He’s Alive!

Making Shakespeare Compelling in the Classroom

by Bruce Miller

Last year I was given the opportunity to help develop a program intended for use with the Miami Dade County Public School System. The program, funded by a national education grant called Project Succeed, would use the resources of the University of Miami’s College of Arts and Sciences and the School Education to help develop more effective pedagogical programs and teaching excellence in secondary public schools. The program that a colleague from the English Department and I proposed was called Making Shakespeare Compelling and would be designed to bring high school English and drama teachers from the same school together and to offer them joint training in methods of how to more effectively teach Shakespeare, where possible as a team, in the classroom.

It was the thinking of my colleague, an expert in Renaissance English Literature, and myself that by offering his knowledge about Shakespeare from a literary point of view, and my knowledge and experience with the Bard from a dramatic one, that our teacher/students couldn’t help but come away with useful material and strategies for the classroom. Initially, we thought that the drama teachers would get much more from what he had to offer, and the English teachers would get more from what I had to offer, but all participants would profit from the review of material and methodologies that some of the participants might not have thought about since college.

The program would consist of six, seven-hour sessions. The first three, held on consecutive days, would be run by my colleague. The focus for these sessions would be primarily literary. The plays we had selected were Romeo and Juliet, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and Macbeth, and  would be covered in that order. The selection of plays was based on variety of genre, and titles often used in high school units. The second three sessions would pick up after a three-week hiatus, and would be held on consecutive Saturdays. I would lead these sessions, but they would be augmented by outside speakers, expert in particular areas of Shakespeare. Video clips from various productions of the plays we had read would also be used to demonstrate the range of interpretative choices available in acting, directing, and design. However, the main thrust of these sessions would be to immerse the class in actually acting portions of the plays studied, with a focus on how to use Shakespeare’s language.

To be honest, I was somewhat intimidated by my colleague’s reputation as a teacher and scholar. Momentary insecurities about possessing only an MFA rather than a doctorate kicked in a bit, and I wondered if my practical knowledge about performing Shakespeare would prove laughable to a scholar of his caliber and to teachers trained in drama or English. Granted, I had had plenty of exposure to the Bard from my undergraduate days as an English major. And I had had a lot of practical experience and training in Shakespeare as an MFA acting student, and my years in the profession. But, how could that practical stuff stack up to genuine, legitimate, scholarship? How could a hands-on knowledge about performing Shakespeare prove profitable to an English teacher in an English classroom trying to meet the objective requirements of Shakespeare as literature? The answer turned out to be very surprising, and what I learned last summer is what I’d like to share with you now.

The most important things we all learned about Making Shakespeare Compelling are related to the use of Shakespeare’s language and dramatic structure. Whether Shakespeare is being taught in the drama class or the English class, we discovered that the most important skill we could teach our students is the ability to say his words aloud in a way that makes them clearly understood by the listener. This easily learnable skill, we discovered, dwarfed all other educational objectives in importance, and made all other goals and objectives far easier to attain. Let me explain.

As a teacher of acting and script analysis, I am often required to remind my acting and directing students that their primary purpose is to tell the story of the play. That means that their focus should be on playing actions, not on character or emotions; and on using the words chosen by the playwright to get what they need, rather than to reveal underlying symbolism or hidden meaning. The fact is that when actors use dialogue and actions to tell the story of the play, miraculously the play itself communicates character, symbol and underlying meaning -  by allowing the audience (or when not performed, the readers) to get for themselves these other elements of the play. Figurative language and the great idea are always better understood when connected to the story context in which they are used or developed. Too often this essential truth is ignored by acting students and their teachers, and is never even considered in the English classroom.

This basic principle is particularly true when studying the works of Shakespeare. There is an assumption that as we read a play of his, we automatically absorb the developing plot elements and understand how new events, information, and discoveries affect character, relationship, and basic need. That is seldom the case. When Romeo finds out that Juliet is a Capulet, we practically take for granted the effect such information has on character, plot, and the resulting dialogue. Very little dialogue is given to Romeo to express his thoughts and feelings when, at the Capulet masque he finds out who this ravishing young woman is, but there is no doubt that this knowledge profoundly affects his subsequent actions.  When the freshly honored Macbeth returns home after being told by the witches that he is to be king, he has no intention of killing Duncan. Yet, in one brief scene, his wife manages to completely turn him around. How is that accomplished? The written dialogue offers some clues, but offers no answers. We usually just take for granted that it happens. But why? The “how it happens” is what is interesting in the situation. It is what is most watchable, and the choices about how it is accomplished on stage gives life to the words and actions that the audience sees and hears.

