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MY SHAKESPEARE PORTFOLIO

Introduction

When | was training as a classical actor in London in the
1960s, | listened to great performances of Shakespeare by Laurence
Oliver, Judi Dench, Richard Burton, Helen Mirren, Derek Jacobi,
John Gielgud and others, and marveled at what they did. They made
the language so clear, so inevitable, so natural! | wanted to ask them,
“How do you do it? What’s going through your head as you speak? Where can | get the keys to
help me unlock this speech like you do?” | was yearning for something | hope to have provided
in this series.

But what you read and hear in this eBook conveys one thing only: this particular actor’s
approach to the speech. 1 let you in on what’s going through my mind, the values I bring to bear,
and my own concept of good classical acting. It’s not a prescription for your performance, for
there are a hundred “right” ways of performing these great works; but | hope it helps you find
things in the speech you might not have noticed; make friends with its astonishing, heightened,
but difficult language; to inhabit the words completely; and to make the speech wholly your own.

Voicing Shakespeare

Voicing Shakespeare, a downloadable eBook from the Shakespeare page of my Website,
amplifies the teaching you find here in the My Shakespeare Portfolio series. In sixty-six short,
easy-to-read chapters, | try to unlock the secrets you need to perform Shakespeare's great work
with confidence, clarity, believability, and power. The eBook's six major sections thoroughly
explore:

verse
prose

voice, speech & dialect
physical performance
musical dynamics
Shakespeare's rhetoric
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Setting Voicing Shakespeare apart from similar publications are its seventy-six
embedded audio and video performances of great Shakespeare speeches; they vividly illustrate
the techniques under discussion at the click of your mouse. | and seventeen fellow professional
actors from England, the United States, Canada, and Australia perform them, pointing the way to
a truly international performance style.
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With Voicing Shakespeare your classical acting work will take a giant step forward. In a
special appendix, ten great Shakespeare audition speeches (some repeated as individual speeches
in this series) are analyzed, scanned, scored, and performed by the skilled men and women of the
company. A comprehensive glossary of terms will prove likewise invaluable.

With Voicing Shakespeare and My Shakespeare Portfolio | aim to help you build an
unbeatable Shakespeare performance repertoire.

HAMLET, ACT 3, SCENE 2

SET-UP: Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, has met the ghost of his recently dead father, the king.
The spirit has told him that Claudius, Hamlet’s uncle, had murdered him to gain the throne.
Hamlet, reluctant to believe the ghost (who might the devil in disguise) decides to put on a play
at court that will depict the circumstances of the alleged murder, hoping, if the story is true, that
Claudius, a spectator at the performance, will betray his guilt. In this scene, as he instructs the
players in their task, he gives them a lesson in good acting. This is the closest thing we have to
what Shakespeare believed about the actor’s craft.

Read at least the entire scene, better still, the whole play. My favorite foot-noted edition for
actors is the Arden edition, available everywhere. Good used copies can be found for sale
cheaply on Amazon.

My favorite online resource is David Crystal’s Shakespeare’s Words. This scene, with Crystal’s
notes, can be found here.

THE TEXT: | have used the text most commonly accepted by modern editors, though you will
see from the facsimile image from the 1623 First Folio on page 4 that there are some interesting
differences.

PRONUNCIATION: Actors are concerned to pronounce Shakespeare “correctly.” “What’s the
right way to say it?” they ask me. | go into the question in greater depth in Voicing Shakespeare,
but briefly, I believe that while there is still a case to be made for a conservative or elevated form
of the standard accent of whatever country is home to the production (USA, Canada, UK,
Australia, etc) at least for the noble characters, we are much more accepting these days of an
eclectic mix of accents in Shakespearean productions than when | began my training. Back then
Received Pronunciation was de rigueur for Shakespeare, and not only in England, but all over
the English-speaking world. But values have shifted (although I still encounter beginning actors
in the United States who believe a quasi-British sound is expected of them). Further increasing
today’s tolerance and even affection for dialectal diversity, certainly in my own case, has been
the OP movement. What’s OP? | have been privileged to be a part of the resurgence of interest
in presenting Shakespeare in the Early Modern English of his own time — original pronunciation
or simply OP as it has become known. | directed and coached A Midsummer Night’s Dream in
OP in 2010 and have dialect-coached several other OP productions since then. My
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Shakespeare’s Original Pronunciation eBook, as well as the Dream production script
(phonetically transcribed with embedded sound files recorded by David Crystal) are free
downloads from my Shakespeare page; you will also find information on ordering a DVD copy
of the stage production, and a download of the audio drama created by the same cast. | hope
you enjoy these materials.
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FellowesasT do, crawling besweene T*Ica}lcn apd Earth,
We are avrane Knauesall, bcEFclxc nuguol vs. Goethy
wayes to aNunnery- Where's your Father 2

