomprehensible language, since signifiers no longer point at their accepted signifieds. However, the audience slowly begins to learn this language as it is constantly repeated and accompanied by gestures. When the school performance starts, the audience is directed back to the language that is their own. But is their language really more comprehensible? These verses from Hamlet have been quoted so often that their significance seems to have been lost. 

    Is Shakespearean language a problem today (for viewers, readers, learners, users)? Is it alien or alienating? Is it banal, too well known to everyone who has read Shakespeare in school and void of human meaning and contemporary relevance? Is it obscure, too archaic and difficult for anyone but rote learners and English teachers, and even politicians to understand? Tom Stoppard has the solution. To "set off" Shakespearean language and to emphasize both its problematicity and its resourcefulness, he has invented yet another problematic language to set beside the English of Hamlet.

    That language is Dogg, and he explains (some of) its principles in his Preface. Tom Stoppard plays intellectual games with Wittgenstein’s theories of language.  Hanna Scolnicov of Tel Aviv University deals with the essence of Stoppard’s putting into practice these game-like theories of Wittgenstein.  She describes the play Dogg’s Hamlet by saying,
Stoppard was intrigued by the idea of ‘writing a play which had to teach the audience the language the play was written in.’ In the play, he demands of his audience to learn a new language, a language made up largely of English words that have totally changed their grammatical and pragmatic functions. We are introduced into Dogg language playfully, without any kind of formal initiation or learning process. The reader, as well as the potential actor, are provided with an English translation in parentheses, at least at first. Not so the spectator, whose exposure to Dogg language comes as a total surprise and who must pick it up, unaided, from the dramatic situation and tone of voice (Hanna Scolnicov, “Stoppard's intertextual web." Assaph: Studies in the Theatre 11 (1995), pp. 19-37 as found in (http://www.tau.ac.il/arts/publications/ASSAPHTH11/SCOLNIK.html).

   As most of the critics show, Dogg is not just the erudite theory of Wittgenstein nor is it merely a random word substitution, but rather it is a touch of Stoppard’s early genius. As E-notes puts it,

In this play [Dogg’s Hamlet], however, he [Stoppard] creates an entirely new language, Dogg. Although at first it seems like the language is random, as Stoppard shows through his characters' interactions, he has chosen many of his words very carefully. For example, in some cases, harmless English words translate into insults or inappropriate slang in Dogg. In Dogg's Hamlet, Easy tries to say ‘‘Afternoon, squire'' to Dogg, the supervisor on the job. However, as Stoppard notes in the translation brackets: ‘‘[This means in Dogg, *Get stuffed, you bastard.]’’ (From E-notes, http://www.enotes.com/doggs-hamlet/11273).

   Modern research tells us that all language acquisition goes through stages, 

The language acquisition process is often considered to involve three successive stages:  .  .  . phonetics, semantics, and syntax (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett and Sherzer). Related to syntax (sentence structure) is accidence, a language’s rules for the forms words take when they are combined to make phrases and sentences. Together, phonetics, syntax, and accidence constitute a language’s grammar (Oxford English Dictionary Online) [Emphasis added]. 

   Linguists, who if the truth be known have developed for themselves a language all their own, refer to the category of language that Stoppard comes the closest to in his Dogg language as “Informese.”

The Inform parser understands a simple language, modeled on a small part of English, which we will call "Informese".  The first, fairly easy, job of the translator is to change the vocabulary of Informese (the dictionary, so to speak) so that it matches the new language. (Informese defined)

   But Stoppard’s Dogg, a made-up language for the stage, defies the strict linguistic definition of “Informese,” and presents problems as students, readers and audience try to translate the “Informese” into a natural language. 

Translating natural language to Informese.  This might just do for Dogg, the imaginary language in which Tom Stoppard's play Dogg's Hamlet is written, where the words are more or less English words rearranged. [It begins with someone tapping a microphone and saying “Breakfast, breakfast… sun, dock, trog…”, and “Bicycles!” is an expletive.] (http://www.inform-fiction.org/manual/html/s36.html#p276). 

