Reading Shakespeare Aloud

By Bruce Miller

In the first part of this article that appeared in Teaching Theatre (Winter 2001), we established that in spite of the fact that Shakespeare was probably the greatest poetic writer in the history of the English language, he was first and foremost a dramatist. That means that his plays, though offering up some of the greatest language in the history of play writing, are primarily about the story being told. Action and character combine through his use of words to make compelling drama onstage. Too often as teachers, we focus on the language of a play by Shakespeare at the expense of understanding the action. As a result, the magical aspects of his plays disappear like the rabbit in a magician’s hat. However, when we are able to guide our students to focus on the story of the play rather than its literary merits, the goals we have for our students, starting with a genuine appreciation for the play itself and the language used to support it, are far easier to achieve.

In order to successfully focus on the action of a play by Shakespeare, we need to teach our students how to analyze and then to effectively read aloud the words of the play. Until they can do that, the pleasure and deeper meaning of the work is likely to remain behind a locked door. Yet the key for releasing a successful unit of Shakespeare is not as difficult to achieve as it might at first appear - once a few tools are mastered.

As pointed out in the last installment, the kinds of dramatic and literary analysis involved in the reading of Shakespeare aloud include:

· The meaning of the words individually and together, including definitions, ideas, literary and historical allusion, and poetic language and imagery.

· The overall dramatic context for what is spoken, determined by all dramatic events leading up to the scene or section of dialogue.

· The specific dramatic circumstances that result in the words.

· The inflection and use of the words and punctuation based on a set of learnable tools and guidelines 

Let’s go back now to one of the examples first offered up last time – from Macbeth Act I  Scene 5. The purpose here is to demonstrate that the basic elements of drama - plot, character, dialogue, and idea - that seem so obvious when performed well on stage - seem far less so when our students are reading the words on the page. And in order for Shakespeare to come alive in the classroom, it is necessary to develop the skills that actors and directors use when performing Shakespeare.

Reading for the Story

Let’s begin by reading the scene that follows just for meaning. If you were my own students, I would also ask you to jot down any words or phrases that you’re not sure about. It might be a good idea for you to do so. You’re liable to be surprised at what you thought you knew but don’t.

THE TRAGEDY OF MACBETH

Act 1 Scene 5

(Enter Lady Macbeth, with a letter)


Lady Macbeth
(reading) “They met me in the day of success,



and I have learned by the perfect’st report they have



more in them than mortal knowledge. When I burned in



desire to question them further, they made themselves



air, into which they vanished. Whiles I stood rapt in the



wonder of it came missives from the King, who all-hailed



me ‘Thane of Cawdor’, by which title before these weird



sisters saluted me, and referred me to the coming on of



time with ‘Hail, King that shalt be!’ This have I thought



good to deliver thee, my dearest partner of greatness,



that thou mightst not lose the dues of rejoicing by being



ignorant of what greatness is promised thee. Lay it to



thy heart, and farewell. 

Glamis thou art, and Cawdor, and shalt be



What thou art promised. Yet do I fear thy nature.



It is too full o’ th’ milk of human kindness



To catch the nearest way. Thou wouldst be great,



Art not without ambition, but without



The illness should attend it. What thou wouldst highly,



That wouldst thou holily; wouldst not play false,

And yet wouldst wrongly win. Thou’dst have, great 





Glamis,



That which cries “Thus thou must do” if thou have it,



And that which rather thou dost fear to do



Than wishest should be undone. Hie thee hither,



That I may pour my spirits in thine ear



And chastise with the valour of my tongue



All that impedes thee from the golden round



Which fate and metaphysical aid doth seem



To have thee crowned withal.



(Enter a Servant)

What is your tidings?


Servant    The King comes here tonight.


Lady Macbeth


         Thou’rt mad to say it.



Is not thy master with him, who, were ’t so,



Would have informed for preparation?


Servant
So please you, it is true. Our thane is coming,



One of my fellows had the speed of him,



Who, almost dead for breath, had scarcely more



Than would make up his message.


Lady Macbeth



Give him tending;



He brings great news.



(Exit Servant)






The raven himself is hoarse



That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan



Under my battlements. Come, you spirits



That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here,



And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full


Of direst cruelty. Make thick my blood,



Stop up th’ access and passage to remorse,



That no compunctious visitings of nature



Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between



Th’ effect and it. Come to my woman’s breasts,



And take my milk for gall, you murd’ring ministers,



Wherever in your sightless substances



You wait on nature’s mischief. Come, thick night,



And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell,



That my keen knife see not the wound it makes,



Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark



To cry “Hold, hold!”



