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Praise for Clues to Acting Shakespeare

“A workhorse of a book! Beautifully conceived and executed. Clues to Acting Shakespeare is a no-brainer purchase for acting collections in all libraries.”

—Library Journal

“The accessibility of Van Tassel’s text is testimony to the absolute clarity of the book’s structure and language, and the fact that he spent many years doing Shakespeare before writing about it.”

—Tacoma, Washington, The News Tribune

“Van Tassel lists and examines ten basic skills required for playing Shakespeare, and clearly defines terms for the actor.”

—American Theatre

“When concerned with performing Shakespeare for the 21st Century stage, see Wesley Van Tassel’s superbly professional Clues to Acting Shakespeare.”

—The Baltimore Sun

“The scope and quality of this book boggle the mind! It will be an excellent addition to the field.”

—Sandy Robbins, Head, Professional Theatre Training Program, University of Delaware

“Clues to Acting Shakespeare, published by Allworth Press, is outstanding. It will provide you with all the answers and examples you’ll need in a training program for some time to come.”

—Bruce Miller, Head, Actor Training Program, University of Miami

“Van Tassel pinpoints the difficulties actors and directors have with Shakespeare and is clear and precise in specifying how these difficulties may be overcome. This is a splendid and enlightening book.”

—Tim Harris, Drama Faculty of International Studies, Ueno Gakuen University, Japan

“Shakespeare has to be fun and accessible in order for kids to engage in the text, and Clues to Acting Shakespeare has exercises for breathing, scansion, and phrasing that are indispensable in making this happen.”

—Laurie Kash, Secondary English and Drama, Oregon

“Clues to Acting Shakespeare will be an invaluable tool for my advanced drama classes.”

—Clint Pozzi, Secondary English and Drama, Seattle
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In America, the struggle for media success often reduces the art of acting to the act of marketing.


“Nothing will come of nothing . . . ,”

Lear observes suspiciously.



Playing Shakespeare has nothing to do with marketing and everything to do with the art of acting.
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FOR DUDE

who is so very good at this!
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THIS BOOK HAS SIX PARTS:

1. For Actors in Training: Acting Shakespeare

Part one is designed for college classes or independent workshops and includes a complete study of ten basic skills required to play Shakespeare’s language truthfully. This section is designed for a training period of twenty to thirty weeks meeting four to eight hours per week. Actors may also use this material to self-teach.

2. A Demonstration of Teaching and Learning Skills

Part two is the diary of a workshop in which the author teaches the skills. A group of ten actors participate in the forty-hour, twenty-session workshop. Their questions are included, along with the author’s teaching strategy.

3. For Community Theatre Actors and Directors

Part three is a diary of the author teaching eight of the skills to community theatre actors. Five workshops are offered as pre-rehearsal training for work on a community theatre Shakespearean production.

4. For Secondary Schools and Reading Shakespeare Aloud

In part four, some of the skills from part one are condensed for high school English or drama teachers and their students and are also useful for reading groups.

5. For Professional Actors and Coaches: The One-Day Brush Up

For the actor preparing an audition or a role—or the coach or director brushing up—part five is a quick review of four essential skills.

6. Resources

A collection of exercises, an annotated list of selected successful and not-so-successful film and video performances, a bibliography of some excellent books, a glossary of terms, and the index.

Bait the hook well! This fish will bite.

MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING, II, iii
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Preface to the Third Edition

Ten years after the second edition was published, ideas to make the book more useful led to this third edition. The entire second edition was retained, except for corrections and revising. But I realized that techniques for training community theatre actors had been omitted from the second edition. This third edition corrects that omission.

The skills required to speak Shakespeare’s language don’t change, but the theatres and actors who need these skills are changing and the need for training is increasing. There are now 7,000+ community theatres in America. Trained actors and directors, including AEA professionals, are participating in these productions and in community college productions. Sometimes they want to do Shakespeare.

The actors’ union (Actors’ Equity Association or AEA) frowns on this involvement, but all actors, AEA or not, involved in the 1,700 “professional” theatres across America, with many more around the globe, realize that few theatres offer year-round employment and the chance to make a living at acting. Thousands of actors seek the very few available full-time jobs, and even the lucky ones usually settle for “jobbing in” for a show. At some point, trained actors and directors will take what they call a “real job” but will still wish to participate in their chosen profession.

My wife, Dude (an AEA member for forty years), and I both urge the actors’ union to create a special waiver for its members to participate as volunteers in community theatre productions, with no fee arrangements, particularly in areas that have no equity theatres nearby. Theatre artists need to participate in their craft. Nobody benefits from the current practice of forcing artists to work undercover.

Certain events allowed us to address the community theatre need and to produce this third edition. Prior to 2010 we had both retired, Dude from acting and teaching and I from directing and teaching. In 2014, we made the decision to spend our sunset years near our granddaughters, who live in Casper, Wyoming. We sold our home near Seattle and moved to Wyoming. Here, we found three community theatres, one of which was for children, another for a community college (Casper College), and the last for high school drama programs. The nearest professional theatre was a five-hour drive to Denver.

By attending the local theatre productions, I realized that few of these actors had actor training, and almost none had language training. I also realized that I had never, over the past thirty years, taught any community theatre actors (except high school drama teachers) the skills of reading Shakespeare’s language. I wondered how that experience would differ from teaching acting students or pros.

The idea came to me to assemble a group of community theatre actors (a typical cast of varying types), train them in some of the skills, and determine what changes, if any, would be needed in the training techniques to make this group of actors proficient in handling Shakespeare’s language. I would then use what I discovered to make some suggestions to community theatre directors regarding techniques for applying the skills to their casts. These results comprise the entirely new part three of this third edition.

By combining this new material with parts one and two, community theatre actors and directors will find most of the answers they need to prepare the language for rehearsal of a Shakespearean production. I obtained the new material by teaching and recording five consecutive weekly workshops to a community theatre cast of actors—called our “merry band”—and by evaluating how they worked and handled the material. Our reactions are included at the end of part three. A lot of people are involved in community theatres in America, but I doubt a more friendly or intelligent group exists than the “cast” we had for these workshops.
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Preface to the Second Edition

Since the first edition of Clues to Acting Shakespeare was published, I’ve been asked hundreds of questions about techniques for teaching specific skills. Questions like, “How do you get the actors to apply all of these skills at once?” and “Is this the best order in which to teach the skills?” The simple and most useful way to answer the questions is with this second edition.