   Stoppard cleverly teaches the audience his Dogg language by the use of counting and singing.  These are context clues and sometimes, as in all vocabulary lessons learned from context, they are fraught with misunderstandings.  The numbers in Dogg seem to be:


0 or Zero or (nil) = quite,  1 or (one) = sun,  2 or (two)  = dock, 

          
3 or (three) = trog, 4 or (four) = slack, 5 or (five)  = pan,

 
6 or (six) = sock, 7 or (seven) = slight, 8 or (eight) = bright,

9 or (nine) = none, 10 or (ten) = tun, 11 or (eleven) =  what,

12 or (twelve) = dunce. (Tom Stoppard, Dogg’s Hamlet, Cahoot’s Macbeth, 23, 32)

At the time Dogg’s Hamlet was written, the song “My Way, ” was very popular. The English-language version is an adaptation by Paul Anka of the French song Comme d'habitude, written by Claude François and Jacques Revaux.  It became the signature song for Frank Sinatra, even though Sinatra himself did not rate the song highly. The lyrics of "My Way" picture a dying man, facing the "final curtain," looking back in his life and deciding that he is satisfied with the way he lived it (Wikipedia “My Way” [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/My_Way]).  Here I place the English language version of the song in an interlinear comparison with Stoppard’s Dogg language version. I have placed the “My Way” lyrics of the Paul Anka version from LyricsFreak.com. in a regular type font, and the Stoppard’s Dogg language version in a bold italics font type below it.

MY WAY

SATISFIED EGG

And now, the end is here
     En-gage con-grat-ulate
And so I face the final curtain
     More-o-ver state a-bysmal fair-ground
My friend, I'll say it clear
    Be- gat per-am-bu-late
I'll state my case, of which I'm certain
              This aer-o-drome choc-’late e-clair found
I've lived a life that's full
                Mau-reen again (pe-can) dedum--
          I traveled each and ev'ry highway
                (Ma-rau-der fig) de--da Ul-ti-mate-ly cried egg
          And more, much more than this, 

      Di-no-saurs re-ly in-doors
I did it my way
     If sat-is-fied egg (“Satisfied Egg,” page 19 of the text, “My Way” from   

                                  http://www.lyricsfreak.com/f/frank-sinatra/56378.html)

   As in all good language acquisition the audience learns the Dogg language slowly, as Stoppard teaches the audience the essentials of rudimentary linguistic survival in a place where Dogg is spoken. The audience becomes familiar with words for directions, as Cauliflower means “Left” (Dogg’s Hamlet 20). Onyx means “Right”(20), and Tissue means “Straight ahead” (20). They now know that Upside stands for “Have you seen it?” (17) and Useless represents “Good Day,” or “Good Afternoon” (17).  Dogg appears to have gender as Git means “Sir,” while Get means “Madam” (16, 29). The connotations are all juxtaposed so that Pit-faced represents “Please” (16), Cutlery is “Excuse me” (30), Afternoon stands for “Get Stuffed” (16  ), Squire is the name for “Bastard” (21) and  Vanilla is “Rotten”(16). Marmalade denotes “Approval” (25), while Gymshoes stands for “Excellent!!” (28).  

   As we read Shakespeare’s plays, we modern readers also have to deal with unfamiliar words,

Some of them are simply no longer used.  .  .  . we find such words as “parle” (i.e., discussion, meeting), “soft” (an exclamation meaning “hold” or “enough” or “wait a minute”) and “marry” (an oath “by the Virgin Mary,” which had by Shakespeare’s time become a mere interjection, like “indeed”).  .  . . Some words are strange not because of changes in language but because Shakespeare is using them to create a dramatic world  .  .  .  in all of Shakespeare’s writing, the most problematic words are those that we still use but that we use with a different meaning .  .  .  the word rivals is used where we would use “companions.” .  .  . we find the word his where we would use “its” and the word still used (as it most often is in Shakespeare) to mean “always.” Similarly, the word sensible means “confirmed by the senses”; extravagant means “wandering”; and cousin is used (as it is generally in Shakespeare) to mean simply “kinsman.”  When Hamlet says, “I doubt some foul play,” we would say, “I suspect some treacherous action.”  (The Folger Shakespeare Library Web Page, (http:// www.folger) [Emphasis added].