(Enter Macbeth)






Great Glamis, worthy Cawdor,



Greater than both by the all-hail hereafter,



Thy letters have transported me beyond



This ignorant present, and I feel now



The future in the instant.


Macbeth


        My dearest love,



Duncan comes here tonight.


Lady Macbeth


And when goes hence?


Macbeth
Tomorrow, as he purposes.


Lady Macbeth



O never



Shall sun that morrow see.



Your face, my thane, is as a book where men



May read strange matters. To beguile the time,



Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye,



Your hand, your tongue; look like the innocent flower,



But be the serpent under ’t. He that’s coming



Must be provided for; and you shall put



This night’s great business into my dispatch,



Which shall to all our nights and days to come



Give solely sovereign sway and masterdom.


Macbeth
We will speak further.


Lady Macbeth


    Only look up clear.



To alter favour ever is to fear.



Leave all the rest to me.



(Exeunt)
I suspect that if you were to ask your students what happened in the scene above, the answers would no doubt be extremely interesting, but probably less than accurate. If you students had read the play up to this scene before taking on Act I Scene 5, they would probably do better than if you had assigned them the scene as a cold reading. But even had they read the scene in the context of the play up to that point, the language of the play for many of them would probably provide an insurmountable barrier to understanding, appreciation, and enjoyment. 

The words in the context of the play and the context of the play reflecting on the words intersect with each other to provide meaning. Without a specific understanding of that meaning, your students and your goals as teachers will founder. A dramatic understanding of the throughline of action then, is the essential ingredient to making Shakespeare work in the classroom. Whether to start with a general discussion of the scene’s dramatic progression or an examination of the language can be debated. But, when carried out effectively, a discussion of the plot contained in the scene invariably stimulates interest in a way that a discussion of word meaning out of context can not. For that reason, I always begin with the action, and then bring in the language once the groundwork of the scene has been established.

The most effective way of getting to the story of the scene is to focus on the plot – the literal chronological action that is essentially a cause and effect process. The plot, which is so obvious when an audience sees it done on stage before them, is often far more deceptive when sitting quietly on a printed page. Dramatic points of interest that are absolutely clear when performed are often missed altogether when read and performed only in the theatre of the mind – and especially if the language is alien, as Shakespeare certainly is to many students. 

An effective way of getting to the heart of the action is to challenge your students to accurately list on paper the cause and effect chronology of a scene. They can be asked to do this on their own or in small groups. The text should be used to support any event they choose to list. Once their chronological list has been completed, a larger class discussion can distill the individual or group conclusions into an agreed upon sequence. Surprising and impassioned discussions are very likely to arise in your groups as each struggles to find the cause and effect chain of events, and even more likely in the larger class debate that follows. You will find that your students have a great deal of difficulty isolating the action of a scene from its other elements. They will want to mix character description, given circumstances and their personal interpretation of what is going on in the scene all together. The challenge for them will be to stick to cause and effect actions – the essentials of making the scene work actively.

Any discussion should begin with the overall chronology of the play – the given circumstances to this point - but for our purposes here we’ll jump right to the chronology of the scene above.

The actual cause and effect list of plot action that you and your class ultimately come up with might look something like this.

At the opening of Act I Scene 5, Lady Macbeth is reading a letter sent her by her husband. At the point the action picks up she is reading of his encounter with the Weird Sisters. She reads his description of their supernatural power to predict the future and their sudden disappearance into thin air. Through implication we see that Lady Macbeth already knows of her husband’s victory and heroic action. (“They met me in the day of success.”) She learns of the arrival of messengers who report of Macbeth’s promotion and of the witches’ prediction that Macbeth will become king. 

After finishing the letter, Lady Macbeth declares that Macbeth will be king. However, she realizes his character is such that it may prevent him from doing what is necessary to get the crown. She beckons Macbeth home so that she might pour her courage into his ear and convince him to do what is necessary to become king. 