Ophe, At home, oy Lord. il

Flins, Les she doores be (hut vpon hiim, that he may

lay the Foolenoway, butin's owne houle. Earcwell.

Ople. O helpe hionyou fiveet Heauens.

Frame., Ichoudoeft Marry, 112 giue thee this Plague
for thy Dowric.Bethou as chalt 05 Tce,as pure as Snow,
thou talc por elcape Calumng. Geethee to a Nunnery.
Go, Farewell. Or ifthou wilt needs Marry,marry a fool:
for Wile men know well coough, what menlers you
make of them. To a Munnery go, and quickly oo, Far-
well. ;

Opfu. G heanenly Powers refiare hims,

Ham, 1 haucheard of your pratlings too wel enough.
God has giuen you o pace,and you Irfake ynur_fclfc an-
other:you gidge,you amble,and youlifpe; :n:,.i nickname
Gods creatures, and make your Wanronnelle, your Ig-
norance.Go too, lle no miore on't, it hatis made me mad,
lfny, we willhave no more ! i:ull';agcs . Thofethatare
married already, all but one fhallliue, therelt (hall keep
as [hcy are. Toa Nmm‘:ry,gn. Exit Bamler.

Opbe. O whata Neble minde is heere o're-throwne ?
The Conrticrs, Soldies :','S :boi Ec_t yerongue, iword,
Th'expeftanfic and Role of the faire Scate,

The glal afhion, and the mould of Forme,
Thoblern'd of all Oblcrucrs, quite,quitedowne,
Haue T of Ladics moft deiedt and wretched,

That fuck'd the Honic of his Mulicke Vowes:

Now fee thar Noble,and mofl Soueraigne Reafon,
Like lweet Belsiangled out oftune,and harfh, S
That yomueel’d Forme and Feature of blowne youth,
Blafted with extafie. Ohwoeisms,

T’haue feene what Thaug feene : fee what Ifees

Euter King, and Polsiiss
King. Loue 3 His afieltions do not that way tend,
Nor what he (pake, thoughit lack’d Formea licele,
Was not like MadnefTe, There's fomething inlus (oule ?
O're which his Melancholly firson brood,
And 1 do doubrthe hasch, and the difelofe
Will befome danger, which to prevent
Ihaug in qui
Thusfericdowne. HeMallwithifpeed to England
For the demand of our negledted Tribuee ;
Haply the Seas and Countries diffcrent
Wich variable Obiedts, fhall expeli
This fometk fecled matter in his heare :
Whereon Lis Braines (1ill beating, pute him thus
From falhion of himlelfe, Whacthinke you on'p
Iedhall do well. Buryerdo ! belecue

in apd Commencement of this greefe
Sprung from nzgledted lotte, How now Ophelia ?
Youncedenorrell vs, what Lord Hamler faide,
Weheard icall, My Lerd, doas yon pleafe,
Bexifyoubold it ficalier the Play,
Let nis Queene Mother all aloneintreachim.
Tofhew hiz Greefes s let her be round with him,
AndIlebeplacd fo, pleafe yon in the eare
Ofall their Conference, 1f fhe finde him not,
ToEngland fend him ;: Or confine him where
Yourwifedame beft Grall thinke.

