


  ADVICE TO ACTORS John Russell Brown


  There is no such person as a “Shakespearean actor,” if that phrase implies the possession of unique qualifications or unusual gifts. Shakespeare’s plays are available to all good actors, no matter what their training or experience may be.


  Yet, of course, the texts reprinted here are not like those of modern plays. Shakespeare does present special problems, and the blunt assurance that his writing is open for anyone to explore will not sound very convincing to a student-actor meeting it for the first time. The following approaches are offered as encouragement to make a start and free imagination to work intelligently on the texts.


  Character


  First of all, an actor in any play must discover the person behind the words of any particular role. Of course, an actor must learn how to speak the character’s lines clearly and forcefully, but that alone will not bring the play to life. Speech is not all, because Shakespeare did not write for talking heads. He first imagined individual persons in lively interplay with each other and then conjured words for them to speak; and that is the best sequence for an actor to follow. A living person has to be brought to the stage, and then he can begin to speak and become realized in the process.


  In Elizabethan times, plays were performed on a large platform stage that jutted out into the middle of a crowded audience, many of whom were standing rather than sitting as is the custom today; and in this open arena everything took place by daylight. Some performances were given indoors, but then the audience was illuminated along with the actors. Such conditions were more like those of a public meeting in our day, or of a booth in a fairground. They called for an acting style that was grounded in a basic physical delineation of each character. An actor had to maintain the vibrant outlines of the role so that his performance could be viewed from all sides and at all times whenever he was on stage.


  Character Questions


  BASIC QUESTIONS:



	How does the character move and speak?


	How think and feel?


	Where does this individual come from? What does he know? What does he want?


	What does he look like, sound like?


	How could anyone recognize the person who speaks these lines?


	Why does this particular person need to speak these particular words?


	How old is this person?


	What physical characteristics are essential for an impersonation?


	What is this person’s family situation?


	What are the political, professional, and social conditions of his life?




  MORE DIFFICULT QUESTIONS FOLLOW, WHICH HELP TO DEFINE PERSONALITY AND CONSCIOUSNESS:


 
	How does this person “see” and respond to the world around him?


	What does he like and dislike? What does he pursue and what does he seek to avoid?


	What conventions, social pressures, or political forces influence behavior, either consciously or unconsciously?




  INTERROGATING THE TEXT:


 
	What verbs does the character use?


	How does he talk to other characters?


	Do questions, assertions, explanations, answers, excuses, qualifications, elaborations, or repetitions predominate?


	Are sentences long or short, leisured and assured, or compact and urgent?


	Are sentences governed by a single main verb?


	Or are they supplied with a sequence of phrases, each governed by its own subsidiary verb?


	How does this person refer to others: always in the same way, or with variations? With different names, titles, or endearments?


	Is address intimate or formal, simple or elaborate?


	Or is contact between two characters assumed and assured, so that names are not required at all?




  Normally such detailed verbal enquiry is a continuous process that goes on throughout a long rehearsal period. Scrutiny of every word in even a short scene will help to develop a sensitivity to words, a facility that can be drawn upon constantly throughout an actor’s career in whatever plays he may perform.


  ALL KINDS OF EXERCISES CAN HELP:


 
	Very slow rehearsals encourage full awareness of what is thought and felt, as the words are spoken easily without thought of projecting or shaping them.


	Silent rehearsals, with someone else speaking the text.


	Improvised explorations of moments of encounter or retreat.


	Improvised paraphrasing of Shakespeare’s text.


	Sessions in which the actors sit back-to-back and only speak the words, trying to communicate fully.


	Variations in positions, so that the two actors are at first close and then far apart, quite still and then always on the move, looking at each other or refusing to do so, paying attention to nothing but the sound of words or engaged on other business—all these explorations may find new means of expression or more physical enactments for a scene.


	Questions should be asked, as for any play, to encourage a fuller sense of what is afoot in a scene: What do they expect from each other? How secure or insecure are they?




  What we can deduce about Elizabethan stage practice should encourage present-day actors to seek out distinctive physical characteristics for each role they play in Shakespeare, possess or embody them as fully as possible, and then play the text boldly. This will provide the appropriate dynamic and credibility.


  The moment actors walk onto the stage in character, they must be strong and expressive, even before a word has been spoken. Then as each person is drawn into the drama, there must be no loss of definition but growth, development, and surprise. As the play continues, new facets and new resources will be revealed, until each character has become fully present and open to an audience. In performance, actors need to be alert and active and must possess great reserves of energy. They are like boxers in a ring who dare not lose concentration or the ability to perform at full power. They have to watch, listen, move, and speak, and at the same time embody the persons they represent. It is like levitating, or flying through the air, by a continuous act of will and imagination. Characters must have clarity; actors, courage.