Part two is a completely new section for the second edition. In the fall of 2005 I taught a forty-hour, twenty-session workshop to ten actors and recorded it. The actors, all in their twenties, had four to ten years of experience with realism or musical theatre, but almost no background in acting heightened text. Our agonies and triumphs are all recorded here, as are all of their questions and my answers.

Every one of these skills is designed to prepare the actor for rehearsal. The techniques used here illustrate one way to teach the skills, but certainly not the only way. This works for me, and some of it may work for you. Use what you can; ignore the rest!
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Introduction

It shall do you no harm to learn.

ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL, II, ii



THE INTENTION of this book is to help the working actor discover and use specific skills for acting Shakespeare. There are many books about acting Shakespeare, but most deal with historical, philosophical, or personal approaches to the characters. They offer interpretations of these characters that are often drawn from actual performances (e.g., Antony Sher’s Year of the King). But for the working actor struggling with blank verse, only a few of these books are of “immediate” or practical value. Several voice studies that illustrate the union of Shakespearean text and developed vocal skills are the most useful.

When preparing to act a role, the actor must learn to handle the language of the specific play so that the character will be truthful in both intention and presentation. Heightened language, as in Shakespeare’s plays, can be difficult, and failure to handle it effectively will quickly destroy an otherwise well-intended characterization. Therefore, the actor must train the voice and then learn specific skills to handle this language. Once these skills have become practice, books that talk about acting Shakespeare are very helpful for character research and analysis.

That few books are available to help the working actor gain the skills necessary to handle verse is not surprising. A coach or director cannot write about this process until he or she has worked with hundreds of actors and discovered successful techniques.

I have had the privilege to coach the skills presented in this book to several hundred professional and student actors. These actors, mostly American, taught me that what they needed most were skills to handle the language, especially the verse, as those skills would allow them to play characters truthfully. Most of these actors expressed confidence about character intention and development (the skills that are the core of realistic actor training), but were uncomfortable with the idea of playing their characters while speaking verse. Most of these actors were amazed (and then delighted) to learn that with Shakespeare, the character is discovered through the verse.

Therefore, when coaching Shakespeare, one must always begin with the practical skills required to speak the text. The scope of this book is limited to that study. Techniques to develop the character that emerges from correctly speaking the text are the subject of other books, many of which are listed in the bibliography. Character study must always follow language study. With Shakespeare, the reverse spells disaster, as I will clarify in these pages.

This book is primarily for actors who intend to play Shakespeare but whose training is based on realism. Because that specific training rarely considers blank verse, you, the actor, are probably missing a few skills. These skills must be identified and learned so that your work with Shakespeare can be successful.

When using this book, professional actors should turn immediately to part five, “For Professional Actors and Coaches: The One-Day Brushup” (page 279) for a quick review of skills you probably already know. Actors in training or professionals who want more detailed study should begin with part one (page 1). Secondary teachers and reader groups should begin with part four (page 237), and refer back to part one as necessary. Community theatre actors and directors should begin with part three (page 175), then refer back to parts one and two.

Some of the realistic acting skills that you apply to Chekhov, Williams, Miller, Wasserstein, Mamet, or the dialogue in most films are important and applicable to acting Shakespeare. For example, once you’ve trained your voice, playing your action to achieve your objective is still the most important acting skill. But some of the others, like reading the subtext or emotional memory recall, are less important than the language when playing Shakespeare.

Special skills required to play Shakespeare must be added to or replace what you’ve already acquired. The differences are not in motives, actions, personalities, relationships, or conflicts (the ingredients of character and plot), but in the requirements of the language.

Two excellent studies on acting heightened text and acting realism are, respectively, Cicely Berry’s The Actor and the Text and Constantin Stanislavski’s An Actor Prepares. The subjects are often similar and share many common truths, yet certain skills are very different and will be identified in this book. While nothing needs to be changed in either Berry or Stanislavski and every actor should master what each teaches, these exceptional works share a common problem: Their great depth of information can confuse and discourage the reader. The confusion is especially evident among American actors who attempt to master unfamiliar techniques for acting Shakespeare through Berry’s book, unless they are fortunate enough to have an excellent coach who is familiar with the skills. Without a personal coach, or with a coach who is learning along with the actor, how does the actor trained in realism prepare to learn these many new approaches to acting?

Clues to Acting Shakespeare clarifies the specific preparation and identifies the skills required to act heightened text—to move from Chekhov to Shakespeare—to adjust from one language structure to the other. Procedures for learning these skills are included. Many of the skills also apply to acting Shakespeare’s contemporaries, other verse drama like Molière or the Greeks, and to modern realistic text.

Advanced study should follow, beginning with The Actor and the Text and Barton’s Playing Shakespeare book and video series. Correct vocal usage should be learned and practiced, using the techniques of Berry, Kristin Linklater, or Patsy Rodenburg. When you are ready for a much more detailed study of verse structure, refer to Delbert Spain’s Shakespeare Sounded Soundly.

Clues to Acting Shakespeare will not deal with playing realism—for example, Stanislavski’s methods, Meisner, Hagen, and so on—because it assumes the reader has experience in that field and is now taking the step to act heightened text.

I have spent nearly thirty years coaching “acting Shakespeare” at universities or private workshops and even longer directing his plays. This book has evolved into a summary of what actors have taught me over the course of these decades. I hope these “clues” simplify the process for you and help make the material accessible. Don’t let Shakespeare’s text frighten you. This greatest of writers wrote for actors, and discovering what you can do with this language is challenging, stimulating, all-consuming, rewarding, and great fun!

He was skillful enough to have lived still.

ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL, I, i




PART ONE

For Actors in Training: Acting Shakespeare

Now name the rest of the players.

A MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM, I, ii
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CHAPTER 1

Common Understandings

Their understanding

Begins to swell, and the approaching tide

Will shortly fill the reasonable shore.

THE TEMPEST, V, i



BEFORE WE BEGIN work on the specific skills required to act Shakespeare, let’s review and clarify some terms and approaches to acting. Answering these questions now will give us a common foundation for the exercises that follow.

