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Chapter One: "The Two Traditions: Elizabethan and Modern Acting"
"The best guide to an actor who wants to play Shakespeare comes, I think, from Shakespeare himself
who was an actor." 6
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER ONE: "In the first session, I suggested that the main problem of playing
Shakespeare is how to marry the Elizabethan text and acting tradition with our modern acting tradition.
There were two other important points. First, that the heightened language in a text has to be found
by the actor and not just taken for granted. And secondly, that a right balance has to be found
between the naturalistic and heightened elements in that text." (25)
Chapter Two: "Using the Verse: Heightened and Naturalistic Verse"
"[Shakespeare's verse is] full of little hints from Shakespeare about how to act a given scene. It's stagedirection in shorthand." 25
" . . . blank verse as such is neutral. Shakespeare gets his dramatic effects by the way he rings the
changes on it. A basic norm is set up . . . and "added" stress is provided when that norm is broken."
28
RECOGNIZING STRONG STRESSES IN A LINE: First, ask "yourself how you would naturally
stress the line in everyday speech because the meaning of what you are saying and try saying it without
thinking about scansion. . . . Secondly, if you are in doubt there is a pretty infallible test: look for the
long vowels. Look for the diphthongs. If you say such a sound slowly you can hear that it is two
sounds rather than one: 'fair', ''hard', 'rage'. All long vowel sounds usually count as strong stresses."
(29)
FEMININE ENDINGS: "This extra syllable is always a light stress and not a strong one, and is simply
a piece of licence given to anyone writing in blank verse." 30
SHORT VERSE LINE: "When there is a short line, we can be pretty sure that he [Shakespeare] is
indicating a pause of some sort." 30
SHARED VERSE LINE: "He [Shakespeare] does it [use shared lines] over and over, and almost
always we'll find that it means one thing. The second speaker is meant to pick up the cue at once, as
surely as if Shakespeare had written in the stage-direction, 'don't pause here'. 32
DELIVERY
"Jane Lapotaire: "Earlier, you said, 'Pick up the cue at once'. What I think you meant is 'Think faster'.
I know a lot of people, myself included, when we first come to Shakespeare tend to put in a lot of
pauses while we think the thought and before we
speak it."

Absolutely, What you've said is perhaps the most important point that's come up so far in this session.
It's no good if the richness and complexity of the verse leads one to think slowly and laboriously. Our
naturalistic bias makes us use a large number o
f pauses, both at the end of the line and within it. (32)
END-STOPPED LINES: "The norm here is for Shakespeare to put a grammatical pause or the end of
a clause, or of a sentence, at the end of a verse-line." 33
HALF-LINES
Ian McKellen: "I think when the rhythm of the blank verse as it were enters an actor's soul, and when
that rhythm is interrupted because there are not words to complete the line, it indicates that the mind is
going on ticking. Even if the words are not coming out to explain what the thoughts are. Then of
course you have to come in with the next line with a bit more of a push because of that." 34
To pause or not to pause at a CAESURA is determined by the character's intentions. Patrick Stewart:
"If the general tenor of the speech suggests rapid, teeming thought then the actor should run it on,
after all we often do when we speak. 36
ELISION: "Very often a line seems to mis-scan because it has more than ten syllables. But where two
vowels come together in a sentence or in a word, they are elided together so that the line still scans as
ten syllables." 38
Shakespeare "was a swift and intuitive writer and obviously didn't worry about occasional lapses of
metre." 39
"I personally believe we should use the old pronunciation, partly because the rhythm of the line sounds
better, but partly too because in context the old pronunciation is often actually easier to say." 39
Chapter Three: "Language and Character: Making the Words One's Own"
"The words must be “found” or “coined” or “fresh-minted” at the moment you utter them. They are
not to be thought of as something which pre-exists in a printed text. In the theatre they must seem to
find life for the first time at the moment the actor speaks them." 50
"It's a great trap with Shakespeare's text if you get on to one note, one tone and one tempo. This is
true of all dramatic texts but it is especially so with Shakespeare. You have always to look within the
verse for variety." 51
"If I were to offer one single bit of advice to an actor new to Shakespeare's text, I suspect that the
most useful thing I could say would be, 'Look for the
“antitheses” and play them.'" 55
Shakespeare "“thought” antithetically. It was the way his sentences over and over found their shape
and their meaning." 55
" . . . the nature of the language tells us about the nature of the character, or maybe we should say the
language “is” the character." 59

"Again and again Shakespeare writes seeming inconsistencies which are entirely deliberate." 64
"What key points should we remember from this exploration? One is of course to go further with the
language than we think we can. But it seems to me that the most important point is that the characters
“need the language” to express their situation and their characters. . . . But of course we have to keep
this balance between the Elizabethan tradition and our tradition. . . . All we can say is that if the
situation is right the character is right, and if we find and fresh-mint the language, we won't be far off.