  But how can an actor find the person to present? Trial and error play no small role in shaping a trained instinct for Shakespeare’s people. And this trial begins with a close interrogation of the text.


  In a search for the person to bring onstage, first impressions may be deceptive or, rather, limiting. For example, on a first reading, Romeo and Juliet may appear to be two “typical” romantic lovers who delight in each other’s presence and have much in common, including parents who would disapprove very strongly of their love if they were to know of it. All that is true and useful, but if the two actors for these roles were each to make a list of the nouns in their respective speeches, two very different sensibilities and personalities would be revealed. The minds of Romeo and Juliet run in different directions; they have their own sensations and feelings, and distinct views of the world around them.


  There are many constructive ways of studying Shakespeare’s words beyond tracing verb patterns. Preparing lists of adjectives and adverbs may reveal when and where a character is sufficiently thoughtful to qualify an idea, although some speakers in some scenes will never have sufficient command or perception to use a qualifying or descriptive word. Lists of double meanings, similes, metaphors, references to other realities than the one on-stage—whether the imagined world is distant, intimate, literary, political, religious, or historical—can help to show the deeper resources of a character’s mind.


  Slowly, by such analysis of the text, a psychological “identikit” can be assembled, marking predominant colors, preconceptions, modes of thought and feeling. Many such separate and small details begin to suggest a more embracing idea about a person.


  On the other hand, it would be a mistake to read and analyze for too long; an actor needs to start to act and to speak just as soon as intuition and imagination are quickened by more deliberate investigations. The actor’s own being has to be satisfied and used in performance, as well as the details of the text.


  Slowly, a sense of the character’s consciousness will emerge, and a number of physical traits will become established. So, the stage character should evolve slowly, from within itself, freshly and uniquely created; actions will suit the words and reveal a sense of being that attracts and repays attention. There is no knowing what may happen. One danger is that too many details will attract attention so that the basic presence is left undeveloped. After making his discoveries, the actor must therefore decide which of his discoveries are truly necessary and which can be discarded.


  Careful and patient study, analysis, exploration, imitation, quiet impulse, quick imagination, and the luck of adventurous rehearsal all have a contribution to make in the creation of these plays.


  Verse, Prose, and Language


  Laurence Olivier in his portrayal of the lead in Henry the Fifth decided to be real, rather than phony, grand, or rhetorical. So he “got underneath the lines,” and in rehearsal his acting became so close to natural behavior that the words were sometimes indistinct and difficult to hear. Then one day, Tyrone Guthrie, the director, stopped the rehearsal—he had been away for a while and insisted that this actor should perform the verse and the rhetoric: “Larry . . . let’s have it properly,” he called out from the back of the theater. For a moment, Olivier hesitated and then did as he was told; and the change, as he tells the story, was instantaneous and transforming. He had always known that verse and sentence structure, and imagery, were instructing him to speak with confidence, enjoyment, and resonance, and that they had a commanding and developing power, but he had held back in distrust. Now he found that artificial verse and grand language fitted his character like necessary and proper clothes, and they gave him the ability to rouse his audience on stage and in the auditorium. (When he came to act the part in the film, they even roused his horse.) Olivier was still truthful, but now he was also heroic.


  Poetry is the natural idiom of Shakespeare’s stage, as swimming is for the ocean, singing for opera or musical theater, controlled and exceptional movement for dance, or solemnity for great occasions. Speaking Shakespeare’s verse becomes as instinctive as song, and the actor forgets that he is being metrically correct and vocally subtle.


  Elizabethan audiences were so convinced by performances in which verse was spoken that a play written wholly in prose would be more likely to seem artificial. Today Shakespeare’s plays can become just as real, if actors both use the verse and also act with truth to life. Bernard Shaw advised actors in Shakespeare’s early plays to treat the verse like a child does a swing, without self-consciousness or hesitation. In later plays the art of verse is more demanding and the pleasure it gives deeper, but both must be similarly instinctive.


  Until verse speaking has become second nature—as it quite quickly does—an actor should study the meter of the lines well in advance of rehearsals, methodically picking out the words to be stressed and finding, by trial and error, the most appropriate phrasing. It is necessary to speak the lines out loud, so that meaning and syntax can be related to the demands of versification and vice versa. Breathing and speaking should work together so that the energy of thought and feeling responds to the text and begins to motivate speech. Texture, linked variations of sound, alliteration, assonance, rhyme, and rhythm must all be heeded. These concepts cannot be explored fully in the mind. By speaking the words, their sounds and visceral impact will reveal different levels of meaning. Phrasing, breathing, tempo, pace, pitch, intonation, silence have all to be considered. The lines must be spoken aloud again and again, as one way of speaking is tested against another; and then, slowly, by following the clues inherent in the text, a fully responsive delivery can emerge.