EMPHASIS IN ACTOR TRAINING

The Realistic Actor

The term “realism” refers to realistic scripts that are written in prose, where dialogue reads like everyday speech. Included are most stage plays written after 1900 and nearly all film and television plays. “Realistic actor” refers to that individual who has studied the craft primarily to act realistic text by application of Stanislavski methods. “Realistic actor” may suggest an artist who has taken supervised voice study, but that assumption may or may not be true. At any rate, it would be unrealistic to assume that any actor proficient in realism would automatically be a skilled presenter of Shakespeare.

The Classical Actor

The phrase “playing Shakespeare” refers to the performance of plays written in heightened language. Heightened text follows specific rhythmic patterns and is usually filled with imagery. Included are most plays written prior to 1900. There are exceptions, like Chekhov, Strindberg, and Ibsen, who wrote realism. Generally, learning to handle Shakespeare’s heightened language also gives the actor a solid foundation for playing Molière, Restoration comedy, Goethe, Rostand, and many others. As most of these plays are referred to as “classical,” actors trained to perform them are often called “classical actors.”

The Film Actor

Nowadays, we also have the “film actor.” This additional category is necessary because many performers on film are certainly “actors,” but they may or may not possess the training and skills that stage actors acquire. Actors, including persons identified as “stars,” who work primarily on film or video may or may not have a trained voice, and may or may not be capable of a range of characterization.

These categories actually identify an actor’s training and preparation to work in the profession. The profession itself has many forms—stage, classical stage, musical stage, dance, video, film, radio, spoken books, recordings, voice-over, sales shows, demonstrations, modeling, and so forth. Well-trained actors can work in most of the forms, whereas less talented or less trained persons might specialize.

In this book, our concentration is on performance of Shakespeare’s plays for stage, video, or film. However, many of the skills required to perform this task successfully can be applied to acting realism and other performance opportunities—indeed, they should be applied whenever possible.

ARE THESE SKILLS DIFFICULT TO LEARN?

O, answer me! Let me not burst in ignorance.

HAMLET, I, iv



No, but they must be learned. When an actor trained in realism tackles a Shakespearean role without applying these special skills, the usual results are an affected voice and strained and unbelievable acting. Shakespeare’s language controls the actor, rather than the actor controlling the language. The ability to play realism on film or stage does not translate to the ability to play Shakespeare.

But, since fine Shakespeare acting coaches are available, actors with some degree of talent can be successful at playing verse. When we observe unsuccessful performances, we are left to wonder: (1) Where were the coaches? or (2) Is that actor really without talent?

The skills required for success with Shakespeare, once explained, are not hard to recognize. For example, young actors in training are often shown film or video performances of Shakespeare’s plays. These student actors can quickly articulate the reasons for good or poor performances.

Part six lists some selected film and video performances that contain interesting acting challenges and are well worth studying.

KNOW THYSELF

Now will I begin your moral, and do you follow.

LOVE’S LABOUR’S LOST, III, i



As a realistic actor approaching Shakespeare, you face specific challenges; therefore, you must know your starting point. If you are a strong realistic actor, you probably work somewhat in the following way: You develop a character through playing your action and discovery of subtext and objectives. You realize that your action has to be measured in the person from whom you want something. In the rehearsal process, you find ways to “use” the text to illustrate and play your actions. Speaking the subtext, especially in many modern plays, is, you realize, often as important as speaking the actual words. You have success with these techniques, your character dominates the language, and you control the situation. This approach gives you strength and believability.

If you are a limited realistic actor—perhaps with little or no training or an ineffective voice, without the natural skills required to be honest—you can’t work within this framework, because you can’t speak the subtext or play the action truthfully. You may have a “tin ear.” That problem is usually compounded by an untrained voice and a tendency to apply sarcasm to each line reading.

The application of sarcasm, sneering or adding a cutting tone to the line, is rampant amongst poorly trained American actors, and I’m sure you have heard it in the performances of others. For truth, personality is substituted, and for honest feelings, attitude. The actor colors the text with sarcasm, thinking the text needs coloring, and not knowing what else to do or how else to do it. Many actors with limited skills can be seen daily in videos and television programs. Trained actors and directors recognize this limitation. Untrained actors and directors (and producers and casting agents) think such actors are just fine—as long as they are marketable.

Whether you are a strong or a limited realistic actor, you can easily identify the skills required to perform Shakespeare. You must then determine for yourself if you can go beyond identification to the process of learning and applying these skills.

IDENTIFYING COMMON MISTAKES

Awake your senses, that you may the better judge.

JULIUS CAESAR, III, ii



The First Mistake: When a realistic actor approaches Shakespeare by asking, How shall I play this character? the first mistake has been made. Instead, the actor must ask this question: What is this language doing and what is the action implied?

The Second Mistake: Assuming that a character can manipulate the language is the second mistake. In realism, you play the subtext and sometimes can establish your own rhythm. In Shakespeare, the meter and rhythm are set for you, and you must play accordingly.

The Third Mistake: Plunging right into character development is the third mistake. When studying a Shakespearean role, development of character is the third thing you do, not the first. The first is text analysis, and the second is speaking the language aloud; only then can you make choices about what the character is doing and saying.

The early development of character choices is a serious mistake made by nearly all actors (student or professional) who attempt to play a character that is written in heightened language. The reason for the mistake is understandable: Realistic actor training is based on methods to discover truthful character, so it is difficult to refrain from immediate character choices.

THE BIG “CHARACTER” MISTAKE

When reading a script, actors imagine characters and quickly search for actions to bring those characters to life. Text study can seem to delay the opportunity to play the character. Many actors don’t realize that with heightened language, character discovery comes through the text. These actors believe that text study is an intellectual activity that has little to do with playing the role. When acting Shakespeare, that naiveté will spell disaster.

If you know some basics about music and decide you want to play the piano, how successful will you be if you don’t learn the skills? If you want to play baseball, but prefer to ignore hitting and fielding practice, how good will you become? Without applying yourself to master the skills, how successful can you be at anything?

But once you become really good at something, skills move to the background and your mastery of the activity takes over. We refer to such a performance as “effortless.” We, the viewer or listener, see no technique—only skillful results. How much effort does it take to make something “effortless?”

Unless you make the effort to discover what the language is saying and doing, and then have the skills to read that language correctly, your Shakespearean characterization will be unsuccessful. Regardless of the amount of time you put into development of the character, if you haven’t first discovered what’s in the words, your character cannot be completely engaging; the audience will not clearly understand you and won’t quite believe what you are saying.