So, as ever, the moral and the rule is, “make the words your own.”" 67
Chapter Four: "Using the Prose: Why does Shakespeare use Prose?
"His prose has very strong rhythms and if an actor does not get in touch with them there will be a loss
of definition and energy and clarity. . . . The difficulty is that there are few rules and no norm like the
reassuring rhythm of blank verse . . . Prose has no set rhythm, and is much trickier to analyse. And yet
the principle is still the same. The most fruitful approach is, I believe, the same one as we used
towards Shakespeare's verse: look for the strong stresses and sense the rhythm from that." 68
Chapter Five: "Set Speeches and Soliloquies: Taking the Audience with You"
"Most set speeches break into three. They pick up something in the immediate situation and respond
to it, they then explore the situation which makes up the bulk of the speech, and they then resolve
what's been explored and either come to some conclusion o
r perhaps decided that there is no conclusion." 88
"There are very few absolute rules with Shakespeare, but I personally believe that it's right ninety-nine
times out of a hundred to share a soliloquy with the audience. I'm convinced it's a grave distortion of
Shakespeare's intention to do it to oneself. If the actor shares the speech it will work. If he doesn't it'll
be dissipated, and the audience won't listen properly. . . . The speech must arise out of a situation, it
must have a story and it must be spontaneous. And it must be real. And once again the actor must
make the language his own." 94
Chapter Six: "Using the Sonnets: Going Over Some Old Ground"
Shakespeare's sonnets tell us "how his mind works and how he expresses himself. He likes verbal
complexity but is often simple and direct. His thoughts naturally shape themselves antithetically, as his
characters' thoughts so often do in his plays. He loves ambiguity and paradox. He delights in the
sheer act of expressing himself and in handling seemingly impossible situations. And though he's
writing sonnets, over and over his instinct as a dramatist is at work. The convention he writes in may
be literary but the contents are dramatic and often cry out to be spoken." 105
Chapter Seven: "Irony and Ambiguity: Text that isn't what it seems"
"There's something more difficult [than the handling of soliloquies] and that is how to handle irony."
120

[Irony] "involves saying one thing while meaning something else. Something that is opposite to the
surface meaning. It's commonly humorous but it may at the same time be deadly serious. The speaker
enjoys it, sometimes wryly at his own expense." 120
"one way of making the irony clear to the audience is by putting the ironic words in inverted commas.
Or, if you prefer it, by giving them capital letters." 121
Chapter Eight: "Passion and Coolness: A Question of Balance"
How does an actor marry the emotional and intellectual demands of the text when playing passion,
pain, emotion, and extremes? "once again we'll find that we're talking about balance." 134
". . . Shakespeare very often requires an actor to show emotions and at the same time to stand outside
those emotions. He asks for passion and a degree of detachment, if not coolness, at the same time."