Shakespeare’s language shows to the modern student in almost every instance as many language problems and barriers to understanding as Stoppard’s Dogg,

Unlocking the meaning of Shakespeare's vocabulary can prove to be an interesting challenge. Such words include those which "have dropped from common use like 'bisson' (blind) or those that the playwright seems to have created from Latin roots . . . but that did not catch on, such as conspectuities' (eyesight or vision) or 'unplausive' (doubtful or disapproving). Especially confusing are those words that have shifted meaning over the intervening centuries, such as 'proper' (handsome), 'nice' (squeamish or delicate), 'silly' (innocent), . . .  Because of semantic change, when Shakespeare uses 'conceit,' he does not mean 'vanity,' as we might understand it to be. Strictly following etymology, Shakespeare means a 'conception' or 'notion,' or possibly the 'imagination' itself (S. S. Moorty, “Shakespeare: Words, Words, Words,” Utah Shakespeare Festival” http://www.bard.org/Education/Shakespeare/words.html).

THE STASIMON:

   Language and meaning often plague the student of Shakespeare.  In a similar manner Stoppard’s Dogg language provides the same difficulties because as Robert Wilcher emphasizes in “Tom Stoppard and the Art of Communication,” that:

Each piece of language is only ‘a way of putting it.’ Other ways can be tried, but every attempt to complete the circuit of communication between writer and reader will be thwarted by the nature of language. The writer must wrestle to encode meaning in an appropriate pattern of words; the reader must wrestle to decode the meaning from the words. (Robert Wilcher. “Tom Stoppard and the Art of Communication,”

(http://www.english.fsu.edu/jobs/num08/Num8Wilcher.htm).

As with Stoppard’s Dogg the same can be said when students study and read Shakespeare’s language,

Much of the struggle in reading Shakespeare is simply trying to understand what is being said and what is going on. Professional actors often have the same struggles until they get "on their feet" and start to play around with the physicality of the language. (Idaho Shakespeare Festival web site
http://www.idahoshakespeare.org/shakespearience/).

As with the theories of Wittgenstein embodied in Stoppard’s Dogg language, vocabulary also plays an important part:

The language used in the works of the Bard is rich and colourful, but many of his odd words are no longer in current use or in the modern dictionary and the origins and meanings of the Elizabethan vocabulary are totally unfamiliar. William Shakespeare's works sometimes appears to have a language of its own. (William Shakespeare Elizabethan Dictionary http://www.william-shakespeare.info/william-shakespeare-dictionary.htm).

THE EXODOS:

With this article I hope to open doors for individual experimentation in individual literature classrooms with Wittgenstein's theories of "language as game" via Tom Stoppard's DOGG'S HAMLET. May I propose a few possibilities for the classroom? A student could write an essay and show how Dogg works, in contrast to or in the place of other languages, to dramatize the uses of Shakespeare and of theatrical language (for "Shakespeare" seems to stand for "theatre" here) in the cultures of the two plays — to answer the question "What good is Shakespeare (or any theatre)?" Certain questions would seem to lead toward such a showing: Does Dogg "work" in the play? Does it "stand for" particular languages or dialects within the play? Does it represent the "same" language across both plays, or does its function change between them? Does its nature change even within each play? Who uses it? Who fails to understand it? Who learns it, and with what results? Again, finally, what does the existence of a new stage language in the existing clash of languages in these plays really mean for those more familiar languages? 
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[After receiving the previous article, I used the opening scene of Dogg’s Hamlet as a teaser to excite interest among prospective AP Eng Lit students, with great success. This semester my AP kids love this one-act play by Stoppard, and it makes English FUN – preparing them for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead. He is their new favorite, and DOGG helps set up an expectation that his later plays fulfill. Bob Rempe’s article specifies some of the philosophical and critical issues (and language and humanities questions) that the play can be seen to ask/address.  Rempe gathers information from a variety of sources useful to an AP teacher who may consider using Stoppard’s play in her/his class, or to any teacher of Shakespeare seeking relevant connections.  Ed.]

