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To Penny and Sam
With love, and ever thanks…

I knew when seven Justices could not take up a quarrel, but when the parties were met themselves, one of them thought but of an if; as if you said so, then I said so: and they shook hands, and swore brothers. Your if, is the only peace-maker: much virtue in if.

Touchstone, As You Like It: Act 5, Scene 4


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Foreword

Mark Rylance

I think we speak like a speedboat careering across a deep loch. So many different forces are at work to create the way we speak. Memories alone are constantly rising up or pulling us down. Stuff we have read rises high all around us. Stuff we have experienced too rears up like mountain peaks. Creating or simulating all those forces spontaneously, as we speak Shakespeare, is the difficult work of the actor, and is expressed through the sound of the word and the little silences thereby accentuated.

I heard wonderful verse-speakers at the RSC when I was growing up. Judi Dench particularly comes to mind. She always sounded so natural, so present. I gradually realised that there were different styles of speaking. Some were very musical or impressive. I came to love it most when the person sounded like a person I might meet off the stage in the actual world. I then grew interested in the relationship, off the stage, between my thinking and speaking and realised that, while I always had a genuine need to speak about a certain subject, I rarely knew how I was going to express myself until I was doing so and even then my mind got distracted as different connected subjects appeared. Only if I quoted someone did I know what I was going to say, or if I had waited a long time to say what I wanted to say. How to achieve this discovered sound of speech and yet honour the verse became a concern.

People sometimes ask me how I learn the lines, but forgetting them is the real work. Forgetting what you are going to say next, so you discover the text as you would your own thoughts.

Of course the next question was the relationship between my thoughts and the wordless desires that give them form. Anyway, all these considerations made me suspicious of conscious verse-speaking. I feared it would kill spontaneity and liveliness and innocence. I found that directors were happy with the way I spoke, on the whole, if I found the meaning and the need to speak. With Shakespeare the lines are written so naturally that the true sense usually leads you to the accurate verse. So I muddled along.

But, in the back of my mind, I was unsettled. The author had clearly taken enormous trouble to place some lines in verse and some in prose. Why? Should one not treat the verse differently therefore from the prose? What was different? The line endings, rhymes, and rhythm: why was the author using these rhetorical forms? Would they just look after themselves?

Still, I was wary of rules and laws about verse-speaking. One director told me the rules were meant for the actors in the ensemble, who might not have the talent of the leads, but if they followed the rules they would all be the same and of a certain standard. I wonder if this was just a trick to make the leads sound better. Why shouldn’t every character be as true as each other? Does Shakespeare treat any of the characters with less humanity? Does nature?

I told myself that laws are only formed when love has ceased; that if I loved the language, if I listened to it, thought about it, I would find my way without the need for law.

It was about that time, when I was forty, that I met Giles Block, and I knew he loved the language more than I did and therefore knew what I needed to know.

I have always been fascinated by the working relationship in theatre between the director and the actor. I have witnessed some directors empower an actor to play and others, without necessarily meaning to, disempower an actor. When I have directed and acted myself, I have also experienced this first-hand. As soon as I became Artistic Director at Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, I copied the ballet companies I knew of, and introduced an hour three times a week, which was devoted to the actors’ skills; movement, voice, and the words, verse and prose. Directors of Shakespeare know about these things, but they have a more important responsibility for the story and the audience; and I felt that we as actors should turn up for rehearsal, as ballet dancers do, with our skills ready. Many actors would come to us with little or distant experience of the dreaded verse-speaking. Also, with Shakespeare’s plays, we are working with such an exquisite consciousness of words and rhythm and expression, that a space to share what we all perceived seemed essential. I needed a particular person to lead this work, as I did not want the actors disempowered by a strict set of ‘laws’, or a teacher-student relationship, or an atmosphere where the actor’s own experience was discounted in favour of the leader of the work. I also did not want the directors to feel challenged or disempowered by another voice working directly with the actors on their lines. On the contrary, I wanted the directors to feel liberated, particularly in the final weeks of a production, when they are very concerned with the whole production, by knowing there was a pair of ears solely focused on the liveliness and accuracy of the actors’ speaking: the Master of the Word.

Giles was the perfect ‘Master of the Word’. I remember saying to the company that he was a master not of slaves or of a particular skill, he was master because of the quality of his love for Shakespeare’s words. Giles never offended any director – or actor – to my knowledge. He survived my time as Artistic Director of Shakespeare’s Globe and works closely with Dominic Dromgoole, the Globe’s current AD, to this day. He is priceless.

When he directed me in the last production of Hamlet I did, at the Globe, he revealed to me the additions to the text he thought Burbage had made when playing Hamlet, and which had been considered so good that the creators of the First Folio had included them in that edition of the play. This was fascinating evidence of the aural nature of the plays; how they may have developed in the actors’ hands; in their sense of the vernacular. In my experience, Giles only ever offers options and choices when carefully going through the text together with the actors, but you gradually realise the witty and close attention Shakespeare pays to the way people speak at different points in their emotional and thoughtful lives. You also become aware of how Shakespeare’s writing changed to reflect his growing awareness of how people actually speak and his growing confidence in making the literal form serve the natural force.

The greatest delights of working with Giles is his coloured scripts, which one receives as soon as one starts to run the play in the rehearsal room, and then throughout previews. In a careful handwriting with marks and symbols, and a bright fluorescent colour, Giles tells you where you went wrong on the words, circling, writing out the misquote, sometimes suggesting a different stress, if so, always with a ‘Let’s talk’ next to it. If you make the same mistake the next time, the same symbol or remark is made in a different fluorescent colour. I can achieve rainbows on some pages before I get it right.

Giles deepened my love for Shakespeare and for the way we all speak. I trust you will have a similar experience reading his book.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author’s Note

The First Folio of 1623

All the quotations from Shakespeare in this book are, whenever possible, based on the First Folio of Shakespeare’s plays.