WHAT GOES WRONG?

Pause awhile

And let my counsel sway you in this case.

MUCH ADO ABOUT NOTHING, IV, i



Everything. But primarily this: When you develop character first, you then tend to “adjust” the language to fit what the character wants to do, and you say the lines “the way the character would say them.”

This approach spells disaster, because you are deciding how to say the lines before you know what you are saying. This Stanislavski acting principle is especially true when acting Shakespeare: Know what you are saying and why you are saying it, and the how will take care of itself.

The importance of Stanislavski’s advice is amplified with Shakespeare, because, when compared to realistic text, the what is much harder to determine. When reading a blank verse line, you have a greater chance of being entirely wrong in your interpretation of what is being said, in which case, nobody will have any idea what you are saying.

You may have noticed, when watching Shakespeare, that the British actors, especially on film, sound much better than the Americans. Are they better actors? No. Are they better at Shakespeare? Yes. They are better trained to handle heightened text.

WHY THE BRITISH SEEM BETTER AT THIS

Thus comes the English with full power upon us.

HENRY V, II, iv



We often hear the argument that American actors will be better at Shakespeare if they use a British accent. John Barton argues convincingly in his book Playing Shakespeare and the accompanying videotapes that skill in handling Shakespeare has nothing to do with accent. He also points out that, when comparing American and British accents, the American is probably closer to actual Elizabethan speech. The American sound is rougher, less refined, more authentic.

And yet, when Americans approach Shakespeare for the first time, both professional and student actors seem to add this vocal affectation. This application (or coloring) not only weakens the voice, it destroys all chance at truth and honesty of character. Use your best and strongest natural speaking voice when handling Shakespeare’s language.

TWO APPROACHES TO TRAINING

The primary reason why British actors are better than American actors at playing Shakespeare is simply the method of training.

The British start actor training with voice and movement, plus scene and language study. Many American training programs, acting schools, and studios begin with inner motivation, self-discovery, and characterization. It can be argued that the American system of actor training should be reversed: Teach Shakespeare performance with its required skills first, then teach realistic acting technique.

If this reverse were realized, Americans would have an earlier opportunity to play Shakespeare, and there would be no difference between British and American actors. Then why don’t we do it?

The reverse isn’t practical for the American job market. Work for actors in America is 99.5 percent in realism and 0.5 percent in plays with heightened language. American children are raised on television and film, so they are familiar with realistic text and acting styles long before actor training begins. Except in studio work or school, an American actor might work an entire career and never have a shot at a Shakespearean role.

Dustin Hoffman, one of America’s best actors, reached the age of fifty-one without ever having played Shakespeare. His opportunity came when he played Shylock in Sir Peter Hall’s production of The Merchant of Venice in 1989.

Of necessity, the business side of acting attracts American actors to realistic training, which is where the roles are.

In England, the foundation of most regional theatres is the Shakespeare canon, and the plays are included in every season. His plays are also produced extensively at the various festivals in England and Canada and at the Royal National Theatre in London. School children perform the plays in grade school and see numerous productions. Most actor training programs are independent and not housed in universities, as they are in America. Most British acting coaches see Shakespeare training as mandatory. The classic repertoire of British drama is in heightened language. In England, an actor cannot avoid Shakespeare training; in America, the actor must search for it.

Recent trends in England, however, such as the job market in film and television and declining funding which leads to a declining number of classical stage productions, indicate that British actor training is showing an added emphasis on the American approach.

When rehearsing American actors for two Los Angeles Shakespearean productions in 1999, Sir Peter Hall was asked by the trade newspaper Back Stage West if he rehearsed longer than he would have in England. He replied:


A little more. But to tell the truth, the tradition is not in a healthy state in Britain now either, because there’s not enough Shakespeare being done there, because drama schools don’t teach actors something they’re probably never going to do. So I don’t even do a Shakespeare play in England now without two weeks of teaching before I start. It wasn’t all that different here, just a bit longer. (Scott Proudfit)



The “classic” repertoire of American plays is realistic or musical. When the Stanislavski techniques emerged in the 1920s, they were absorbed within ten years into American theatres and schools. Extensive training in voice, movement, and script analysis are recommended in Stanislavski’s writings. But his early disciples in America largely ignored these techniques and favored concentration on motivation, sense memory recall, subtext, objectives, the magic “if,” self discovery, etc.—in other words, the basic tools these teachers and directors believed were required to act the realistic texts that American playwrights were writing.

BETTER TRAINING

Let your reason serve

To make the truth appear where it seems hid.

MEASURE FOR MEASURE, V, i



The simple reality is this: An actor trained in Shakespeare performance can easily adjust to realistic text for stage or film. On the other hand, most actors trained in realism, especially for film, have no idea how to adapt that training to Shakespeare. In fact, the actor’s training can actually hamper success. Except for the practical side of “making a living,” it would make sense to reverse actor training in America. Is acting a business or an art?

Experimenting with the reversed training procedure, I have coached a half-dozen or so groups in which beginning actors (about age seventeen) were mixed with professionals, many of whom had numerous Broadway and LORT (League of Resident Theatres) credits. In these groups, the professional actors performed “final projects” at a higher level, but they did not learn the specific Shakespeare skills any faster than the beginners. One can conclude that the skills are easy to identify and learn, and that other factors like voice training and experience determine the level of performance.

A few M.F.A. acting programs now concentrate training on classical text. I have no doubt that young actors could be trained even earlier and, if started with voice work and the skills required to play Shakespeare, would graduate better prepared for the entire range of job opportunities.

WHAT ARE THE SPECIAL SKILLS?

Assuming an actor has a trained voice, the skills needed to play Shakespeare truthfully are:

• Learning to phrase and support the language

• Having the freedom to speak while playing your action

The first skill is tied to analysis of text, the second to voice and character.

WHAT ABOUT MEANING?

It is not especially difficult to study Shakespeare’s language and explain its common meaning. As understanding improves, the actor is able to “dig deeper” and find more possibilities. One’s knowledge and skill at the moment of reading a text are always changing, and among writers, Shakespeare especially seems to change.

Each time we come back to take a fresh look at a speech, we’re amazed at the new ideas Shakespeare somehow inserted into the text since our last reading! We also begin to realize that the layers are infinite and that we will always discover something new.