What we take for granted as readers and watchers often goes to the very core of what makes a play interesting to an audience, and much of the time to a reader, including a student reader. Remember how often as kids, we resented the teacher in literature class who tested us on plot items? Ironically, on some basic level, there was virtue in that insult. Without connecting the dialogue of the play to the essential elements of the play’s action – the action that inspires the language - the words can remain for student readers as inaccessible and cold as a distant mountain peak, beautiful to look at perhaps, but hardly worth an expedition. As teachers we must inspire the desire to make that climb. 

I very much agree with the conceit presented in the film Shakespeare in Love – that Shakespeare as a young playwright was trying to whip together some plays that work, so that he could sell them to some producer and get his rent paid. No self-aware poetic genius at work here, just a struggling dramatist working with the elements he had studied and seen work on stage previously. The fact that his body of dramatic work proved to be that of a staggering genius of language, character, and the human condition, should not distract us as teachers from the simple truth that his plays work and function like the dramatic entities they are. If Shakespeare’s plays are approached as such, the other aspects that we often focus on first in the English classroom will come across even more effectively on their own. But this focus on language and action will play just as important a role in the drama class. 

During the first three days of our Shakespeare Institute, the drama teachers were more willing to read aloud than the English teachers, no doubt because the English teachers were intimidated by the assumption that drama teachers were “actors” and they, of course, were not. Surprisingly, however, the drama teachers were not necessarily the better readers. The drama teachers, overall, emoted more, and were more “dramatic.” But the clarity of the language of the play was not necessarily brought out more effectively by the drama teachers. As I often tell my acting students, Emotion without clarity is simply not effective in plays where language is the prime ingredient.” Brilliant poetic language will speak for itself when permitted to.  

Those who were able to shape the language and emphasize the right words as they read were the ones that best held our attention and allowed us to follow along. It was they who provided the mechanism by which the poetry and ideas revealed themselves as part of the action and character, organic to the story rather than imposed on it. In their reading generally, there was less obfuscating emotion imposed on the words. The emotion was left to the magic created by the imagery in the words themselves. As we continued to read through the plays, the best readers proved to consistently be the best actors. 

Interest and focus ebbed and flowed during these seven hour sessions in accordance with what was going on in the action of the play and on how effective any given set of readers were at a particular time. When everyone could read, the play jumped to life. When some could read while some could not, it was frustrating. When all the readers were weak, it was plain boring, and sometimes all out torture. Suddenly, I was transported back to my own high school days, as vivid memories of English class returned to me. Even back then, I could be either totally absorbed by a particular passage or scene, or gruesomely bored and put off by a particular class – totally as a result of who was reading during the session. 

For the first three seven hours sessions, our class read our selected plays aloud – from beginning to end, not unlike the way I studied Shakespeare as a high school student. My colleague interrupted the dramatic flow regularly during these sessions to discuss points of literary interest, as did I, but far less often, with a point of dramatic import. Topics for discussion included the Elizabethan mind, social custom, and chain of being; and how these issues related to the language and meaning of the play. Discussion also included the structure of the language, its poetic motifs, repeated language themes and how all were beautifully interconnected with each other and with the overall meaning of the play. My colleague knew his stuff and it was fascinating. Most of the class was equally enthralled. It felt great to be a student again, and to be learning for the pure joy of it. 

During the readings and discussions, many of the short pieces of dialogue were glossed over or ignored completely, and as I saw this trend developing I would interrupt to talk about how these passages contribute to the building of dramatic action, conflict, tension, and suspense on stage. My colleague and the teacher/students invariably seemed intrigued by what I said, yet on many occasions, I felt like what I offered was little more than a statement of the obvious. It slowly dawned on me that the obvious is not so obvious to scholars and students not used to reading a play of Shakespeare as an actor and director will. As this dawning became clearer to me, I remembered how it had taken me years to fully recircuit my brain to read a play from a dramatic point of view rather than a literary one. This change of focus was what I was demonstrating in my comments. More often than not, the oral reading of our teacher/students improved as a result of these comments, at least during the scene or passage being read. I believe everyone noted the difference. 

In spite of my occasional dramatic contributions, by the end of the second session, I was beginning to feel a little uneasy, and my uneasiness was reinforced by the fact that I had begun to overhear snippets of conversation here and there by members of the class. The essence of what I was feeling and hearing was this: how was what our teacher/students were learning, fascinating and stimulating though it was to them, going to enhance the high school classroom they would return to? Would their own current interest convert into the students’? Would their students really sit for this kind of literary analysis? Would this enhanced understanding by their teachers in any way excite recalcitrant students more, stimulate them more, or make them appreciate the plays of Shakespeare more than before? Would they be more likely to read a play by Shakespeare, or any other play, or any other piece of literature, for that matter, as a result of what their teachers had learned during the first three days of this institute? Would Shakespeare now be more compelling? Sadly, at least in my mind, the answer was “probably not.”