The First Folio came into being because sometime after Shakespeare’s death in 1616, two of his old theatre colleagues, John Heminge and Henry Condell, organised the publication of thirty-six of his plays, and this, the First Folio, was finally published in 1623, seven years after the playwright’s death at the early age of fifty-two. Earlier, during Shakespeare’s lifetime, eighteen of his plays had been published in single volumes (these are known as Quartos: their pages being a quarter of the size of the Folio’s). Some of these Quartos were full of errors, and so the Folio is of immediate value for the better editions of these plays that it gives us. But the major importance of the First Folio is that it prints for the first time eighteen of Shakespeare’s plays. Without the First Folio, and the efforts of Heminge and Condell, we would be without Macbeth, As You Like It, The Tempest, Julius Caesar, Antony and Cleopatra, The Winter’s Tale and Twelfth Night, to name but seven of the eighteen.

Our debt to Heminge and Condell has to be matched by that we owe to subsequent editors, who, through the intervening years, have cleared up many of the textual puzzles and errors the First Folio contains. But while I acknowledge and accept their insightful discoveries, I am constantly drawn back to the First Folio, because I know working from it takes me as close to Shakespeare as I can get. And sometimes, just sometimes, I find there a line changed by modern editors, that maybe doesn’t need to be, or is one that could be altered in a better way.1

But I also use the First Folio, because I believe that the original punctuation (which, as it happens, most editors change rather freely) is invaluable for actors, as it can help them to discover points of emphasis, and ways of phrasing.

However, in keeping with most of the editions that are on sale today, I modernise the spelling, which includes the spelling of characters’ names, remove most of the capitalisation the Folio gives to certain key-words, and the italics it gives to proper names. Also, like modern editions, I think it is helpful, when one character finishes another’s verse line, to indent the second speaker’s line, in order to show how the rhythm of these two lines are connected.

You will find more information about the First Folio and the value I place on its punctuation in Chapters 9 and 14.

You’ll find a couple of symbols used occasionally throughout this book:







	[image: images]

	A speech bubble indicates that I am asking you to turn back to an earlier passage to work on a particular speech, and once you’ve done so to return to this place.




	[image: images]

	A book directs you, on a handful of occasions, to read some passages from a copy of your own.





Superscript numbers (like the 1 above) direct you to the end notes at the end of each chapter.

* Asterisks indicate words that are glossed at the end of each chapter in order of their appearance.

 







	1.

	An example of a line that is usually changed from that found in the Folio comes from Act 5, Scene 1 of The Winter’s Tale. Leontes is saying to Paulina that were he to marry again, his dead wife would come back to haunt him. Here, as Paulina agrees with him, are the following two speeches in the Folio:




	 
	PAULINA. Had she such power,




	 
	She had just such cause.




	 
	LEONTES. She had, and would incense me




	 
	To murder her I married.




	 
	But most modern editions remove that second ‘such’ of Paulina’s (that I have italicised) on the grounds that the line now has one syllable too many, and that the printer probably just repeated the ‘such’ from the previous line in error. And so the altered ‘shared line’ between the two characters reads in the modern version like this:




	 
	She had just cause. / She had, and would incense me




	 
	What now happens to the line is that it’s become rather ugly, with both speakers similarly stressing the word ‘had’ one after the other. But The Winter’s Tale is a late play of Shakespeare’s and at this stage in his writing he very frequently begins a line with two unstressed syllables, which is what I think happens here. So the doubling of the word ‘such’ in the Folio has the effect of making Paulina stress the word ‘just’ (rather than ‘had’) and in so doing the word ‘just’ also changes its meaning. It is no longer, as in the modern edition, an adjective meaning ‘a justifiable cause’, but an adverb meaning ‘precisely such cause’. The shared line in the Folio sounds perfectly natural and rather beautiful – and in my view should be allowed to stand.






 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction

The First Folio of 1623 includes a delightful preface by Heminge and Condell, urging people to buy copies of the book, and addressing them by the happy phrase, ‘To the great variety of readers’. I have been mindful that this, my book, may also find its way into the hands of ‘a great variety of readers’. Some of you may well have no prior knowledge of Shakespeare, whereas others may already be well versed in these matters. I am hoping that this book will be able to satisfy you all: to the first group I am confident that the opening pages should present you with no difficulties; and to the second, I hope you might feel that I am approaching Shakespeare’s writing from a new angle – as if some experienced traveller to some great city decided for once not to arrive by rail or road, but to reach it by water – and to come across the familiar by a route they had not taken before.

I have been in the theatre all my adult life, and for the last fourteen years I have had the most perfect job: working with actors at Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre. I have been involved with more than fifty productions, and my thinking as to how our actors might best approach the texts of these great plays has had time to develop gradually, little by little. So I have to thank Mark Rylance who first invited me to join the company in 1999, and Dominic Dromgoole who asked me to stay on, when he took over from Mark as Artistic Director in 2006. I also have to thank Globe Education, with its Director Patrick Spottiswoode; they have enabled me to share my thoughts with hundreds of students, and as so often happens, it has been by talking to them, and listening to them, that I have learnt yet more.

Shakespeare has been a part of my life for as long as I can remember – one of my earliest memories of my father is how he would quote great chunks from Julius Caesar – and while this is not the place to try and recall all those who have influenced me over the years, one occasion stands out. I was in New York – sitting in the 46th Street Theatre late in 1989, with a company of actors, listening to Peter Hall talking about the importance of Shakespeare’s line endings. I realised in that moment that I had never thought much about this before, and yet knew instantly that it brought everything about the form of Shakespeare’s verse into focus. I date my own journey of trying to unravel the question as to why Shakespeare writes in the way he does from that afternoon.1

So the aim of this book is to answer two simple questions – ‘Why does Shakespeare write in the way he does, and secondly, how can actors get the most out of these incomparable plays?’

Maybe the first thing we should remember is that Shakespeare was an actor, writing for other actors. Actors, or ‘players’ as they were then also called, were his friends and his colleagues: he spent his life watching them at work; listening to them. He wrote to their skills – whether it was the verbal dexterity of his clowns, or the power and presence of his tragedians. Sometimes their performances blew him away:

Is it not monstrous that this player here,

But in a fiction, in a dream of passion,

Could force his soul so to his whole conceit,

That from her working, all his visage wann’d;

Tears in his eyes, distraction in’s aspect,

A broken voice, and his whole function suiting

With forms, to his conceit? And all for nothing?