Once the actor has a trained voice, the goal is to discover what’s in the language and speak freely. What’s in the language is discovered by learning and applying some basic skills to the blank verse. If the listener is actively engaged, the actor is using the correct verse skills.

Some directors believe that there are no rules applicable to performing Shakespeare, but that idea is certainly untrue. Specific skills needed to handle the language must be thought of as rules. If the actor ignores these skills, most listeners do not understand what is being said and simply doze off. How long can an actor hold an audience that can’t hear? The same is true if they can’t understand, and all the work put into discovering the language and character will go unrewarded.

Discovering what the language means, and then having the skills to speak that discovery, is what separates actors from English professors. I’ve heard dozens of English teachers and professors read Shakespeare aloud, but the only ones I have heard read effectively are actor-trained. This problem reflects a misunderstanding about drama—plays are written to be spoken aloud. Speaking and acting skills are required for the listener to hear what the language is doing. Lacking these skills and still reading aloud is a sure way to confuse the listener.

As all actors know, an idea (or interpretation) in one’s head doesn’t transfer automatically to the audience’s ears. That step takes special skills with any text, and Shakespeare is no exception. In fact, plays written in heightened text require far more speaking skills than realistic plays.

Director Peter Brook coined a wonderful phrase applicable to unclear actors and confused listeners: “The trouble with Shakespeare is that it goes on without you.”

WHAT IF THESE SKILLS ARE TOO DIFFICULT?

Sir, I am too old to learn.

KING LEAR, II, ii



Who would attempt to sing an aria in public without first learning something about voice and music? To handle the technical challenges in the aria, the singer must have the instrument (the voice) and training (the skills). One could certainly sing the aria and ignore the composer’s notations, but then the listener is cheated out of hearing the music’s real possibilities. The performance is less than satisfactory, because the material has been “adjusted” to the singer’s limitations. Untrained listeners, of course, don’t know the difference.

“Adjusting” the material to fit personal strengths and weaknesses is what some actors do all the time. We usually refer to these performers as “personalities” rather than actors.

Philip Bosco, the fine American character actor, remarked in an interview about preparing to act Shakespeare in In Theatre magazine that “fame doesn’t give you talent.” An actor may have a pleasing personality on film and be paid a lot of money, but may not be equipped with the essential skills, especially a trained voice, to handle Shakespeare or other classics.

If an actor without correct preparation accepts a Shakespearean role, the necessary procedure is to secure a coach and learn the skills. Simultaneously, the actor must develop the voice to handle the language.

Shakespeare’s plays are often cut or “arranged” for specific situations. These changes are the director’s or producer’s production choices, but not usually language changes. Refrain from rewriting Shakespeare’s language to accommodate your personal vocal limitations as, for example, you might transpose a song to better fit the vocal range of a singer.

Instead, develop your skills to act what the language requires. If you are not willing to learn the skills, avoid Shakespeare, spare the audience the boredom, spare yourself the bad acting, and don’t insult the author.

TO SUMMARIZE

O Lord, I could have stay’d here all the night

To hear good counsel: O, what learning is!

ROMEO AND JULIET, III, iii



What we want to do, then, is handle the language so that the audience clearly understands the character’s intentions. We know that the more skillful we become at speaking the language, the more the audience will be involved.

Now let’s begin on the specific skills.

USEFUL IDEAS TO REMEMBER:


[image: image]

CHAPTER 2

The Basic Skill Set for Working with Heightened Language

THERE ARE TEN basic skills required to play Shakespeare. Some are identical to the skills required to act realism.

TEN BASIC SKILLS

  1. Play your action and achieve your objective.

  2. Stay in the moment, listening, not thinking ahead.

  3. Use scansion, phrasing, and the caesura.

  4. Support the thought all the way through the line. The end of the line is often as important, or more important, than the beginning.

  5. Breathe at the correct places.

  6. Let the words be the expression of your thoughts. Do not think, then speak. Speak what you think when you think it.

  7. Understand the speech structure and rhythm.

  8. Play the antithetical words, phrases, and thoughts. Use the caesura to help you. These skills will clarify your phrasing and prevent you from rushing.

  9. Use analysis to understand all words and thought patterns.

10. Love the imagery.

These skills will be studied one by one. All actors know that skills are to be mastered and “forgotten,” then revisited during rehearsal. In performance, the moment and the action must take over. Most actors would rather be “involved in the moment” than engaged in the “chore” of text study. Not surprisingly, then, it is more difficult to learn the skills and apply the discipline needed to practice them than it is to forget the skills and allow the moment to take over.

From the above list, number 1, “play your action,” and number 2, “stay in the moment,” are the same skills used in acting realism. We won’t spend time reviewing them.

[image: image]

REQUIRED TEXT

At this point, you need to choose two sections of Shakespearean text: (1) a monologue in blank verse (not prose) and (2) a sonnet. Ten or twelve lines are enough for the monologue, and these can be cut from a longer monologue. Pick a sonnet you enjoy.

Your selections will probably be regular lines—ten syllables in each—but you may have to adjust to feminine endings or short or shared lines. Rhymed couplets are fine. Scan the lines, mark the feet and stresses, note the elision, circle the caesuras, the breathing places, and the words that break the rhythm.

I just used a series of words and instructions that you may not understand. Before I explain the ultimate exercise, “kick the box,” we’ll take a detour and learn these terms. You’ll soon be on your feet and working aloud.

WHAT IS BLANK VERSE?

My tongue could never learn sweet smoothing word.

RICHARD III, I, ii



Simply stated, blank verse is a ten-syllable line of English words. It can rhyme with another line or be unrhymed. There are regular and irregular versions of the blank verse line. The ten-syllable line is also called iambic pentameter. Iamb is the Greek word for foot, which has a heel and a toe. Iambic also applies to a word with two syllables wherein one syllable is usually stressed and the other unstressed—like heel-toe, or dee-dum.

An iambic pentameter is a line of verse that consists of five metrical feet—in this case iambic feet, so we have ten syllables per line.