A messenger then enters and reports to her that the King will arrive that very night. Lady Macbeth suggests her murderous thoughts by declaring that the messenger is mad to have said such a thing. Quickly recovering, she praises the messenger for having brought great news and dismisses him. When alone, Lady Macbeth begins a soliloquy in which she hints that the king will soon be dead and conjures spirits of evil to stop up any weakness that being a woman might cause her to have. She enlists the help of the spirits to do what must be done with the murderous knife she will use. 

At that moment Macbeth enters. They see each other. It is the wife who speaks first by flattering her husband with alluring titles old and new, and suggesting that greater titles await. Macbeth responds by saying the king comes there that night. Lady Macbeth asks when the king is to leave and her husband responds “tomorrow,” but adds with great implication “as he purposes.” Lady Macbeth then reveals her heart by telling her husband that the king will not live until tomorrow. Macbeth’s face betrays his doubts and fear, but his wife quickly instructs him to hide his feelings, lest they give him away. She further instructs him to leave the rest to her. Macbeth wants to speak further, but his wife silences him with a repeated warning that he must look innocent, and once again instructs him to leave all plans to her. They exit together.

Here is an even more concise version:

· Lady Macbeth reads her husband’s letter.

· The contents of the letter causes her to declare that Macbeth will be king.

· The declaration causes her to realize that her husband has traits that will prevent his doing what he needs to.

· This realization causes her to becken him home so that she can mold him into shape.

· A messenger interrupts with news that the king is coming.

· This news causes Lady M to blurt out an incriminating comment about her murderous intent.

· Having said the remark causes her to cover the moment so the servant doesn’t catch on and further causes her get rid of him as quickly as possible.

· Being alone again causes her to take the opportunity to conjure evil spirits to help her with her murderous plot.

· Macbeth’s entrance causes her to be interrupted.

· Macbeth’s arrival causes Lady Macbeth to face her husband for the first time.  Seeing him causes her to start manipulating him, first using titles that will appeal to him.

· Hearing his wife’s praise causes Macbeth to inform her that the king will come that night.

· Hearing this causes his wife to ask when the king will leave.

· Hearing his answer causes her to begin to reveal her plan for murder.

· Hearing her suggested plan causes Macbeth to try to stop her.

· His attempt at stopping her causes her to take over and insist that he leave everything to her.

· Hearing her convincing stance, the couple leave together.
The story of the scene described in either version above is a good one indeed. During its short duration, two people, still highly respected by the world, begin to consider actions that are evil, and that will irrevocably change their lives and who they are forever. A wife suddenly takes on the role and power of husband and a husband is suddenly dumbfounded and controlled by a wife. Both are about to begin a journey that only moments before, they never would have thought possible. 

Though the scene on the printed page consists only of dialogue, the story summarized above is primarily told in terms of actions, or in other words, in terms of what the characters do. The fact is, when read with a proper dramatic perspective, dialogue is primarily about doing. It is our task as teachers to get our students to think in these terms. Dialogue is about characters using words to fulfill needs – needs that can be fulfilled either by another character who is present, or, as in the case with Lady Macbeth’s soliloquy, about fulfilling needs from entities who are not.  

Notice that I have carefully selected action verbs to describe what goes on in the scene above ​- because well-selected verbs suggest action rather than feelings, and the dramatic progression of a scene depends on its action. The verbs you will find above include: reads, learns, declares, realizes, beckons, recovers, praises, dismisses, conjures, enlists, exchange, flatters, reveals, betrays, instructs, silences, and warns. Each of these verbs suggest a playable action, and readers who take their cues from these verbs and do what the verbs suggest, will collect a lot of mileage toward making even a reading of this scene interesting.

There are several moments that I have put into the story above that have not been referenced in the dialogue, yet they are as important to the story as the spoken dialogue. For instance, the moment Macbeth and his wife first see each other at the top of the scene. Given all that has happened to him including a prediction of future greatness, and all that she has said in the previous moments, what must their exchanged looks reveal or conceal? Then at the end of the scene, the future king and queen exit together. What is it that Lady Macbeth has said to her husband, or better yet, done to him, that allows this warrior hero to accept her leadership in a plan that is about to lead to murder? The answers to these questions are an integral part of the scene. 

I have also included several dramatic moments that are suggested through the dialogue but not dwelt on. Lady Macbeth’s references to Macbeth’s facial expressions indicate what Macbeth’s thoughts and actions are, even though he has no specific dialogue to support them. “Oh never shall sun that morrow see,” must no doubt produce quite a reaction to the previously unsuspecting Thane of Cawdor. With practice, a careful reader reading for story progression will soon learn to recognize these kinds of dramatic moments. And this, of course, is the goal of this kind of process.