Hamlet: Act 2, Scene 2

Shakespeare uses the word ‘monstrous’ here to mean something unnatural. That the actor should be capable of becoming another person is, in Hamlet’s mind at this moment, something close to devilish – though Hamlet is about to use their ‘devilish’ skills in order to trap his own father’s murderer.

For Shakespeare, though, seeing what these ‘players’ were capable of has to be one of the reasons why his writing develops in the extraordinary way it does – his writing was, you could say, ‘actor-driven’ – and the way he continually breaks new ground, developing and refining, his earlier work, is one of the themes running through this book.

If you were to ask me ‘What makes Shakespeare so great?’, high on my list would be his extraordinary ability to bring his characters to life by a simple turn of phrase, by a breath they take, by a pause they mark. He achieves this by the total identification he makes with each and every one of his characters. They are born in his imagination, and he lends them his own voice so they can speak. Being their creator, he knows them better than they know themselves; he knows that much is concealed from them, that they are frequently lost, unsure. But he reads their thoughts; he hears their breathing; he recognises how their emotions make them hesitate, shaping the expression of a particular thought into several parts.

And all this – the breaks, the new breaths – he is able to record and fix within his lines, and these clues lie there waiting for you to discover them, to understand them, and to use them. My wish is that you will look at all these wonderful words, spoken by Hamlet and Viola, Falstaff and Beatrice, King Lear and Lady Macbeth, and the hundred or so others that find their way into this book, and that you’ll begin to hear their voices lifting off the page and speaking into your ear. Though finally you’ll discover, it’ll be you who are speaking for them.

This book begins by looking at Shakespeare’s blank, or unrhymed verse; then moves on to his use of prose and rhymed verse. We’ll look in some detail at all the ‘irregularities’ that are found in his verse lines; we’ll also take time to consider how valuable his ‘original punctuation’ could be for us. Towards the end of our journey we will look in depth at Macbeth and The Winter’s Tale, and use these plays to review and refine all we have learnt.

Occasionally I shall ask you to read a scene that I have not printed out in full, and so it would be a good idea for you to have a collected edition of Shakespeare’s plays to hand.2

By the end of the book I want each of you to feel that you have found your way to approach these wonderful plays with confidence, so that they no longer seem mysterious, difficult or daunting, but that they become for you the most exciting and rewarding of plays to take part in. There are countless passages in this book for you to try out for yourselves, and I hope that whenever you can, you will say his lines out loud. Until they vibrate around you they will not live again, and begin to fulfil Shakespeare’s purpose in writing them.

Giles Block
January 2013

 







	1.

	The occasion was a talk Peter Hall gave to the Broadway company of his production of The Merchant of Venice in 1989. Dustin Hoffman was playing Shylock. I was working with Peter as his Associate Director.




	2.

	It would be good to have a copy of the Complete Works within reach just for your own interest. The plays from which I am going to ask you to read passages not found in this book are Much Ado About Nothing, All’s Well that Ends Well, The Winter’s Tale and Macbeth.






 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

One

Why Verse?

ORLANDO. Good day, and happiness, dear Rosalind.

JAQUES. Nay then God buy you, and you talk in blank verse.

As You Like It: Act 4, Scene 1

Shakespeare’s plays are written in blank verse, rhymed verse and prose. But the proportions of each of these in each of the plays are rarely even similar. A couple of plays have no prose at all, some others almost none; whereas a handful have more prose than verse. Some plays have virtually no rhymed verse, yet there are two plays in which nearly half of all the lines rhyme. But all of his plays have some blank verse in them, and most have more blank verse in them than anything else; so it’s with blank, or unrhymed, verse that we must begin.

But why does he write in verse at all? Wouldn’t his plays be more lifelike, more real, if his characters spoke in prose?

To begin to answer this I want to look at a part of a very brief scene from Act 5, Scene 4 of Julius Caesar.

It’s hard to be sure of any of the facts surrounding Shakespeare’s life, though it seems likely that he was writing Julius Caesar in 1599, when he was 35 years old – in the same year that the Globe Theatre was erected on the south bank of the Thames.1 But we can say some things about him with greater certainty. I believe, for example, that as he wrote Act 5, Scene 4 of Julius Caesar, besides having his pen, ink and papers to hand, he also had a book open beside him, which he was glancing at from time to time. And I can say this with some confidence because it is clear that, not only was he reading this book, but he was also copying some of it straight into his scene. The book was a little background reading. It was Thomas North’s Translation of Plutarch’s Life of Brutus.

If we look at the way he was using this book – a book written in prose, as you might expect from the title – we’ll begin to understand why Shakespeare writes in verse. So let’s, as it were, look over his shoulder and watch him at work and hopefully begin to understand why he does what he does. And why this verse can be said to be ‘more real’ – more like our own normal speech patterns, than prose.

The situation in this short scene – it is only about thirty lines long – is that the war is going badly for Brutus’s forces, and they are at the point of final defeat at the hands of Antony and Octavius. To give Brutus a chance of outwitting his foes, Lucilius, one of his friends and fellow soldiers, tells the enemy that he is Brutus and allows himself to be captured. The incident comes straight out of North’s Plutarch. Here it is in North’s words:

Amongst them there was one of Brutus’ friends called Lucilius, who seeing a troupe of barbarous men… going all together right against Brutus, he determined to stay them with the hazard of his life, and… told them he was Brutus… These barbarous men… sent some before unto Antonius to tell him of their coming… Lucilius was brought to him who stoutly with a bold countenance said ‘Antonius, I dare assure thee, that no enemy have taken, nor shall take Marcus Brutus alive: and I beseech God keep him from that fortune. For wheresoever he be found, alive or dead, he will be found like himself.’

Now here is this same episode in Shakespeare’s play:

SOLDIER. Yield, or thou diest.

LUCILIUS. Only I yield to die:

There is so much, that thou wilt kill me straight:

Kill Brutus, and be honour’d in his death.2

SOLDIER. We must not: a noble prisoner.

Enter ANTONY.

2 SOLDIER. Room ho:* tell Antony, Brutus is tane.*

1 SOLDIER. I’ll tell thee news. Here comes the general,

Brutus is tane, Brutus is tane my lord.