Here’s a blank verse line from Hamlet, spoken by Horatio about the Ghost, with the feet separated and the stresses marked: [image: image] for unstressed syllables; [image: image] for stressed.*

[image: image]

Walk around and think of your foot falling “heel toe, heel toe, heel toe, heel toe, heel toe,” and count five feet with ten “syllables.” The “heel” is unstressed and the “toe” is stressed. The stresses in verse are often defined “dee dum dee dum dee dum dee dum dee dum.” Keep walking and substitute “dee dum” for “heel toe.” That’s the rhythm of blank verse.

Blank verse was developed by Shakespeare and his contemporaries in the late sixteenth century and is usually considered the written form closest to actual English speech. You speak blank verse all the time, usually without realizing it. For example, “What do you want to do this afternoon?” and “Let’s go to town and buy an ice cream cone” are two lines of blank verse! Converse for awhile in blank verse, and write out a few original lines of your own.

Use this space to write a few lines of original blank verse:

WHAT IS A REGULAR BLANK VERSE LINE?

A regular line is comprised of ten syllables with alternating stresses: “Dee dum dee dum dee dum dee dum dee dum.” In a regular line, the stressed syllable is always the second syllable of each foot. This definition will lead us to suspect that there may be lines which are not “regular.” That is true and, in fact, is a key to how Shakespeare’s language works. He will change the regular rhythm and catch the listener’s ear. Learning to recognize these changes and handle them convincingly is a key to speaking this language. We’ll work on that soon. The blank verse form is used in modern daily life and in classical dramatic text and poetry. Invent a few more blank verse lines for practice.

I pray you mar no moe of my verses

with reading them ill-favoredly.

AS YOU LIKE IT, III, ii



WHAT ARE FEMININE ENDINGS AND ELISION?

A blank verse line is sometimes spoken with eleven syllables rather than ten. The final syllable is not stressed and remains soft. The most famous line in Shakespeare illustrates the added syllable, the “dee” without the “dum,” as Hamlet contemplates action.

Hamlet: To be, or not to be—that is the question. (III, i)

In this blank verse line, there are eleven syllables. The final syllable, the feminine ending, is a soft and unstressed syllable. The line scans like this:*

[image: image]

To recognize the feminine ending, you must count the syllables in the blank verse line. If you count eleven and notice that the final syllable would not be stressed—like “tion,” “ing,” or “en,”—you have a feminine ending. If you count eleven (or perhaps more) syllables but note that the final syllable must be stressed, you cannot use the feminine ending. In this case, use elision—contracting two words or syllables into one, like “I’ll” from “I will”—to establish ten syllables.

In the following example, in which Hamlet speaks to Horatio with an eleven-syllable line, Shakespeare has already elided a two-syllable word into one, but the reader must elide another word, as “man” is stressed and would not make a feminine ending.

Hamlet: Horatio, thou art e’en as just a man (III, ii)

Note “even” is already elided to “e’en” and pronounced as one syllable. The actor must elide “Horatio” to “Horat’o,” pronounced as three syllables. Now the line can be spoken in ten syllables with correct rhythm.

[image: image]

Elision is used frequently in Shakespeare. Here are more examples. In the first, Shakespeare provides the elision:

Gloucester: As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods; (IV, i)

Note that the fifth foot has three syllables, even with “th’gods” elided. This is acceptable and does not harm the meter.

[image: image]

In the following examples, the actor must determine the elision:

Lady Macbeth: He brings great news. The raven himself is hoarse (I, v)

Elide “raven” to “rav’n,” spoken as one syllable; however three sounds in the third foot also works.

[image: image]

Caesar: Nor heaven nor earth have been at peace to-night. (II, ii)

Elide “heaven” to “heav’n” spoken as one syllable.

[image: image]

Ghost: Cut off even in the blossoms of my sin. (I, v)

Elide “even” to “e’en,” spoken as one syllable.

[image: image]

To elide or not to elide can be a confusing choice. If no help is available, choose the way that sounds best to your ear, while keeping the rhythm.

As clear

As morning roses newly washed with dew.

THE TAMING OF THE SHREW, II, i



WHAT IS A SHORT OR SHARED LINE?

A short line consists of fewer than ten syllables. If the line is finished by the following line, usually spoken by the next speaker, it is a shared line. If not finished by the next line, the missing syllables are probably a direction from the author instructing the actors to take a pause before continuing.

For example, here’s Bassanio in The Merchant of Venice begging Portia’s forgiveness for the “lost” ring. His speech ends with a short line which she finishes with her first line. Then she ends her speech with a short line which he finishes. Generally the actor who finishes a short verse line has a quick cue to keep the rhythm.


Bassanio:   Portia, forgive me this enforced wrong;

And in the hearing of these many friends

I swear to thee, even by thine own fair eyes,

Wherein I see myself,—

Portia:Mark you but that!

In both my eyes he doubly sees himself,

In each eye, one. Swear by your double self,

And there’s an oath of credit.

Bassanio:Nay, but hear me (V, i)



Here is another example. In Juliet’s second of three exits in the balcony scene in Romeo and Juliet, she first speaks a short line which he finishes, then a short line which is unfinished and certainly calls for a pause as he watches her leave. Does the pause call for a kiss?


Juliet:      Tomorrow will I send.

Romeo:So thrive my soul,—

Juliet:      A thousand times good night! (exits)

Romeo:   A thousand times the worse, to want thy light! (II, ii)



In the first two lines, his “So thrive my soul” finishes her “Tomorrow will I send.” His second line, “A thousand times the worse, to want thy light!” is a regular verse line, and therefore it is not intended to complete her unfinished second line.

So there is an unfinished two feet after “A thousand times good night!” A four-syllable pause to be filled—a “dee dum dee dum.” How? A kiss? A cross to the door and turn back? A cross and run back? A cross and thrown kiss? A hand clasp? A hand kiss? Just an exit? Your choice.

Farewell, farewell! One kiss and I’ll descend.

ROMEO AND JULIET, III, v



WHAT IS A RHYMED COUPLET?

Just what it sounds like. Here are examples from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in which all of the verse rhymes and dozens of rhyming couplets can be found.


Helena:      O, that a lady, of one man refused,

Should of another therefore be abused! (II, ii)



Another:


Hermia:     So far be distant; and, good night, sweet friend.

Thy love ne’er alter till thy sweet life end. (II, ii)



Play the rhyme, don’t try to cover it up. There is great pleasure in speaking and hearing it.

You will notice that your sonnet, and all of the other sonnets, ends with a rhyming couplet.