As you and your students tackle a scene to find its cause and effect throughline of action, you will quickly discover that plot is a lot more difficult to spell out than it appears when you watch a play unfold. In fact, turning dialogue into specific actions can be messy work once you begin the process. It is easy to miss significant action moments and even easier to misinterpret what is being said by a character. The most efficient way to overcome these analytical obstacles is to start at the end of the scene and work backwards. Cause and effect become quite clear when you turn it into effect and cause. Try starting with “exeunt” and work your way back to “enter,” and you and your class, will quickly become believers.

Analyzing the Language

Now it’s time to examine the dialogue of the scene. Remember, I asked you to jot down the words and phrases you weren’t sure about. Were you my students I would also have asked you to look up the meanings of every word or phrase you had jotted down. The best way to make sure this gets done effectively is to have your students use a carefully annotated version of the play, and for convenience, one where the commentary is easily accessible. I prefer the ones like Folger or Signet where the commentary is right on the page or on the page adjoining. 

It is essential that your students look up the meaning of every word they do not know. That may mean many additional words that were not annotated in their playbooks. You’ll need to emphasize to your students that in the four hundred years since Shakespeare wrote them, the meaning and usage of words may have changed, and in some cases changed a great deal. If your students are dealing with words not annotated, be sure they examine archaic meanings as well as the meaning they currently hold. The differences, by the way, can make for enlightening and fascinating discussion.

If you sell this process to your students as detective work where exciting discoveries can be made, the task at hand will seem sexy rather than drudgery. You may want to put your students into teams where they can work together as in a scavenger hunt. Be sure to keep reminding your students that in order to make the scene come alive, they will have to know exactly what the characters are saying and meaning when they say it. They can only do that by taking the time to really think about the words being used. Emphasize that they must not assume. If they have any doubts about the meaning of a word or phrase, they must look it up.

Here is a list I compiled while rereading the scene above. With the words and phrases that held particular interest for me, I have included what I found when I looked them up, or I have commented on their implications.  Some of the words and phrases when checked against the references I used, became deeper, more interesting, or more poetically complex than I might first have realized. In every case the meanings provided made the material more interesting and more dramatically useful than I first suspected. The meanings also helped explain or amplified the reasons that the playwright chose a particular alliteration in a particular phrase.

day of success – victory in battle, a suggestion by the playwright that Lady M already has read of Macbeth’s performance in battle

perfect’st report – the accuracy of the report they gave; suggests their supernatural abilities

missives – messengers (not messages as i first thought)

weird – of or relating to fate, a more specific meaning than the “weird” we know today

nearest way – easiest, or the way that is most available

illness should attend it – evil quality (ruthlessness) that might go with great ambition

highly/holily – (use of h sound emphasized a comparison here;) 

wouldst wrongly win – would be willing to win unfairly; again alliteration for emphasis

hie thee hither –  alliterative h sounds suggest speed

chastise/valor of my tongue – scold with my tongue that is not afraid to say anything

golden round - crown

metaphysical - supernatural

seem…withal – that fate seems to have already given you

raven /hoarse – raven as symbol of death combined with croaking and hoarse make an almost funny yet horrific image

fatal – meaning here directed by fate rather than its contemporary meaning, but certainly deadly for the about to be murdered king

unsex – often produces a laugh with high schoolers, but a frightening image implying losing all the things that give her feminine qualities

make thick my blood – a thickened blood was believed to result in a ferocity of disposition

compunctious - compassionate

fell purpose – fierce and savage

take my milk for gall – a gruesome antithetical image; see below

thick night – besides the normal usage, thick also means morally corrupt

pall - enshroud

dunnest - darkest

keen knife – besides sharp, keen also means bitter and eager.

beguile - deceive

solely sovereign sway – alliteration for effect; see below

alter favor ever is to fear – to look other than normal will cause you to feel that people may be on to you
Skills for Reading Aloud

Now that we have examined the action of the scene and the meaning of the language, let’s take a look at some of the skills necessary for reading Shakespeare aloud effectively. We’ll begin with what I consider the two most important: using the punctuation and identifying the operative words – the words that carry the most meaning in a phrase, line, or sentence.