137
"But these are dangerous words. I sound as if I'm suggesting that an actor, given half a chance, will
always tend to indulge his emotions at the expense of his text. That does sometimes happen, but on
the whole the reason the balance goes wrong is something quite different. It's very often simply to do
with the size of the theatre. In a rehearsal room actors can work quickly and lightly, and it's much
easier for them to maintain the balance. But when they have to fill a big auditorium they naturally fell
they have to project and make both their voices and emotions bigger. And of course they are quite
right.
But very often they lose something thereby. Through no fault of the actor a speech which he has
taken lightly but movingly in the rehearsal room can become forced. In our present context, a small
intimate studio, we don't have the pressure of a big space to fill." 145
"I realise that I seem to be coming down rather strongly on the side of cool Shakespeare. If so, it's not
because I'm fighting shy of emotions, but because I believe that I'm talking about the way to make the
scene or a character or a speech “more” moving. What I'm really saying is that Shakespeare's language
should be made to work on an audience as powerfully as an actor's emotions can. A heightened, poetic
text has the power to do that, but the playing of emotions can sometimes strangulate that power." 146
Chapter Nine: "Rehearsing the Text: Orsino and Viola"
"With Shakespeare there are always limitless number of possibilities and different ones come up at each
rehearsal. . . . the clues in the text are much richer and more numerous than at first appears. And
though the possibilities are infinite, we can only shift the fruitful from the perverse by getting our teeth
into the text and the verse itself. If the textual points are ignored, then it's pretty certain that
Shakespeare's intentions will be ignored also or at least twisted." 167-168
Chapter Ten: "Exploring a Character: Playing Shylock"
"“The Merchant of Venice” is perhaps the play that today is most argued about. Many people feel it's
deeply anti-Semitic and ought not be performed. Others react the other way and say that, if you read
the text aright, Shylock the Jew is intended to be a sympathetic and even a heroic character." 169

"We believe that he shows Shylock as a bad Jew and a bad human being, but that this in itself does not
make the play anti-Semitic. If we thought it was so we would not have done it. Anti-Semitism is
certainly expressed in the play by some of the characters, but of course that doesn't mean that
Shakespeare himself approves of what they're saying." 169
"The whole problem really springs from Shakespeare himself because he very rarely expresses his own
views explicitly in a play. He shows us a bad Jew and some bad Christians and yet he doesn't directly
articulate his view of these characters. He lets them betray themselves by their words and actions. That
is Shakespeare's way." 170
". . . if we are to read Shakespeare truly, we must look for the deliberate ambiguities and the
contradictions that he delights in. These inconsistencies “are” the character: flawed, contradictory,
human." 170
Patrick Stewart: "Shylock is essentially an alien, an outsider. I think if you see him as a Jew, first and
foremost, then he's in danger of becoming only a symbol. Shylock is an outsider who happens to be a
Jew.
David Suchet: I would challenge that. I would say that as Shylock I'm an outsider who
“happens” to be a Jew but “because” I'm a Jew. The Jewish element in the play is unavoidable and
very important." 171
Chapter Eleven: "Contemporary Shakespeare: A discussion"
John Barton: "I think we ought to talk a bit about design now, because, whatever the size of the theatre
we're in, the costumes and sets are one of the things that give a production its contemporary flavour. . .
. We go for a mixture of modern elements, and Renaissance, Elizabethan, or Jacobean elements. The
word we use to describe it is 'timeless.'" 185
"An even more important ingredient of design is the way we care to create the right scale for a
production. We ask, for instance, whether a particular play requires an epic stage or what we call a
chamber stage." 187
"Unlike many political playwrights he [Shakespeare] usually articulates impartially the arguments on
either side of a question." 190-191
Chapter Twelve: "Poetry and Hidden Poetry: Three Kinds of Failure"
"Shakespeare loves to use monosyllabic lines for particularly charged or heightened moments. They
need air, they need to go more slowly than other lines, and they tend to do so naturally." 197