  When using this book, start to “do” whenever doubt arises. Generations of actors will assure you that with practice, the acting of Shakespeare’s poetry—not merely the speaking of it—becomes instinctive and fluent, pleasurable and, in the context of the play, both true and natural.


  The actor should begin by appreciating Shakespeare’s preferred medium, the iambic pentameter. Each line should have ten syllables, alternately weak and strong, so that each pair of syllables forms one “foot,” and five feet complete a line. Although few pentameters are entirely regular—if they were, the dialogue would be unbearably wooden and predictable—all follow the ongoing pattern to some degree. It is their likeness that links them together, while their irregularity draws attention to particular words, varies rhythm and pace, and lends a forward movement to speech as disturbance of pattern awakens an expectation that pattern will be reasserted and finally satisfied.


  STEPS TO ANALYZING THE TEXT



	Is it verse or prose?


	If verse, is it regular or irregular? Many lines are irregular with stresses not following the iambic pattern or if there are other than ten syllables in a line.


	Speak the text to find the most natural emphasis.




  Sense, syntax, speakability, and an underlying regularity are the principal guides in scanning a line, but they do not always provide an unequivocal lead. Until well-practiced in verse speaking, a student should mark the text in pencil, changing the stresses until sure enough to start rehearsals. Still more changes may be made later, before this slow and methodical preparation can be forgotten and taken for granted—that is the last and absolutely necessary part of the process.


  Scansion


  In deciding how to scan a line, some general rules may be applied. Nouns and verbs always need to be stressed in order to make the sense clear—more stressed than adjectives, adverbs, pronouns, prepositions, or conjunctions. Moreover the fourth syllable of any line, being the most able to reestablish the normal pattern after irregularities and most in control of each individual line, is nearly always stressed in a regular way. If the end of a line is irregular, the beginning of the following one is likely to be regular, for two, or three, consecutive feet. However, the first foot in a line is very frequently irregular, since a reversed foot, with the strong syllable coming first, gives fresh impetus to new thought.


  An example from an early play gives clear indication of both regularity and irregularity:


  (King Edward speaks to his queen about political enemies.)


  [image: chpt_fig_001]


  (Henry VI, Part lll, IV.i.75–82)


  Some of the strong stresses marked in these lines might be changed, but very few; and all its irregularities are brief. The close of line 5 is most problematical: it is marked here with three consecutive strong syllables as the sense of the parenthesis seems to require, but the final “too” might be unstressed or, possibly, the penultimate “thee.” (Three consecutive strong stresses should be used very sparingly, because they doubly disturb the underlying norm.) A similar uncertainty arises at the end of line 2, which is marked here with the final “thee” as an extra unstressed syllable. Alternatively, “can” would not be stressed and “befall” counted as a single strong syllable, so that “thee” could follow with equal stress.


  All the strong syllables are not equally stressed in speech, and here actors have much more liberty to find the emphasis that suits their own interpretation of a character. Many choices are available. In most iambic pentameters only three syllables take major emphasis, the other stressed syllables being only slightly more prominent than the unstressed ones. So one reading of the same passage might be:


  My love, forbear to fawn upon their frowns.
What danger or what sorrow can befall thee
So long as Edward is thy constant friend
And their true sovereign whom they must obey?
Nay, whom they shall obey, and love thee too,
Unless they seek for hatred at my hands
Which if they do, yet will I keep thee safe
And they shall feel the vengeance of my wrath.


  Perhaps the first line should have four major emphases, as Edward presses his argument. In line 3, “constant” may be more significant than “long” and so take the emphasis; but the “f ” in friend makes that word able to gain strength from the other stressed fs in the preceding lines. Choice of stress will also be influenced by words set either in opposition to contrast with each other or in agreement to reinforce each other. Stressing these words can often clarify the logic of what the speaker is saying. For example, in line 4, “their” might be stressed and the penultimate foot reversed, so that “they” is stressed as well for reinforcement, and “must” would count only as a weak syllable. Such a reading would raise the possibility that in line 7, “thee” might be stressed rather than “keep,” so that the “they” in line 8 could be a fourth major emphasis in contrast with “thee,” to bring a relatively sturdy finish to the whole speech. But, in general, pronouns should not be emphasized, because that takes away prominence from the nouns and verbs, which have to sustain the sense of any speech; those are the elements that form the supporting backbone for strong dialogue and provide its thought-action and forward impetus.


  This simple speech of eight lines illustrates how metrical considerations become, very quickly and necessarily, issues of character as well. The same is true when problems of phrasing are introduced. In the early verse plays especially, a brief pause at the end of each line is usual and provides a further guide to phrasing beyond those inherent in sense and syntax. Yet this is not a constant rule


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Towards Performance


  

  

  

  

  

  

  


   

  



  

   

   

   

  Another Perspective


  

  

  SPEAKE THE SPEECH I PRAY YOU, AS I PRONOUNC’D3.2.1–45
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