Punctuation and Other Traffic Signs

I often tell my own students that punctuation in a play by Shakespeare is like an organized system of traffic signs. If you obey the signs, you will reach your destination (or clarity of meaning) safely. If you fail to obey the signs, you will end up getting lost or having an accident. All those archaic words and figures of speech piled up on the page like cars on at rush hour demand the use of traffic signs to prevent the potential reading chaos.

The traffic rules are really quite simple. Your students learned them in grade school. Periods indicate the end of whole ideas and require a stop. A stop, by the way, is always a good place to take a necessary breath. Commas indicate a slighter pause and usually suggest a shift of idea or a slight turn in another direction, but not a complete ending of a particular idea. If a breath is necessary, the reader should take a short one. The ends of lines require the reader to follow the punctuation. If there’s no traffic sign, then the idea continues and so does the reader’s energy - until another traffic sign appears. The means that unless there is a sign, there must be no dip in energy at the end of a line. In fact, it is not unusual for the end of a line to contain an important, if not most import word in that line.

Too often American actors take pauses wherever they feel the acting urge to do so. They like to make moments. But this can be dramatic suicide when reading Shakespeare. Verse has a rhythm and music of its own that becomes apparent  when read aloud with some degree of understanding. Stops and pauses are ingeniously built in by the playwright. He tells the reader if and when a pause is necessary. Shakespeare and his early editors knew where their dramatic bread was buttered. Seldom will your students be able to buck the system and make a better reading than the one suggested by the provided punctuation. An unnecessary pause can kill the beauty and clarity of a line by Shakespeare. So can ignoring pauses when they should be there. 

There are a few more subtle traffic signs written on the Shakespearean page, and these involve the structure of the verse form that Shakespeare used. Shakespearean verse is written in iambic pentameter as you probably know. When we get to scansion in a few moments, we’ll talk about this in more detail. Iambic pentameter means that in a regular line (a line that does not break its established rhythm pattern) there will be five repetitions of an unstressed syllable followed by a stressed syllable. There is no magic here. Our language is made up of words in which some syllables are accented or stresses and some are not. Here is an example.

Thy let /ters have/ transport/ed me/ beyond/

This is a regular line. Each unstressed syllable is followed by a stressed one five times. Sometimes, however, a spoken line is left uncompleted by one speaker and the next speaker finishes the pentameter on the next line. Here is an example.

Macbeth


        My dearest love,



Duncan comes here tonight.


Lady Macbeth


And when goes hence?

Macbeth
Tomorrow, as he purposes.


Lady Macbeth



O never


Shall sun that morrow see.



Your face, my thane, is as a book where men



May read strange matters. To beguile the time,

Notice how in lines three and five, Lady Macbeth completes the pentameter that Macbeth has begun. Since the pentameter has purposely been uncompleted in Macbeth’s speech, the reader may assume that the author intended for Lady M to complete the missing beats. It also suggests that Lady M comes right in with her lines. This, of course, when properly executed, gives the effect that Lady M is energized and taking control of the conversation. On the other hand, notice how the sixth line is left uncompleted just after Lady Macbeth lays down her bombshell. Since the line is intentionally left incomplete, it suggests that there is a long pause during which Macbeth produces the facial reaction to which Lady Macbeth refers in the next line. These are the kinds of traffic signs my high school teachers never told me about, but I certainly would have been fascinated had they approached the play in this fashion.

Finding and Using Operative Words

Now let’s move on to operative words – the words that help to convey the meaning and dramatic purpose of each spoken line. When readers learn to identify the operative words in a piece of dialogue, they will have taken a major step toward reading Shakespeare with clarity and dramatic insight. When used in combination with a healthy regard for the traffic signs on the page, they may become serious threats to the Oliviers and Branaughs who are able to make a living from the skill.

So, how do readers of Shakespeare identify the words that most convey meaning and that move the action forward? A good way to start is by using scansion – the scanning of lines to determine where the naturally occurring accented syllables are. Let’s take a look.