During the break that followed the first three sessions, I did a lot of thinking. My original plan was to partner the English teacher from a particular school with the drama teacher and have each of them develop a scene from one of the three plays we had read in class. The idea was to have them actually perform a scene by the end of the third session. However, now that I had worked with the class, I realized that trying to get them to develop fully realized scenes was probably an impractical, and certainly an unnecessary objective. It struck me that a basic analysis of the plays from a dramatic point of view would more than fill the plates of my teacher/students - if I focused on the goal of getting them to be able to read the plays aloud with clarity and with a dramatic understanding. What I decided to do was spend the time teaching my class how to read Shakespeare aloud, so they, in turn, could teach their students to do so. Fortunately, I had assigned sonnets to be read aloud on the first session back, and these would nicely serve my new strategy and intent. 

During the hiatus, I discovered a new book at the Barnes and Noble where I was vacationing. Shakespeare Set Free is a collection of essays and teaching strategies for the study of Shakespeare in high school published by the Folger Library. Contained between its pages I found many wonderful ideas and strategies for teaching Shakespeare in the classroom and a hands –on manner. More importantly, the book’s editors had drawn many of the same conclusions about studying Shakespeare in a high school class that I had – that it should be taught actively – through class participation by doing and saying the words of Shakespeare aloud. In fact, in his ground breaking essay that sets the tone for the book, Michael Tolaydo, teacher and member of the Library’s Teaching Shakespeare Institute, makes a case for student immersion in a Shakespeare play by first doing a scene from that play as a class. As drama teachers already know, developing a scene for performance teaches students innumerable valuable educational as well as life skills. In addition, as Tolaydo points out in his essay, “learning in this way can also open up the play and provide the basis for further active exploration of plot, character, structure, language, genre, or What you Will.” 

And so, by the time my first all day session was to begin, I had a strategy and game plan to deliver up. By using the assigned sonnets, I could introduce the basic principles for reading Shakespeare aloud. Since sonnets have no specific dramatic background to analyze and worry about, they provide a good starting point for teaching out-loud reading of the Bard. Sonnets do, however, employ the same overall poetic devices, and require the use of the same basic reading rules and preparation found in a Shakespearean play. Once the skills were introduced in the first session, the class would move on to a dramatic monologue from one of the plays we had read, and then in the third session we would focus on actual two-person scenes from the covered plays. Monologues and scenes, of course, would require dramatic analysis as well as a specific analysis of the language for reading. These activities along with the ones mentioned above would easily fill the allotted time for the second part of the course.

Here follows a basic list of the kinds of analysis involved in the reading of Shakespeare aloud:

· A literal analysis for meaning of the words individually and together including definitions, ideas contained therein, literary and historical allusion, and poetic language and imagery

· An analysis of the words as a result of the specific dramatic circumstances in which they are said

· An analysis of all dramatic events leading up to a particular scene or section of dialogue so as to understand the speech in the overall dramatic context in which it is being said

Now here is an example of how these three analysis tools might work on a piece of dialogue. Below is the opening line spoken by the character Antonio in the play The Merchant of Venice.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

I appropriated the use of this line from the television series and subsequent book call Playing Shakespeare that featured director John Barton and members of the Royal Shakespeare Company. This series of programs on how to do Shakespeare can be of enormous benefit to teachers and students. The tapes are expensive and somewhat difficult to find, but the book based on the programs is easy to come by and offers a wonderful opportunity to observe how expert actors think about and make their choices with the language of Shakespeare. 

The above is a good line to start with. The words are all one syllable and, except for the word “sooth,” their literal meanings well known. You might try this as an opening exercise with your own class. It’s a terrific icebreaker since many of your students will be reticent to speak verse aloud. Ask each of your students, one at a time, to repeat Antonio’s speech. Just let them each have a shot. You and your class will be amazed at the variety of readings produced, a result of some emotional connotation supplied by the speaker and/or the word or words chosen to emphasize. Some of the readings will be more effective than others simply because they sound better to the ear – a result of respecting the meter of the line. (This will be explained later.)

 Discuss with your class which readings they liked the best, and try to determine why they think what they think. Once your discussion is completed, have your students try reading the line aloud again, emphasizing a particular word. The italics below represent possible words that might be stressed.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

Each of the readings, with the exception perhaps of the line with the know emphasis, gave off a specific meaning and sat right on the ear. By emphasizing sooth, the speaker seems to be confessing to not knowing why he is so sad. By emphasizing the why, the speaker seems to be acknowledging that he has no explanation for his mood. By emphasizing the am, (a weak choice because verbs of being tend not to carry much meaning), the speaker seems to be agreeing that he is sad and confessing that he doesn’t know the reason why he feels as he does. Finally by emphasizing the sad, the speaker seems to be discovering in the moment that he is sad.