ANTONY. Where is he?

LUCILIUS. Safe Antony, Brutus is safe enough:

I dare assure thee, that no enemy

Shall ever take alive the noble Brutus:

The gods defend him from so great a shame,

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

He will be found like Brutus, like himself.

Julius Caesar: Act 5, Scene 4

It is this last six-line speech of Lucilius’s that I want to focus on.

Immediately you’ll see the great similarities between Shakespeare’s words and those of North’s. In particular the second of Shakespeare’s six lines follows North word for word,

I dare assure thee, that no enemy

and the final line differs only in that Shakespeare adds the words ‘like Brutus’ to North’s shorter phrase,

he will be found like himself.

So it’s pretty clear what Shakespeare is doing: he’s rewriting North’s prose into verse, but he doesn’t need to change some of it because, coincidentally, it already fits into the verse pattern that Shakespeare wants. And this coincidence should alert us to the fact that this simple rhythm that Shakespeare is after, is all around us – all the time. It is not so special. It is not solely the language of poets. It is the way we all speak and write on occasions.

I pick up a newspaper (I was working in Virginia at the time) and within less than a minute I find this headline:

A BIT OF EDEN IN YOUR OWN BACKYARD.

The Washington Post, 28 January 2010

Shakespeare would have been absolutely happy with the rhythm of these ten syllables: it’s basically the same rhythm as all the lines in the scene above. In fact it immediately reminds me of a line he actually wrote.

This other Eden, demi paradise,

Richard II: Act 2, Scene 1

Say these two lines out loud, the one from the newspaper and the one from Richard II, and then the ten syllables that Shakespeare didn’t need to change from North’s prose:

I dare assure thee, that no enemy

The simple rhythm that they all have in common is clear to see and hear. And only one of the three was actually written as ‘verse’.

All these lines have ten syllables with the stresses gently falling on the alternating syllables – that is on the second, fourth, sixth, eight and tenth syllables. And as you may well know, this particular rhythm of unstress/stress is called ‘iambic’.

With all the other lines from North, Shakespeare has reshaped North’s words (with one exception) to make them fall into this same iambic pattern.3 He has also, at the same time, made some of the phrases seem more direct and colloquial. But it is the rhythm that is his main concern.

Why is Shakespeare after this particular rhythm? Well, it’s useful to him in many ways.

Perhaps the first thing we should say about this rhythm is that it sounds quite natural – quite speech-like. But the rhythm also seems to be toppling us forward through to the end of the line. This gives the line a feeling of movement and urgency. The iambic rhythm has therefore something persuasive about it. It’s a rhythm that captures the sound of a voice that has something urgent or important to say. And in plays, having something important to say is almost always the case.

Of course this rhythm is also like the beating of our own hearts. So the very lines, with these heartbeats threaded through them, sound alive and vibrant. When we hear someone speaking in this rhythm, subliminally we are reminded of our common humanity. The lines sound human.

So, as actors, how does this work to our advantage in practice?

Well, it certainly won’t work to our advantage if we sound it out in any obvious or heavy-handed way. It would simply be a turn-off for our audiences. All must sound natural, and every moment should sound new.

I like to call it our ‘secret rhythm’, not one which the audience is really conscious of, but one which, beating in time with the audience’s own hearts, subliminally creates a sympathetic bond between audience and actor. We listen to the characters sympathetically because the rhythm of their words sounds familiar, purposeful and heart-felt. When someone speaks in this way, we hear the emotion that lies under whatever thought is being expressed.

If we want to describe our own heartbeat, we would probably say it was regular, consistent, reliable. Of course it can run faster and slower as it responds to different situations, but this doesn’t take away from its reliability. Our heartbeat is dependable. So another message that is carried subliminally to the audience by the iambic rhythm is a sense of dependability. We listen to such a speaker and we feel that they mean what they say.

Shakespeare’s blank verse is ‘the sound of sincerity’.

It is also a careful and considered way of speaking. The iambic rhythm is easy to listen to; the stressed syllables are evenly spaced. We listen to someone speaking in this rhythm, and even if we can’t hear the actual words they are using, the sound of the rhythm will convey to us an emotional need. With Shakespeare’s words added, it has the power to move us; those speaking it sound sincere, as if they are expressing things that are dear to them. All the more terrible then are those characters, like Iago in Othello, whose lines of verse sound so sincere, yet whose intentions are anything but.

The satirist, Joseph Hall, describing an actor performing Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, writes:4

He vaunts his voice upon a hired stage,

With high-set steps and princely carriage;

Now swooping inside robes of royalty,

That erst* did scrub in lousy brokery.*

There if he can with terms Italianate,

Big-sounding sentences and words of state,

Fair patch me up his pure iambic verse,

He ravishes the gazing scaffolders:* (My italics.)

The authorities of law and order in sixteenth-century England were clearly aware of the power of this rhythmic language to move audiences, and they were worried by it. Just as in more recent times others have feared the power of popular music. And audiences are still being ravished by Shakespeare’s verse today.

Let’s look at those six lines of Lucilius’s in more detail to see if what I’ve been saying makes good sense. Here they are again:

LUCILIUS. Safe Antony, Brutus is safe enough:

I dare assure thee, that no enemy

Shall ever take alive the noble Brutus:

The gods defend him from so great a shame,

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

He will be found like Brutus, like himself.

(As I’ve said in the introduction to this book, always say these lines out loud if you can.)

I hope you will feel the courage and integrity of the man shining out of these lines. He has a confidence about what he wants to say. He speaks with clarity and intent. It is not a major moment in the play, but for this minor character, Lucilius, it is his moment and Shakespeare gives it to him. For these six lines the play is his.

My point has been so far that it is the rhythm that has given a special power to these words. Rhythm points to stress. The use of stress in speech is vital. Without it, it is hard to understand what someone is saying. But stress also reveals our commitment to what we are saying; it reveals those things that are important to us. Someone speaking without any stress at all is close to despair.

Let’s look at the stress/rhythm of that third line.