Come, thick night,



And pall/ thee in/ the dun/nest smoke/ of hell,/



That my/ keen knife/ see not/ the wound/ it makes,/



Nor hea/ven peep/ through the blan/ket of /the dark/


To cry/ “Hold, hold!”/

In this climactic moment from Lady Macbeth’s conjuring of evil speech, you will notice that the second and third lines scan regularly. As explained earlier, these lines are written in a normal iambic (unstressed syllable followed by stressed) pattern. But lines 1, 4, and 5 do not scan perfectly. As a result of the natural stresses in a line in conjunction with their dramatic context, we get clear hints as to what syllables or words should be hit harder than others. In line two, we see that pall, in, dun (from dunnest,) smoke, and hell are all accented. In line three we see that my, knife, not, wound and makes get the stresses. It then becomes an interesting detective game to further rank the words according to their usefulness. There are no absolute right or wrongs, but by going through this process, your students will begin an evaluative journey that will ultimately help them read aloud effectively. 

Let’s examine lines two and three further. In line two there is the verb pall. Verbs suggest action and we already know that in drama action is everything. In general, verbs are important dramatic meaning conveyers. Therefore pall is a useful word and definitely should be hit hard. Ends of lines also require an energy to keep the sense ongoing into the next line, so hell is also important. Smoke is accented, so next in order of importance - because dunnest is archaic (and therefore carries no meaning for a contemporary ear) and smoke of hell combine to make a phrase that creates a strong image. In is only a preposition which does not carry a lot of power. In will be hit slightly simply because of the natural rhythm of the line. Circle pall, smoke and hell on your script. Now reread the line aloud stressing your circled words. The line probably sounded pretty good, didn’t it?

Go through the same process with line three. A lot of room for discussion here. But my picks are makes, wound, not, and knife in that order. Makes because verbs carry action, wound because it’s a great image, not because in combination with the unstressed “sees,” creates a cold heartedness in the speaker that is dramatically effective. If your order is different than mine, try it a few ways aloud and see what works best. You can do the same process with your students. You will find that they love saying the lines aloud trying the words in different combinations of stress to make a dramatic impact. The ultimate result is, that through active participation, they will develop an appreciation for the words themselves, and for the art of the writer who provided them.

The first line, because of the combination of one-syllable words, comes out slow and sharply staccato. It is hard to say one-syllable words one after another too quickly, and there are no unaccented syllables between them to relax on. Dramatically this means that all the words are hit hard. Try saying the line aloud. Pretty powerful huh? Now say it like you’re really conjuring as Lady M is. What do you think?

Lines four and five are irregular, but the verb peeps in line four with its accent and plosive sound clearly gets the number one slot. The repetition of hold hold in line five speaks powerfully for itself. You’ll also notice that trying to scan lines four and five can be messy work because of their irregular rhythm. On the other hand, the irregularity gives a nice musical variety to the dialogue, and keeps the section of dialogue from becoming unnaturally rhythmic or boring. Shakespeare uses iambic because of the fact that it sounds very close to the way normal English is structured rhythmically. Therefore, when he chooses to break his established rhythm it still sounds right, yet provides necessary variation that draws in the ear rather than rhythmically lulling the listener to sleep - as childhood verse like “Twinkle, Twinkle” sometimes do. 

You’ll notice that at the top of the scene, Lady Macbeth is reading her husband’s letter, a letter that is written in prose. Most of yours students would not notice this, and those who do, probably do so because of how the prose looks on the page rather than due to the sound. Proof again that the difference between spoken normal English and patterned verse is a subtle one. Shakespeare often goes from verse to prose and back again. A good topic for discussion, but one that I won’t take up here. I’ll simply tempt you with the following question. Why does Shakespeare do so?

When I studied Shakespeare in college as an English major, and later as an MFA graduate student in acting, my teachers would hammer the importance of scansion. I think they overemphasized its place. No one wants to listen to Shakespeare that sounds overly rhythmic, and the best professional actors wouldn’t even consider doing so. Good actors make the language sound as natural as poetic language can possibly sound while at the same time using the language’s dramatic and  poetic imagery to make dramatic points. Nevertheless, scansion is a valuable investigative tool for finding the words that get the meaning across. But scansion should not be the absolute arbiter of how a line should be read. As my English professor teaching partner reminds us, “The important part of scansion is that it helps you find the five accented syllables per line.  Find them, and find the heart of the meaning of the line.”

Idea Units

Another effective way of determining how to read a line comes from dividing up a passage into idea units or phrases, and determining which of those carry the most meaning. Let’s take a look.

