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Introduction

Paul Sugarman

The aim of this Applause Shakespeare Workbook is to provide tools for working on the text of Othello. Out of the many Bloomsbury publications on Shakespeare this book draws material from the works of John Russell Brown (Shakescenes and the Applause Shakespeare Library) and Neil Freeman (Once More Unto the Speech series and the Folio Texts) to give you and/or your actors or students practical approaches to work on the text.

These plays, while they speak much to our human condition today, are from more than four hundred years ago. To fully appreciate Shakespeare, there is a lot that one needs to know. There are many books published by Bloomsbury that can help you understand and work on Shakespeare. First you need to understand the time when he lived, which has similarities to today and many differences. William Shakespeare: A Popular Life by Garry O’Connor gives insight into Shakespeare’s time. Much like Stephen Greenblatt’s Will in the World, it paints a picture of Shakespeare’s age and makes connections between that time and the text in his plays that give a broader perspective on the images and references in Shakespeare’s works.

There is the need for much more in-depth study and work on how to use your voice to speak the text. Bloomsbury publishes The Actor and the Text by Cicely Berry, which reveals how Shakespeare uses language to express so much in such a wide variety of ways and the need to have a strong and connected voice to be able to do it justice. She includes hands-on approaches to the text to show how Shakespeare uses rhetoric to make his points. Her Working Shakespeare video series shows many top UK and US actors putting her techniques into practice.

There is also the practicality of how to understand his work in performance. One of John Russell Brown’s central ideas is that you can’t fully understand and appreciate Shakespeare without understanding how it works in performance. He wrote many books on Shakespeare and many editions of the works of Shakespeare and other early modern playwrights. Bloomsbury publishes many of his books including Shakescenes, which provides material for this book; and Shakespeare’s Plays in Performance, which looks at performance elements and performance history. Free Shakespeare contrasts how the plays were originally performed with the vision of the actor-based ensembles, which has been influential for many American acting companies. John Russell Brown created the Applause Shakespeare Library, which included theatrical commentary to make sure that performance considerations are an essential part of studying the play. There is also much that can be gained from great performers of Shakespeare as shown by John Gielgud’s books Acting Shakespeare and An Actor and His Time, as well as the many fine biographies of great stage actors such as Gielgud, Laurence Olivier, and Ralph Richardson, also published by Bloomsbury.

The importance of the first collected publication of Shakespeare’s plays, the First Folio of 1623, cannot be underestimated. It collected thirty-six of Shakespeare’s plays, eighteen of which had never been published before and would have been lost forever. Bloomsbury publishes all thirty-six plays from the First Folio in individual editions that were prepared and annotated by Neil Freeman. Bloomsbury publishes the single volume The Applause First Folio of Shakespeare in Modern Type. Freeman then went on to create the Once More Unto the Speech series of books comparing modern and Folio texts for more than nine hundred speeches, demonstrating the practicality of using Folio texts. Material from that series has been made more accessible in the recent series of Monologues from Shakespeare’s First Folio series of twelve books. Neil Freeman was one of the major forces in making the First Folio more useful for actors and students of the plays.

Both John Russell Brown and Neil Freeman were champions for understanding Shakespeare through performance. John Russell Brown’s Applause Shakespeare Library was designed to make one aware of the many opportunities presented by the text for performance. Neil Freeman’s First Folio texts showed the many clues and choices that could be explored through looking at the text as originally printed. By taking examples from both men’s work, these materials present different perspectives on the text.

The wonderful thing about working on Shakespeare is that there is no one “right” answer. His work endures because it is so flexible and subject to varied interpretations. In your own exploration of the text you have to find which choices work best for you (and, perhaps, your students). To find the best choice you need to explore what is out there and why these more than four-hundred-year-old texts still speak to us today.

This workbook presents a brief description of various approaches to the text by John Russell Brown and Neil Freeman. Following are scenes from the play that John Russell Brown had included in Shakescenes along with further selections from the Applause Shakespeare Library edition of the play. Speeches from the play drawn from Neil Freeman’s Once More Unto the Speech series will give a First Folio perspective on the text.

The goal is to be able to speak and share Shakespeare’s words in a way that makes the plays come alive in ways they do not when read silently. Perhaps the biggest perceived challenge is understanding and getting comfortable with Shakespeare’s language. Though the language may seem old to us, the English language of Shakespeare was four hundred years younger then than it is now, as Kristin Link later, author of Freeing Shakespeare’s Voice, observed. Although these words are from four centuries ago, it is still Modern English but in its infancy, when it was still blossoming and expanding. The spoken word was essential to almost all communication in Shakespeare’s day, unlike our predominantly visual and text-based age. We don’t talk as much or as precisely as those whose lives depended on spoken communication in Shakespeare’s time. Shakespeare does a lot more with language than we do in our modern world. Working on Shakespeare’s language can open one up to new and more effective ways of communicating. These great thoughts and words show the possibilities of expression that a human voice can achieve.


Basic Steps to Working on Shakespeare’s Text

Read the Text Aloud: These words were meant to be spoken. Music cannot be experienced solely by looking at annotations on a page. Neither can Shakespeare.

Understand the Text: You need to understand what is being said and what all the words mean. It is important to consult glossaries that give Elizabethan definitions and context. David and Ben Crystal’s website shakespeareswords.com is a good place to start.

Analyze the Text: Look at the text in depth to see how it works. Is it verse or prose? If verse, where is it regular and where not? Shakespeare uses rhetorical devices to convey feelings and meanings. How do the sounds and words “play” off each other?

Explore the Text: Consult the First Folio to see how capitalization, punctuation, and line endings can shift emphasis. Connect to the text physically and personally. How do the words and sounds feel inside your body?

Action: Find the Choices in the Text: What choices can be made in terms of the character? What actions can they take? What choices can be made about their needs? Some choices may seem obvious, but look for the possibilities of different ones.

Share the Text: Speak the text to someone else so that you can assess how well you are communicating the thoughts beneath the text.

Perform the Text: Share the text with a wider audience, to whom you can also speak directly, as there was no fourth wall in Shakespeare’s theater.

Committing to speaking Shakespeare’s text requires more of us than most contemporary communication does. Energize the whole body when giving voice to the text. There have been many fine books on using the voice to support Shakespeare text work including The Actor and the Text by Cicely Berry (Applause) and Freeing Shakespeare’s Voice by Kristin Linklater (TCG).

The exploration of the text can continue indefinitely as there is no one answer to these texts but an endless array of possibilities to be explored. However, if you start with speaking and listening instead of just reading the words, it will lead you to a more personal connection to the text.

Shakespeare connects to so many people in different ways because we find something in our personal lives that is explained by the way Shakespeare says it. Sometimes the text instantly makes sense to you, but often the possibilities are infinite. We make choices based on how the text connects to us at this moment in our time.

This workbook will outline some of the tools to look at the text and give examples from the works of John Russell Brown and Neil Freeman, who can offer differing viewpoints on the same text as a way for you to learn to trust your ear and your connection to the text. This workbook will show ways to work on the text with a spirit of exploration.
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