I have spoke the truth.

ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL, V, iii



WHAT ARE SCANSION AND STRESSES?

Marking the soft and stressed syllables in a blank verse line is called scanning the line, or scansion. In a regular blank verse line, the second syllable of each foot is stressed, as shown on page 15. Shakespeare, however, achieves effects by creating irregular lines. In the following example, lines 1, 2, and 4 are usually considered regular, while line 3 is irregular. These are the opening four lines in Romeo and Juliet.


Chorus:     Two households, both alike in dignity,

In fair Verona, where we lay our scene,

From ancient grudge, break to new mutiny,

Where civil blood makes civil hands unclean. (Pro)



Using regular scansion, in the third foot of line 3, the word “break” would not be stressed. For the sense of the line, however, your common sense tells you that the verb “break” is more important than the preposition “to,” so the stresses are inverted and the line scans like this:

[image: image]

The third foot is called a trochaic foot, or trochee, as opposed to an iambic foot. The first syllable is stressed and the second unstressed, and the rhythm is broken. With just a little practice, you will learn to recognize irregular stresses and words that break the rhythm.

HOW DO I SELECT THE BREATHING POINTS?

It’s easy to know when to breathe in Shakespeare; it’s hard to make yourself do it. Breathe at the natural stops—the punctuation points—and not at the end of a verse line simply because, on paper, it looks like the end of a line. In verse, many lines are enjambed, which means the “thought” implicit in the line runs on from one line to the next without a break (or punctuation). In the above four lines from the Romeo and Juliet prologue, each line ends with punctuation, and you can breathe comfortably. But end-of-line breathing is usually not the case. In the following example, select the breathing points.


Mercutio:  O, then I see Queen Mab hath been with you.

She is the fairies’ midwife, and she comes

In shape no bigger than an agate stone

On the forefinger of an alderman,

Drawn with a team of little atomies

Over men’s noses as they lie asleep. (I, iv)



Notice the enjambed lines. You would not take a breath after lines 2, 3, or 5. Circle the correct breathing points—after “O,” “you,” “midwife,” “alderman,” “asleep”—and memorize them at the same time you work on and memorize text. You will discover that breathing correctly actually helps you memorize. While inhaling physically, you mentally “inhale” your next line. While exhaling physically, you “exhale” the line. This technique is studied in more detail in chapter 5.

WHAT IS A CAESURA?

Pronounced si-zhoor´-ə, it is a “sense” pause, usually in the middle of a blank verse line. Some verse lines contain punctuation, others do not. On the ones that do not, a sense pause is almost always present. Mark it like this: //.

A sense pause does not mean a breath pause. Don’t breathe at the caesura unless the breath is planned and necessary.

Look again at the lines of Hermia and Helena in the rhyming couplet section on p.17. In each case, their first line contains punctuation and their second line does not. In each second line, we can insert a caesura.


Helena:   Should of another // therefore be abused!

Hermia:   Thy love ne’er alter // till thy sweet life end.



Note the elision by the author of “ne’er” from “never,” creating a one-syllable word. Shakespeare sometimes elides consonants, although elision of vowels is more common.

By using the caesura, the lines are broken into separate phrases. Separate phrases identify separate thoughts. Identifying thoughts clarifies the lines. We’ll work more on phrasing and caesura in chapter 3.

TEXT STUDY SEEMS ACADEMIC: DOES IT MATTER?

The red plague rid you

For learning me your language!

THE TEMPEST, I, ii



Text study matters, because the structure matters. Compared to music, the structure is the notation. Compared to baseball, the structure is the hand-eye coordination. You’ve got to put it together if you’re going to hit the ball.



*All line quotes are taken from The Complete Pelican Shakespeare, Alfred Harbage, General Editor. New York: Viking Penguin, 1977.

*Some actors prefer: [image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 3

Scansion, Phrasing, and Caesura

IN THE PREVIOUS chapter, we defined each of these terms. Now we’ll look at them in greater detail.

SCANSION

Here is our simple modern-day blank verse line scanned. Each two syllables comprise one foot, and the soft and stressed syllables are marked.

[image: image]

Here’s a better line from Romeo and Juliet.


Romeo:     But soft! What light through yonder window breaks? (II, ii)



Break the line into feet:


But soft! / What light / through yon / der win / dow breaks?



Mark the stresses:

[image: image]

When you read the line, place emphasis on the stressed syllables: “soft,” “light,” “yon,” “win,” “breaks.” With your hand, beat out these stressed words or syllables on the table or chair. Read the line a few times by beating out and over-stressing the five stressed words or syllables, then forget the scansion and read the line naturally.

If you’ve beat out the rhythm with your hand and emphasized the stressed syllables, you will discover that when you “forget” scansion and read the line more naturally, you automatically give a slight emphasis to the stressed words. Your goal is to achieve naturalness and honesty, but to do so by stressing the correct words.

For the Shakespearean line to be truthful, it is necessary to play the correct stresses. Let’s test this idea by reading a line incorrectly. Here’s the opening line from The Merchant of Venice.


Antonio: In sooth I know not why I am so sad. (I, i)

[image: image]



If we follow the scansion, the stresses are “sooth,” “know,” “why,” “am,” and “sad.” Read the line instead by stressing “In,” “I,” “not,” “I,” “so” and see what you get. That’s probably not what you want!

For anything so overdone is from the purpose of playing.

HAMLET, III, ii



[image: image]

Now you need a pencil, not a pen. Put this book down and mark the scansion in your monologue and sonnet. Then read them aloud a few times, hitting the stressed syllables. Overdo it. Pound it out. You can pull back to realism later.

By overdoing, you discover meaning and “problems.” Are there problems? Likely there are, so let’s find them. For example, is there a stress that seems wrong? Or is there a line that won’t scan to ten syllables? Trust your common sense, and remember that Shakespeare obtains much of his effect by inverting stresses, which changes the rhythm of the line. He will also write eleven syllable lines, sometimes with feminine endings, and, on occasion, lines of twelve to fourteen syllables. Here are examples that may be similar to your material.

Remember the Romeo and Juliet line from chapter 3?