Shall ever take alive the noble Brutus:

And don’t worry too much about how to say it. Mostly just look at the words and say them as you’d instinctively want to say them. But it can be a useful exercise to ask yourself where the five stressed syllables fall. And then it’s up to you to decide which of those words in the stressed positions will most persuade those listening to you of the rightness of your argument. Because we speak in order to persuade; we speak to change the minds of others.

Because this line is iambic the first stress is on the ‘ev’ of ‘ever’. ‘Ever’ is an ‘extreme’ word. It admits of no other possibility. Lucilius is saying that it is just not possible that Brutus will allow the enemy to capture him alive. The next couple of stresses – on ‘take’ and on the ‘live’ part of ‘alive’ – complete the phrase, though these probably need no more special stress than that they are said with clarity.

Usually, but not always, the last stress in the line, and when the thought carries on, the first stress in the line that follows, are of particular importance. And we don’t want to stress anything needlessly. Too much stressing just confuses our listeners. Also take care that my use of the word ‘stress’ doesn’t encourage you to be too heavy-handed. Stress lightly and that will normally still be sufficient to release the power your words contain.

This line ends with the words ‘the noble Brutus’. ‘Noble’ is a word that Shakespeare has added – it is not in North – and it lets us feel how much Lucilius honours and admires Brutus. The name ‘Brutus’ ends the line, and because the word ‘Brutus’ is naturally stressed on the first syllable, the ‘us’ at the end of his name means that the line has an extra un-stressed eleventh syllable. Such a line, and there are many of them in Shakespeare, is a common variation and is called a ‘weak’ or ‘feminine’ ending. But I’m sure none of this caused you any problems when you said the line out loud.

The next line but one is somewhat similar to North’s, but like the previous line has been rewritten.

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

whereas North has:

For wheresoever he be found, alive or dead,

North’s words here fall into another ‘coincidental’ iambic pattern, so here Shakespeare changes North’s words for a couple of different reasons.

The first is that North’s iambic line is twelve syllables long, and for reasons that we’ll go into in a moment, Shakespeare doesn’t want a line of that length suddenly introduced in the middle of this speech.

But more importantly, I think, Shakespeare wants something simpler and more direct than that ‘for wheresoever he be found’ and so he writes ‘When you do find him’; but then in order to maintain the new iambic pattern he is creating, Shakespeare has to add another syllable to ‘alive or dead’ and so it becomes ‘or alive or dead’.

Shakespeare frequently adds words like this to maintain the iambic rhythm and the emotional power that comes with it. But here the added ‘or’ brings something else into play.

For Lucilius just to have said, ‘When you do find him alive or dead’, somehow sounds less caring. By saying ‘or alive or dead’ we feel that Lucilius is keenly imagining both possibilities and both touch him. I suppose if Brutus were still to be alive when his enemies catch up with him, Lucilius is anticipating that Brutus would then kill himself in front of them.

And all this strength of feeling comes from this simply stressed line that echoes the movement of our own hearts and beats at a similar pace.

If we finally compare the effect of North’s account and Shakespeare’s six-line speech on an audience, by reading them both out loud, what would our conclusion be?

‘Antonius, I dare assure thee, that no enemy have taken, nor shall take Marcus Brutus alive: and I beseech God keep him from that fortune. For wheresoever he be found, alive or dead, he will be found like himself.’

LUCILIUS. Safe Antony, Brutus is safe enough:

I dare assure thee, that no enemy

Shall ever take alive the noble Brutus:

The gods defend him from so great a shame,

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

He will be found like Brutus, like himself.

I know it’s unfair to compare these two. North is not pretending to write words for an actor to say. Also he is translating from Plutarch and may not have felt he should strike out on his own too much. But nevertheless I find the effect of the two speeches interestingly different.

North’s Lucilius is more reserved: his words sound more like an official report made by one soldier to another; whereas I feel that Shakespeare in writing this scene has been moved by what Lucilius is doing: he sees this moment of human daring and defiance, and he captures the emotional sound of the moment in and by his verse. Unlike North’s ‘report’, Shakespeare’s Lucilius sounds emotional and his love for Brutus shines through everything he says.

And yet Shakespeare has used most of the same words as North.

He does use Brutus’s name three times as opposed to only once by North and that ups the emotional pull of the speech. Also in that last line, where Shakespeare has added the words ‘like Brutus,’ he gives Lucilius’s final statement a fuller sense of completion – as if he has used every ounce of his breath to accompany his final utterance.

Also that word ‘ever’ in the third line –

Shall ever take

– is worth remembering. It is so much more telling and direct than North’s pedantic ‘have taken, nor shall take’.

As I said before, ‘ever’ is the first stressed word in that line, and it is an ‘extreme’ word. Shakespeare’s plays are full of them – ‘never’ and ‘ever’; ‘all’ and ‘none’. They are one of the reasons that his plays have such an impact on us. In big ways but also in small ways he takes us and his characters into extreme positions, and we should respond to the strength of these little words as we utter them.

So comparing the two, Shakespeare’s words are more telling and pull more emotional strings, but ultimately we identify more with Shakespeare’s characters, not because he has changed some words, but because of the secret power of the verse.

This is quite a minor moment in a deeply emotional play, and yet the incident comes alive. The pulse of the line gathers the syllables together and fills the utterance with a need, which is the same need that the speaker has – to be listened to and understood.

One result is that Antony himself seems moved by what his enemy, Lucilius, has said.

ANTONY. keep this man safe,

Give him all kindness. I had rather have

Such men my friends, than enemies.

Julius Caesar: Act 5, Scene 4

The most extraordinary thing about all this is that we might have thought at the beginning of this chapter that verse has to be a more artificial way of speaking and more removed from life than prose. After all, verse is often described as a ‘heightened language’, but I find that an unhelpful way to describe it.

Verse captures a certain way of speaking that we find familiar when we hear it.

Our own everyday speech is more patterned and less plain than we think it is. Also when we hear verse spoken on stage we shouldn’t hear ‘poetry’, rather we should hear someone speaking with commitment and feeling.5 Rather than calling verse ‘a heightened language’, I prefer to say that it is ‘a language appropriate for a heightened situation’. That’s much easier to deal with. Not nearly so scary!