Eing, Iefhallbefo:
Madaclle ingreat Ques, mult notvnyateh’d go,
X5 Exeunts

Lhe Tragedieof Homler,

—
Enter Hamlet,and twoorthree of the Pliyi,

- Ham, Speakethe SpeechTpray youaey
itto you trippingly enthe Tongue : Bugif
as many of your Players do,l hadas line |
had{pcke my Lines : Nor do not faw the
your hand thus, buc vieall gently ; forir
| rent, Tempeft, and (as I may fay) the
| Paffion, youmul acquircand begera Tempierane, b
( may giueic Smoothnefle, Qiroffendsmee tothe Stzlu
to {ecarobuflions Pery-wig-pated FCHBW,IL‘IR!;I.I[;'
On to Tatters, to verie ragges, to [plit the eage ufn{
Gruumllings + who (Ibr themofl pact) are capesh) l.:
nothing,bucinexplicable dumbe thewes & noife] t:Tf
haue {uch a Fellow whip for o'rc-do‘mg‘[‘umg,m _"F
out-Herod's Herod, Psay you auoidit, 2.

Plazer, 1 warrant your Honor.

Harz. Benottoo rameneyther . butlet YOUE Ve
Difcreion be your Tutor. Sute the Alion tathe g
the Word to thie Action, with this fpeciall nb‘.trumc-.'
T'hat }tmmrc«ﬂop not the niodeftie of Nature ; fum:.
thing fo oucr-done, is 3 the purpofe of Playing whofe
end both at the firft and nowr, was and is,to hold s’y
the Mirrouevp to Nacure; ca fhew Verrieher oype
Feature,Scorne her owne Image, and the verie Aneand
Bodic of the Time, hisforme and preffure., Nm:, this
oucr-done, or come rardic off though ivmake cheymbil
full langh, cannor but make the Tudicious greae; The
cenfureofthe which One, multin your allowance ole.
| waya \.'.'hol_c Theater of Others. Oh, therebee Playess
thac [ haue {eene P!n}', andheard orhcrsp:nifc, and that
highly (not e fpeake it prophianely) thac neytherhaving
thie accent of Chriftians, norihe gateof Cheiftian, Pagan,
or Norman; hane (» frnceed and bellowed, thar T have
thoughit fomeafNatures Iousrney-men had mademen,
and not made them well, they imitated Humanicy [o2b-
hominably. =

Play. Thopewe hauerzform'd chat indifferenly witl
vs, Sir.

Hem, Orefsrmeitalionether. And lov thofe thit
play your Clownes,{peake no more thenis fec dowae 1oF
them. Forehere be of them, tl 1 ehemfelues ety
to feton fome quantitie of barren Spetators o gt
too, though inthe meane time, fomenecellary Qrﬂlﬂﬂ‘
of the Play be thento be confidered: that's 1;,||.—mnuf.‘5‘
fhewesamoft pictifull Ambicion inthe Foole that yies
it. Gomake youreadic. Exit Pl

Pronagngy
Joumpyg, .
e Tﬂwn{:;::
Ayretog Mich
b the verjerry,
Whitle-yinge o

Enter Poloniz, Refinerance, and Guildefferts

Hownow my Lord,
Will the Kiag hearc this pecce of Wt‘i'k‘?r. iy
Pol. And the Quecne too,and chat prefentife
Ham. Bid th?l‘slnyursumke baft, Bt P
Will you two helpe to haften them?
Both. We willmy Lord.
Enter Horatia,
Hams. What hoa, Horatio?
Hora, Heere fwect Lord, at yourSeruices
Ham. Horatio, thonart eene asiufta man
Asete my Conuerfation coap’d wishall:
Hora, O my deere Lords
Hiayt, Nay,donot thinke T flatter:
For what aduangempne may 1 hope from ‘!1“’
Thatno Reuenney haft, but thy good fpirits 1

Extwnh

Facsimile from the 1623 First Folio of Hamlet. Courtesy of the State Library of
New South Wales
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SCORING KEY:
e Antithesis
e (Catalogue
e Alliteration (Paul’s purple prose)
e Assonance (Paul’s awfully small)
o Footnotes provide further useful notes to assist in comprehension and
performance
e Key words in bold