All of the readings described above are possible good choices. In a dramatic vacuum, each would work nicely. But what if the line is to be spoken in the context of the play? That’s where dramatic analysis comes into action. Again no one answer is correct, but the choices would be narrowed by the provided context. If, for instance, Antonio had just been asked, “Why are you so sad?” Then his answer might very well emphasize sooth or why or both sooth and why. 

Have your class read the line again after you ask them some improvised introductory question. The responses that sound right will be the ones that acknowledge the question in their answer. Try asking several other lead-in questions. You will find that the emphasized words in the answer will change in accordance with the question being asked – if your students are really listening. That, of course is always a key element in making the reading of Shakespeare, or any other dramatic work for that matter, work effectively.

Now suppose that we know more about the dramatic context of the chosen line. Set up the following scenarios with your class before allowing them to speak.

· A party where everyone is underage and has been drinking

· A private discussion with a family member who has done something wrong (be specific)

· A private discussion with a lover who has cheated

· A conversation with a priest, teacher, therapist who is trying to give help

· Other

You get the idea. Each of these suggestions should affect the way the line is delivered and give it a specific color that might not have been there if both an analysis of the specific and overall dramatic context were not considered. This, of course, is what must be done during all readings with the class. It is not enough that your student readers can get through the lines clearly. They must also bring along a knowledge of situation. For instance, consider what a reader must know when Juliet says in Act III Scene 2 of Romeo and Juliet the following:

Gallop apace, you fiery-footed steeds,

Towards Phoebus’ lodging; such a wagoner

As Phaeton would whip you to the west,

And bring in cloudy night immediately.

The reader of these lines must know the literal meaning of the words, the mythical references used to construct the poetic figurative language, the situation at hand, and the reason for Juliet’s wanting the fiery-footed steeds to pull that sun-laden wagon. In short, the reader must consider how badly Juliet wants night to arrive – so that the time of Romeo’s arrival will be at hand. All of this is fairly obvious, but too often in their reading, students ignore the obvious. As a result they miss the opportunities to bring genuine excitement to the classroom reading. By doing the work, they both learn about the poetic structure contained within the lines, and are pulled along by the pulsing drama contained within them. Is this not what we all want from the time spent in class with the plays of Shakespeare?

Now let’s return for just a moment to that earlier speech by Antonio. Here again is the opening line to The Merchant of Venice with some other stressed words that you might have heard during the earlier exercise.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

In sooth, I know not why I am so sad.

Just why is it that when your students choose to emphasize these words, the lines sit poorly on the ear, and seem to provide less clarity to the meaning of the line?  In the first place, the stressing of those particular words don’t provide enough clarity. The ear tells us that. But suppose that some of your students don’t at this point have an ear sophisticated enough to hear that? The answer lies in the natural stressing of the line. This line is written in iambic pentameter. Every other syllable is stressed – second, fourth, and so on. Most of Shakespeare’s verse adheres to this rhythm, and a simple reading for the stressed syllables, or scansion, can help the reader get clues as to what should or should not be emphasized. Of the four lines above, only the one with the not emphasis has a clear meaning. The violation of the natural rhythm works, because it emphasizes a possible meaning of the line. The question, one that we will save for another time, is whether the violation works better than one of the other earlier readings that followed the natural rhythm of the line.

The reference to scansion above suggests that there are other rules or guidelines that can be taught to our students that will help them read Shakespeare more clearly and effectively. Actually there are several. None of them is difficult, and with a little practice and help, they can be mastered quickly. Once these tools can be utilized, effective class readings will quickly become the rule rather than the exception. Here is a list for consideration: 

· Scansion

· Punctuation – obey the traffic signs

· Determining operative words – circle and emphasize the words that best communicate the meaning of an idea, phrase or sentence

· Notation and use of verbs

· Maintaining energy at the ends of lines – don’t drop the energy at the end of a line unless it is also the end of an idea, phrase, or sentence

· Phrasing – breaking sentences into idea units

· Caesura – using idea breaks to help the line make sense

· Breathing – do it according to the punctuation

· Transitions – making a vocal shift when there is an idea shift

· Apposition and Antithesis – making vocal use of opposites

· Alliteration – using it vocally

In the next installment of this work, we will take a more specific look at these concepts, and at how reading aloud can make Shakespeare Come Alive!
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