Dramatic verse in Shakespeare captures both the thought, and the feelings that the speaker of that thought has, at one and the same time.

Verse is the emotional expression of thought.

There is still much more to be said, but don’t worry for now: we will be returning to all these issues many times. We do, however, need to address one more factor here.

So far, in talking about blank verse, we have mainly been concerned with the rhythm of the line. We noticed in passing that one of North’s phrases was longer that the lines that Shakespeare was writing for Lucilius, but we have not stopped to consider why Shakespeare’s lines are the length they are.

We will come across lines in Shakespeare that are shorter and occasionally those that are longer, but most of them, like the ones we have been looking at, are what are called pentameters, which means five pairs of syllables. Or, in other words, a line consisting of ten, or if it has a feminine ending, eleven syllables in length.

But why this length? The short answer is that lines of this length sound more like speech; more like the way we all speak.

And the way we speak is dependent on the way we breathe.

If we continue talking for any length of time we have to breathe. Breathing every ten or eleven syllables is probably the norm. Of course we can speak for longer on one breath; we can take an especially deep breath and say a few more words because of it, but usually, especially when we are speaking spontaneously, we don’t.

Sometimes Shakespeare does write a longer line. In Measure for Measure, written a few years after Julius Caesar, there is a moment when the heroine, Isabella, driven to distraction, has a slightly longer line than usual. She is confronting Angelo, who has condemned her brother, Claudio, to death for sleeping with his fiancée before they are married. Yet Angelo has suggested to Isabella, who is about to become a nun, that he will pardon her brother if she agrees to sleep with him. Isabella, outraged, immediately feels she has the advantage over Angelo and she says:

ISABELLA. Sign me a present pardon for my brother,

Or with an out-stretch’d throat I’ll tell the world aloud

What man thou art.

Measure for Measure: Act 2, Scene 4

The middle line is long. It has twelve syllables in it and you can feel the effort behind Isabella’s utterance of it. If you took out the word ‘aloud’ at the end of the line, it would be a line of normal length, but Isabella doesn’t only want to let the whole world know of Angelo’s depravity, she wants to shout it from the rooftops. And so the line seems to call for an ‘outstretch’d throat’ in order to say it all, and needs a deeper than normal breath in order to achieve this.

So Shakespeare’s verse is based on two things: a line length that corresponds with our breathing, and an underlying rhythm that corresponds with our heartbeat. So although the idea of a play in verse might at first have seemed somewhat intimidating, it is simply a mimicking of those two vital forces that are keeping us alive – our pulse and our breath.

But the effects of this are far reaching.

We could say that the ‘form’ of the verse, the actual shape it makes on the page, is like a frame on to which Shakespeare will find, as his writing develops, that he can place all the many ways in which we speak and express ourselves, from the simplest utterance to the most knotty and complex, because this frame is based on us. We should look at these pages of verse and ‘see’ our breath and our pulse running through each line of it.

It is now time to move on and look at how we can approach this verse in more practical ways.

 







	1.

	The Lord Chamberlain’s Men, the company Shakespeare belonged to, had been playing at The Theatre, on the north side of the City, but were unable to renew their lease. So in 1599 they dismantled the building and, reusing the timbers from it, built the Globe on the other side of the river. The first Globe was burnt to the ground during a performance of Shakespeare’s Henry VIII in 1613, but a second Globe, this one built with a tiled, rather than a thatched roof, was built the following year. The present reconstructed Globe, the brain-child of the American actor Sam Wanamaker, was fully opened in 1997. What makes the Globe different from most other theatres is that almost half the audience stand to watch the play, and the entire audience is lit throughout the performance; so the actors see the audience, as clearly as the audience see them




	2.

	The Folio prints ‘honour’d’ to indicate the word is here pronounced with two syllables – as we’d say it today. But occasionally Shakespeare might want the word to sound with three syllables and then the Folio would print ‘honoured’ – as we’d spell it today – though it should then be pronounced ‘hon-our-èd’.




	3.

	The first line of Lucilius’s six-line speech seems to call for some stress on the first syllable ‘Safe’ which together with the stress of the first syllable of ‘Antony’ makes it a somewhat unusual line, though not one that will cause us any difficulty when it comes to saying it.




	4.

	Christopher Marlowe was born in 1564, the same year as Shakespeare. His first great success as a dramatist was with Tamburlaine in 1587, which may have been the first play to have been written in iambic blank verse to be performed in one of the main public theatres. Earlier plays – some in blank verse – had been staged in private theatres.




	5.

	T.S. Eliot, who wrote successful verse plays in the middle of the last century, said in a lecture delivered in 1950 that ‘the verse rhythm’ (in a play) ‘should have its effect upon the hearers, without their being conscious of it.’





Glossary

Room ho – make space

tane – taken

erst – formerly

brokery – dealing in second-hand goods

scaffolders – those sitting in the galleries of the theatres


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two

Thoughts and Thought-units

Love’s heralds should be thoughts,

Which ten times faster glides than the sun’s beams,

Driving back shadows over low’ring hills.

Romeo and Juliet: Act 2, Scene 4

Before we speak, we have a thought. We can ‘see’ someone having a thought; we see them take a breath. They take the breath so as to express the thought, though in practice our thoughts come so thick and fast that many of them never make it into words.

Juliet, in the lines quoted above, is saying that thoughts are the speediest things she knows of, faster than the way the shadows of clouds race over a hillside when the sun comes out. And she’s wishing that her nurse could bring her news from Romeo just as swiftly.

The purpose of the previous chapter was to persuade you that the verse is speech-like and that its rhythmic charge supports the emotion you’ll need to find in order to act convincingly.

That is what acting is all about. Do we believe that you mean what you say? Do we believe that what you are saying is important to you? Do we believe that these are your words?

But now let’s consider what it means to us as actors, that before the words there has to have been a thought.

It’s worth remembering the obvious. We speak in order to bring about a change. Silence frequently implies agreement. Speaking is an action; it is designed to have an effect. Of course we can speak idly sometimes; though idle talk may well point to something that is not being said, something that is being kept hidden, a thought that has been censored, with the result that now something else, something idle, has taken its place to camouflage whatever is missing.