Click here to play the accompanying sound file

Speak the speech, I pray you, as | pronounced it to you, | trippingly on the tongue: | but if
you mouth it, as many of your players do, | had as lief* the town-crier? spoke my lines. | Nor
do not saw the air too much with your hand, thus, but use all gently; | for in the very torrent,

tempest, and, as | may say, the whirlwind of passion, you must acquire and beget a

temperance that may give it smoothness. | O, it offends me to the soul to hear a robustious®
periwig-pated® fellow tear a passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the
groundlings®, | who for the most part are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumbshows® and
noise: |I would have such a fellow whipped for o'erdoing’ Termagant®; | it out-herods
Herod®: pray you, avoid it... | Be not too tame neither, but let your own discretion be your
tutor: | suit the action™ to the word, the word to the action; |with this special observance;
| that you o'erstep not the modesty of nature™: | for anything so overdone is from the purpose

! Just as soon, willingly

2 the town crier’s only necessary skill was a huge voice that could be heard all over town

® Good word to “coin” reminding one of words like robust, tempestuous, combustion

* Early term for wig

® Rowdy spectators who stood in the yard, paid less, and were presumably less sophisticated in their tastes

® pantomime

" This and other elisions need not be thought of as anything more than an indication of swift, colloquial speech
where such things naturally happen. Since this is prose, the elision is not for the sake of regularizing the meter.

& Mythical Islamic god, represented in plays as very fierce ['t&magant]

° The biblical Herod who slew the innocents, also depicted as very fierce in the morality plays
19 gesture and the whole physical performance
! reality, the real nature of things
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of playing®?, whose end*3, both at the first and how, Was and i, to hold, as 'twere, the mirror up

to nature; |to show virtue her own feature, scorn her own image, and the very age and body

of the time his form and pressure. | Now this overdone, or come tardy off, though it make the

unskillful laugh, cannot but make the judicious** grieve; | the censure™ of the which one must
in your allowance o'erweigh a whole theatre of others. | O, there be players®® that | have seen
play, and heard others praise, and that highly, | not to speak it profanely, that, neither having

the accent of Christians™” nor the gait of Christian, pagan, nor man, |have so strutted and

bellowed that | have thought some of nature's journeymen*® had made men and not made them
well, they imitated humanity™ so abominably... | And let those that play your clowns® speak
no more than is set down for them; | for there be of them that will themselves laugh, to set on
some quantity of barren® spectators to laugh too; | though, in the mean time, some necessary
question of the play be then to be considered: | that's villainous, and shows a most pitiful

ambition in the fool that uses it. | Go, make you ready.

PERFORMANCE NOTES

e Since the piece is all about playing extreme emotion with restraint and judgment, the
actor must demonstrate that paradox.

e Asalways, play the antitheses (saw the air/use all gently, judicious/unskillful,
laugh/grieve, trippingly on the tongue/mouth, torrent/temperance) in a strongly
contrastive way.

e Take ownership of the special words, make them seem specially chosen.

e It being prose, it can sound quite modern. Play it fast, going for speed and clarity as an
admirable combination.

e Since Hamlet talks about good diction and is a prince with all the education and training
that implies, give him some nobility and sophistication without making him pedantic or
pompous. He needs impeccable speaking skills but must carry that off with ease.

12 acting

3 purpose

! those audience members with taste and judgment
1> condemnation, negative criticism

1 actors

17 civilized, cultivated, educated people

18 apprentices not yet skilled at their trade

9 human behavior

% the comedians of the company

2! devoid of discernment and sophistication
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While the speech has a very serious purpose (to urge the players to be so life-like in their
performance that Claudius, when watching it, will somehow reveal his guilt in the murder
of Hamlet’s father) don’t forget the humor. As a tactic, Hamlet might wish to avoid
haranguing the players, choosing to imply that, of course, this particular company of
players would never be guilty of the excesses that other, lesser companies might exhibit.

Use plenty of range to more successfully reveal the architecture of the ideas in these long
sentences.

© 2012, Paul Meier
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