Chorus:   From ancient grudge, break to new mutiny,



The line scans like this:

[image: image]

An action verb like “break” actually breaks the rhythm and creates a trochaic foot. Here’s another example, as Juliet speaks to the Friar:


Juliet:       Conceit, more rich in matter than in words,

Brags of his substance, not of ornament. (II, iv)



The line scans like this:

[image: image]

“Brags” breaks the rhythm. Often trochaic feet are found in the first foot of a line. The third foot is also popular, as in “break” above.

Here are regular lines and then a twelve-syllable line. Puck speaks to the Fairies in A Midsummer Night’s Dream:


Puck:       The King doth keep his revels here tonight.

Take heed the Queen come not within his sight.

For Oberon is passing fell and wrath,

Because that she, as her attendant, hath

A lovely boy, stolen from an Indian King. (II, i)



Four lines scan as regular, but in line 5, which has twelve syllables, we must elide twice—because “king” is not a feminine ending—and also discover a trochaic foot.

[image: image]

We have elided “stolen” to one syllable (“stol’n) and “Indian” to two syllables (“In-d’an”). “Stol’n” also breaks the rhythm. Now the line works.

Here are a few examples of feminine endings. In the first four lines of Sonnet 58, note that lines 2 and 4 have feminine endings:


That god forbid that made me first your slave,

I should in thought control your times of pleasure,

Or at your hand th’ account of hours to crave,

Being your vassal bound to stay your leisure.



The lines scan like this:

[image: image]

Note the elision in line 3.

Here’s Iago in Othello:


Iago:     And what’s he then that says I play the villain, (II, iii)



The eleven-syllable line scans like this:

[image: image]

The “lain” of “villain” would not be stressed, so we know it’s a feminine-ending line.

[image: image]

In your monologue and sonnet, mark all words that break the rhythm, circle all feminine endings, elide as necessary, and check your initial scansion.

You discover changes in the rhythm by applying scansion and trusting your common sense. When the rhythm changes, play it. Once you are comfortable that your monologue and sonnet are correctly scanned, move on to “phrasing.”

PHRASING

Phrasing means to break the verse line into individual thoughts. If you take any Shakespearean speech or sonnet, the obvious phrases are separated by punctuation. Paraphrasing Webster, for our purpose, a “phrase” is a group of words that create a thought on which the mind can focus momentarily, and which can be preceded or followed by a pause. As most actors know, it is easier to mark the phrases than it is to handle them vocally.

Here’s an example in which most of the phrases are clearly marked by punctuation. In Julius Caesar, Brutus responds to Cassius’s hint that Caesar has become too powerful.


Brutus:      That you do love me I am nothing jealous. (1)

What you would work me to, I have some aim. (2)

How I have thought of this, and of these times, (3)

I shall recount hereafter. For this present, (4)

I would not so (with love I might entreat you) (5)

Be any further moved. What you have said (6)

I will consider; what you have to say (7)

I will with patience hear, and find a time (8)

Both meet to hear and answer such high things. (I, ii) (9)



In lines 6‒9, notice the phrases not separated by punctuation.

Here are those lines plus the next five. Caesuras (//) have been inserted to mark those phrases not already separated by punctuation. Some actors prefer to circle the phrases. Notice that the final four lines have no punctuation at all.


Brutus:What you have said // (6)

I will consider; what you have to say // (7)

I will with patience hear, and find a time // (8)

Both meet to hear and answer // such high things. (9)

Till then, my noble friend, chew upon this: (10)

Brutus had rather be a villager // (11)

Than to repute himself a son of Rome // (12)

Under these hard conditions // as this time (13)

Is like to lay upon us. (14)



The last is a “short line,” calling for a pause or completion by the next speaker. In this case, Cassius finishes the line with “I am glad . . .”

Why bother to mark the phrases? Your goal is to know the phrasing of the line so that you can (1) separate the thoughts, (2) play one phrase against another, which is called antithesis, (3) allow a thought to continue to the next line, as needed, and (4) identify your breathing spots, just like singing.

Shakespeare uses antithetical words, phrases, or thoughts in nearly every speech. To handle this language, you must master playing antithesis, and this mastery begins with phrasing. For the actor, antithetical words, phrases, or thoughts provide clear insight into the meaning of the text. Antithesis is the subject of chapter 8.

[image: image]

Mark or circle the phrases in your monologue and sonnet. Now your scansion is nearing completion. Next add the caesuras.

Thus did he answer me, yet said

I might know more hereafter.

CYMBELINE, IV, ii



THE CAESURA

Nay, I’ll speak that

Which you will wonder at.

ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL, IV, i



The caesura is a short sense pause marked //. It is not punctuation but is actor-created and can serve like punctuation. Placed correctly, the caesura does many things:

• It allows the words preceding it to “sink in” before the listener must deal with more words

• It places focus on the word or phrase following it, giving that word or phrase special emphasis

• It slows the language down

• It separates phrases, which are often the character’s thoughts, and allows the listener to hear them one at a time

When you run thoughts together, the audience is usually lost.

As with most rules, once learned they become automatic. Where caesura is concerned, use the sense pause thoroughly in rehearsal and preparation, as the use will force you to separate your thoughts. Then remove the caesuras, except where absolutely essential for audience understanding of a word or thought.

When the phrases are identified and the caesuras then removed, you will likely handle the line in such a way that each thought has its own emphasis and energy, and is clearly expressed without the pause. Using that pause in rehearsal, however, will guide you to the places where the thoughts separate.

Consider Richard’s opening soliloquy in Richard III:


Richard:    Now is the winter of our discontent

Made glorious summer by this son of York;

And all the clouds that lowered upon our house

In the deep bosom of the ocean buried. (I, i)



We know that most verse lines without punctuation will take a caesura, usually somewhere in the middle. Arguably, you could place caesuras anywhere that thoughts change, or where you want to set up a word or phrase. Here is the same speech with lots of caesuras—far too many for performance. Note how caesuras can help you to explore all the possibilities of a thought. Consider the many choices you have for the one-word thought “Now.” Choose one.


Richard:    Now // is the winter // of our // discontent //

Made // glorious summer // by this // son of York;

And // all the clouds // that lowered upon our house //

In the deep bosom // of the ocean // buried.



Your Richard will not need these pauses, and indeed, the pauses will tend to make the speech jerky and indulgent. But each represents something special that is happening in the language. When you remove the pauses, following your discovery period in rehearsal—surely you must remove most of them for performance—you will automatically do something vocally or physically to clarify the possibility of each thought.
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