This happens in plays, as in life, but more often than not in Shakespeare we are speaking in order to convince other characters that our point of view is the correct one; that it is important to our character that what we say is accepted. In a good play if, say, you have five characters on stage, there will be five different views being expressed. Drama is the clash of opinions held by different characters all doing what they can to promote their own cause. In plays it is usually the one who has the best words who comes out on top.

Shakespeare has given us the words we need to say, so we don’t have to make them up for ourselves when we act. However, in order to be ‘convincing’, we must understand what we are saying, so an excellent first step is to take the ‘thought’ that Shakespeare has given us and to put it into our own words: to paraphrase it.

Paraphrasing

I have directed three of Shakespeare’s plays at the Blackfriars Theatre in Staunton, Virginia.1 Exceptionally, at that theatre, before the director arrives, the actors have already learnt their lines and they have also paraphrased them. And during the first few rehearsals everyone reads out their paraphrased lines, which enables all the actors to check that they have correctly understood the thoughts that each of the other characters in the scene is expressing. It’s also an excellent way for the director to check that each actor knows what they are saying too!

It is too easy to be seduced by how wonderful Shakespeare sounds and not pay enough attention to what is actually being said. (It’s that rhythm that seduces us!) It is too easy for one actor to be listening to another on stage and not really know what is being said to them. And if you don’t know what you are actually saying, then what chance has the audience? We must never allow audiences to think that they come to Shakespeare merely to bathe in the sound of all these wonderful words, because if so they’ll probably only understand a fraction of what they hear.

The act of paraphrasing can be tough, for sometimes there are many possible meanings behind the words. Which is the correct one? Or are they all correct? Or is one meaning for one person to hear and another for another to understand? But the best thing about paraphrasing is that it gets you thinking the thoughts for yourself. It puts you in the same place as Shakespeare was when he was thinking about a particular part of the story, but before he had put pen to paper and given expression to those thoughts in words. Because as an actor you should feel the thought arising in you as you begin to speak.

We, in the audience, hear your words, but we should also see you thinking.

I am reminded of what Claudius, the king, says in Hamlet when he is trying to pray:

My words fly up, my thoughts remain below,

Words without thoughts, never to heaven go.

Act 3, Scene 3

Here’s a man who doesn’t believe in his own performance! To act convincingly we have to subscribe to the thoughts behind our words. So how can we help ourselves to do that?

Thought-units

Let us go back to the passage that we must almost know by heart now – those lines of Lucilius’s from Julius Caesar – and now let’s consider whether these six lines contain more than one thought.

LUCILIUS. Safe Antony, Brutus is safe enough:

I dare assure thee, that no enemy

Shall ever take alive the noble Brutus:

The gods defend him from so great a shame,

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

He will be found like Brutus, like himself.

Clearly these six lines are a unit, and by the last line Lucilius has delivered himself of all he wants to say. But because he is speaking ‘spontaneously’, or ‘in the moment’, he doesn’t know what words are going to come out of his mouth until he actually says them. This is the same for all of us almost all the time, but it doesn’t follow that we speak hesitantly because of it.

Antony, coming onto the stage, has asked his soldiers ‘Where is he?’ meaning ‘where is Brutus?’ because he looks around and doesn’t see him. Then, probably after a pause, Lucilius replies, ‘Safe Antony’.2

Now it could be that that is all he feels he needs to say; but it’s such a surprising moment for those that hear it and such a triumphant moment for Lucilius that we understand why he’d want to allow his moment of glory to last a bit longer. And so to ram home what he’s just said to all the open mouths around him, Lucilius says the same thing again, but in a slightly different way.

Safe Antony, Brutus is safe enough.

I would call this line a ‘thought-unit’.

And I’m now going to suggest that we divide up the other five lines into ‘thought-units’ as well. This is not an exact science, and there’s no absolute right and wrong about it, but it’s a useful exercise. My thought-units would run like this:

LUCILIUS. Safe Antony, Brutus is safe enough:

I dare assure thee, that no enemy

Shall ever take alive the noble Brutus:

The gods defend him from so great a shame,

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

He will be found like Brutus, like himself.

Now this is simple and rather obvious I know. But that’s good. We’ve now divided this six-line speech into four ‘thought-units’. What we achieve immediately by doing this is some variety. And variety is the stuff of life and therefore should be the stuff of our acting too.

Here the variety we have achieved is that in place of a ‘six-line speech’ we now have four thoughts: two thoughts of one line each and two thoughts which are each two lines long.

This doesn’t mean that Lucilius is now encouraged to hesitate three times in these six lines. Remember Juliet and her take on the speed of thoughts. It’s just that we have differentiated these four thoughts from each other so that we can begin to think about how they differ.

In life or in a play every moment is different. One of Shakespeare’s greatest instincts is to keep every moment alive by continual variation. Even a single line can change its ‘colour and feel’ as it moves through those ten brief syllables. Within a scene or an act his dramas can move from comedy to tragedy, from romance to farce in the twinkling of an eye. Seek out variety. Never be content to give a speech a single emotional wash. Think rather of speeches as being composed like a mosaic, of many different impulses that come together to form a whole picture. This is what is happening here. Look at that fourth line:

The gods defend him from so great a shame.

Who is that spoken to? Maybe it’s directly to the gods. If so the actor might raise his eyes away from Antony, to that upper part of the theatre we sometimes now call ‘the gods’, and say the line as a quick, heartfelt prayer; or he might say the line more to himself; or to the whole audience. Whatever he chooses to do, this line will have popped out of the other six as if it’s something unplanned and spontaneous.

Let’s call this a ‘pop-up thought’. Now we have identified one, you will find them everywhere and finding them will make the delivery of your speeches more true to life, more varied, more filled with the unexpected.

By saying that the thought-units don’t suggest hesitation might be slightly, but only slightly, misleading. What Lucilius has here is the time to express these four thoughts fully because of the impact that his first statement has created. He has fooled all the other characters on stage. No, he is not hesitant, but nor is he rushed. He’s created his space in which to have his say, and his four thought-units, all coloured slightly differently, together form a larger unit that is now filled with more movement and vitality.

You should now sound it again and see if you can feel this happening to you.