The raven himself    is hoarse



That croaks   the fatal entrance   of Duncan



Under my battlements.   Come,   you spirits



That tend   on mortal thoughts,   unsex me here,



And fill me   from the crown   to the toe top-full



Of direst cruelty.   Make thick   my blood,



Stop up   th’ access and passage   to remorse,



That no  compunctious visitings   of nature



Shake   my fell purpose,   nor keep peace   between



Th’ effect   and it.   Come   to my woman’s breasts,  



And take   my milk   for gall, you murd’ring ministers,



Wherever   in your sightless substances  



You wait  on nature’s mischief.

By separating each line or sentence into the individual idea units they contain, your students will begin to be able to see the power of each phrase. As a result, it will give them an opportunity to work with the colors and specific picture that each idea unit possesses. Breaking the dialogue into its stresses through scansion is effective for finding and delivering the clarity of the line, but having pictures of the idea units as they read will help your students convey a more nuanced meaning - because they will generating specific images as they read aloud - through the pictures they hold in their head and then convey. 

Dividing each line into phrases as we have done above does not ultimately mean that your students should be taking pauses (or finding caesuras) in the line when they read a passage aloud. That is what the punctuation is for. However, if they take the time to separate the lines into their individual units, they will be able to explore those images and how the images work in connection with each other. As they become familiar with what each phrase contains, they will become more proficient at  painting the phrase images aloud without taking unnecessary pause time.

When you’ve reached this point with your students, have them say some of the colorful phrases above aloud. Let them repeat the phrases until they can convey a specific picture. Then have them put some of the phrases together. You will hear some very chilling reading with the phrase images above. Notice, for instance, the power of the k and m sounds in connection with the blood image in Make thick   my blood. Or the soft m-m sound of my milk when set against the hard contrasting g sound in the phrase that follows - for gall. 

Alliteration

Alliteration, or a repetition of consonant sounds, is another method for helping to find the words that are most important to stress in a line of Shakespeare. The term has already been mentioned several times in our discussion. The amount of alliteration found in Shakespeare makes it clear that the bard loved to use it, and thought it to be an effective device for drawing attention to the images he painted in a basic and visceral way. His ability to use alliterative sounds in conjunction with the specific meaning of a line and the dramatic feel going on at a particular moment is truly remarkable. By simply giving a nod to those repetitions vocally when they appear, your students will possess another effective way to make the drama contained in the lines pop out in their spoken work. 

Have your students return to the scene above and underline the alliterations they find there. Ask them to explain why Shakespeare might have used alliteration when and where he did, as I did a few paragraphs ago in the discussion of phrasing. Then have your students repeat their chosen alliterative passages from the scene above, emphasizing the alliterative sounds. They will be amazed at the power the repetitive sound can have dramatically. Note to them as well that the sound of English has changed in the last four hundred years and a phrase like “my keen knife,” which is no longer alliterative would have been so back then. Certainly the repetition of the hard k sound would effectively draw attention to the strength of intent that Lady Macbeth demonstrates here.

Spending time going through this process will no doubt produce a more skilled set of readers in the classroom which, in turn, will make the time spent reading vastly more effective. But, perhaps more important is the fact that your students, if you go through this process with them, will be discovering for themselves experientially, how the language of Shakespeare is both incredibly powerful as well as beautiful. This has to be a more effective teaching device than simply telling them that a particular line contains this or that, or that a complex metaphor is beautiful because it does that or this.

Apposition and Antithesis

We began our discussion of analysis of the language with the topic of punctuation – the traffic signs for the eye when reading Shakespeare. But there are also some traffic signs for the ear that a reader must provide - if a listener is to comprehend the throughline of action and get at the level of complexity that a character from Shakespeare possesses. The traffic signals we will focus on here are antithesis and apposition, and the use of transitions. We’ll begin with antithesis and apposition.

Apposition is a term that comes from the same root as opposite. It refers to ideas that are set against each other in opposition. Antithesis is a related term that refers to words and phrases of opposite meaning that are purposely placed in contrast to one another in a line or sentence, and that balance each other when the two ideas are completed. Here is an example to make what I am saying easier to grasp.

Thy letters have transported me beyond



This ignorant present, and I feel now



The future in the instant.

In the example above present is contrasted against future, and by emphasizing these two words in apposition, the reader can get a lot mileage vocally from the contrast. Here is another better example.

To beguile the time,



Look like the time; bear welcome in your eye,



Your hand, your tongue; look like the innocent flower,



But be the serpent under ’t.