[image: images]

You remember we were saying that there is something about the rhythm of the line, the iambic rhythm, that seems to propel us forward. It’s like the gallop of a horse. Glynn McDonald, who is a Globe Associate and the movement guru at Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre, always gives the companies and the students she is working with an exercise, which is to gallop across the stage as if on horseback. She does this to get this rhythm in their blood and in their brains and for them to feel the surging power of it.

The rhythm bears us to the end of the line. Of course we can break the line, sometimes we may feel we need to; but if we listen to people speaking, especially when they are saying things that are important to them, their utterances are not normally full of gaps.

When we have something that we want to say we have this desire, not to rush it, for that would undervalue it, but to finish the thought. It is only once the thought has been expressed that others might then act upon it. And our speeches, which are ‘actions’, are therefore designed to produce ‘reactions’.

In these plays there is always a ‘clock on the scene’. The plot demands that we solve the problem soon, that we get sorted what needs sorting soon. So as actors we need to be energised sufficiently to convince our audiences that we are trying to achieve whatever it is we need to achieve as efficiently and as deftly and as soon as we can. The toppling forward rhythm of the galloping line encourages us in this; our thought-units work for us in a similar way.

We have identified two of Lucilius’s single lines as a couple of thought-units. So with these, with thought and line running together, it’s easy to feel that need to get not only to the end of the line, but also to the end of the thought, because they are one and the same place.

Safe Antony, Brutus is safe enough:

The gods defend him from so great a shame,

The other two thoughts in this speech are each two lines long, but again, once the actor/character feels these thoughts coming into consciousness, he, or she, will have a similar desire to complete this longer thought as well:

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

He will be found like Brutus, like himself.

The ‘shape’ of this thought is therefore two lines long. As you say it, we will ‘hear’ its shape. It will have a beginning, a middle and an end. A two-line thought takes a fraction less time to say than two single-line thoughts would, because you will have ‘packaged’ the thought differently. The ‘packaging’ has come about because of your desire to get to the end of the thought. The same would be true for a seven-line thought-unit. It would just be a longer shape and a bigger package. Now it is this ‘shaping’ of a thought that helps to make it comprehensible to others.

Shaping the thought

When we listen to a good speaker we follow their thoughts because of the way they shape them. They tell us by the tone they use that here we have a new thought beginning; here, the thought is being developed; and here the thought is being concluded.

Now you could say this two-line thought-unit all on one breath; it would be possible. But I believe it would undervalue the thought. Why?

The short answer would be because if Lucilius said these two lines on one breath he would sound less caring. To convey to others how much we care we have to look after our words with care. We also have to have enough breath to be able to colour those words, most important to our argument, effectively.

When we are speaking ourselves, we are unaware of how much we use our breathing to shape the way we phrase the expression of any thought; all we are focusing on is getting our thought across. Our breathing looks after itself. Similarly, when others are speaking, all our attention is on following what they are saying, rather than how they are saying it, whether and when they are breathing, and so on.

The line length has this correspondence with the breath. To put it really simply, if we take this line of Lucilius’s,

The gods defend him from so great a shame,

we can all say that easily on one breath, and once any one of us had said it we would all do the same thing: we would all take another breath in order to go on speaking some more.

If however you tried to do the next two lines on one breath,

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

He will be found like Brutus, like himself.

– well, it would be possible, but you would probably feel that you were getting a little short of breath by the end of the second line, in a way that doesn’t really happen to you in everyday life. But more importantly it would have sounded as if you were a little less emotionally involved. The lines and the thoughts within them would have sounded less caring. It would also have sounded less spontaneous, as if you knew what words you were going to say before you spoke them.

Now try it like this: I’ve added a little symbol before the second of these lines to indicate that you might try topping up your breath there.

When you do find him, or alive, or dead,

ˇ He will be found like Brutus, like himself.

Now this breath is in no way special. It’s not something you do because you are on stage and no one, not the audience or your fellow actors, should even notice what you’ve done. In the end you shouldn’t even be aware of it yourself. But you do it so that, when you come to say that second line, the words in it sound as if you are creating them, choosing them, as you are speaking. These words are expressing Lucilius’s love for Brutus, and to convey that love we need to give colour and emotional strength to his key words. And this needs the right amount of breath. But we need no more breath than that which is natural to the situation. We breathe in order to speak, and we breathe again in order to go on speaking, and Shakespeare’s lines show us where to do that.

Now I know you can’t act and be thinking where to breathe at the same time. So what you must do is to let the ‘form’ of the verse – that is, where one line ends and another begins – help you to shape how you express your thoughts and then your breathing should take care of itself. Learning where to breathe is therefore part of your rehearsal process – by the time you come to performance, taking a ‘top-up’ breath in order to say the new line should have become instinctive.

Line endings

In verse the part of the line that generally has most ‘prominence’ is at the end of it.

And this is probably because in learning to speak we have come to realise that, before we take a ‘top-up’ breath in order to go on speaking, it’s best to leave our listeners with something that grabs their attention.

So we should now see that where a line is reaching to, where the line ends, where we have been carried to, will be a little climax, or a surprise, or a turning point. Look at the ends of our six lines:

‘safe enough’

‘no enemy’

‘noble Brutus’

‘great a shame’

‘alive, or dead’

‘like himself ’

These phrases reveal the whole point of the line. This is absolutely the case when the line is a single thought. Where the thought continues on into the next line, then the phrases at the end mark a crucial stage in the shaping of that thought.

It is also one of the patterns of our English speech. ‘I want you to come home now.’ ‘Let’s meet on Thursday.’ ‘I never want to see you again.’ Or, ‘I never want to see you again, ever.’

Now in my list of six line endings I could have just given you the last stressed word, (shame; dead; self), but I think it’s more valuable to think in terms of phrases rather than single words.

It is because of the importance of the line ending, that the second half of lines have more ‘juice’ in them than the first. Often inexperienced actors give the beginning of the line too much emphasis and let the second half tail away.

Always ask yourself why the line ends where it does. There will always be a reason. It will be to do with emphasis, or some antithesis, or in Shakespeare’s later plays, some highlighting of something that is to 
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