This passage contains two sets of images in apposition. Beguiling, or fooling the time is very different than looking like or blending with the time. Contrasting the antithetical words when reading aloud produces a clarity and ear catching dramatic effect. The phrases innocent flower and serpent under’t work in the same way. Recognizing and using such contrasts can turn a flat, black and white reading into a 3D comparison. Once they grasp the concept, you can have your student take a look at the ideas in apposition in Lady Macbeth’s speech above where she categorizes her husband’s strengths and weakness as a potential murderer. It is loaded with antithetical ideas.

Antithesis offers up another skills building opportunity for the detectives in your class, regardless of the Shakespearean play you are working on. Have them divide up into teams of scavengers and offer a prize to the team that can find and then explain the largest number of antithetical phrases in a particular scene or passage. Then have them read the cited passages aloud. Your class can decide who does the best job contrasting the words, images, and phrases in apposition.

Finding and Using Transitions

Just one more term before we leave the subject of reading Shakespeare aloud. The word is transition, and it refers to the concept used by actors to describe the moment they shift from one idea to another. A transition to a new subject invariably causes a change of tone, a shift in color, a different use of energy, or a new purpose in what the speaker is saying. When a reader recognizes where these shifts occur, he or she can make an adjustment in the reading that will keep the listener’s ear from being lulled to sleep and will keep the speaking character multi-leveled and interesting. Let’s go back now to  Lady Macbeth’s first speech after reading the letter from her husband. Find that speech above and mark with a double slash the places you think transitions occur in the speech. Then check your choices against mine below. Don’t read on until you have done your own work.

The raven himself is hoarse



That croaks the fatal entrance of Duncan



Under my battlements.// Come, you spirits



That tend on mortal thoughts, unsex me here,



And fill me from the crown to the toe top-full


Of direst cruelty. //Make thick my blood,



Stop up th’ access and passage to remorse,



That no compunctious visitings of nature



Shake my fell purpose, nor keep peace between



Th’ effect and it.// Come to my woman’s breasts,



And take my milk for gall, you murd’ring ministers,



Wherever in your sightless substances



You wait on nature’s mischief. //Come, thick night,



And pall thee in the dunnest smoke of hell,



That my keen knife see not the wound it makes,



Nor heaven peep through the blanket of the dark



To cry “Hold, hold!”



(Enter Macbeth)






//Great Glamis, worthy Cawdor,



Greater than both by the all-hail hereafter,



Thy letters have transported me beyond



This ignorant present, and I feel now



The future in the instant.
Now compare your markings with my own. In the first section, Lady M makes a declaration about the future. In the second section, she begins to call on the spirits and makes an initial, but general call for their help in converting herself to evil. Next she makes a specific list of things they can do to her to strengthen her resolve. Then she actually asks to be changed from her natural womanly nature. Next she asks for the protection of darkness to shield her from failure. Finally, in the biggest transition of all, she changes tone and style completely to properly greet her husband. In your own analysis, you might have lumped Lady Macbeth’s wish list together as one long playable action. That’s fine, too. But either way, in a list like this one there is a logical progression that must build vocally – if the reading is to escalate dramatically. With a little practice, all of that can be handled by your students. 

Conclusion

An understanding of the dramatic situation of a scene when combined with a close study of how the words operate together will enable your students to truly make Shakespeare come alive in the classroom. The Bard was meant to be heard aloud. With a little courage on your part, you can and will get your students to read the words of William Shakespeare – read them in a way that will turn our greatest English language poet and dramatist into some far better than a subject your students “managed to survive.” An approach to Shakespeare’s plays that focuses on doing rather passively listening is certain to help you fulfill many of your goals with Shakespeare that have formerly eluded you.

 We have covered a lot of ground in this article. Perhaps the descriptions and examples of the reading tools listed above were too limited to give you enough confidence to plunge ahead. If you need a more detailed set of descriptions and a larger assortment of examples, there are many excellent inexpensive books you can go to. Clues to Acting Shakespeare by Wesley Van Tassel recently published by Allworth Press is outstanding. It will provide you with all the answers and examples you’ll need in a classroom for some time to come. In the meantime, make ‘the raven himself croak the fatal’ exit of the old ways of teaching Shakespeare, and dare to make Shakespeare come alive. (exuent)
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