
  

Shakespeare Summary 
The tools to help you navigate your way along the river of Shakespeare’s verse. 
 
1:  Don’t be intimidated by him.  Shakespeare was an actor and a farmer’s son, a 
country boy who left school at 13. You are the torch bearers… you are the next wave… 
you cannot be wrong.  People might not agree with you and your interpretation of his 
words, but you cannot be wrong! 
 
2: First contact with the text.  Don’t put yourself under pressure.  Look at it and try and 
understand it.  Play with the sounds.  Shadow box or dance around it.  Make strong the 
images and make them personal. 
 
3:  Shakespeare isn’t natural, it isn’t meant to sound natural.  (The same goes for hip-
hop!) That goes for prose too. The point is, poetic writing gets at truth in a different way 
from that which is naturalistic. We must find the common ground. We need to be 
verbally explicit, and our feelings and thought have to be released at 'the moment of 
speech. It is not that the inner concentration should be less; it is simply geared differently. 
It is not that the actor should for a moment sacrifice his individuality to a generalized 
poetic form; rather he must gather his genuine response and release it through the 
discipline of the structure- through the language… and when this happens it can be very 
powerful. So… to feel and be is not enough; the language must be given room. Yet this 
presenting must in no way be untrue, external: it is not public in that it is not simply for 
effect, but there is enjoyment in being articulate.  We are in a special way the guardians 
of the language, and we are able to be articulate through the language we bring alive. 
This care helps the hearers also to be articulate. We must always be after this reaching 
out through words.  Make sense of the speech, understand it, and defend the argument.  
The emotion comes later.  The emotion comes through the words not before them. 
4: Common Mistakes. 
The First Mistake: When a realistic actor says, How shall I play this character? the first 
mistake has been made. Instead, the actor must ask this question: What is this language 
doing and what is the action implied? 
The Second Mistake: In realism, you play the subtext and sometimes can establish your 
own rhythm. In Shakespeare, the meter and rhythm are set for you, and you must play 
accordingly. 
The Third Mistake: Plunging right into character development is the third mistake. When 
studying a Shakespearean role, development of character is the third thing you do, not the 
first. The first is text analysis, and the second is speaking the language aloud; only then 
can you make choices about what the character is doing and saying. The early 
development of character choices is a serious mistake made by nearly all actors (student 
or professional) who attempt to play a character that is written in heightened language. 
The reason for the mistake is understandable: Realistic actor training is based on methods 
to discover truthful character, so it is difficult to refrain from immediate character 
choices.  But don’t do it…take the time to discover the language first. 



  

5:  So microscope on, scalpel out and zOOm into the words!  How are they made up?  
Say just the vowels to discover if they’re short (as in u in cup) or long (diphthongs such 
AI  as in Day or OO as in Moon).  Look at the consonants are the plosives like Ps or Ds 
or are they soft like Fs or Ms or are they back of the throat like gs and ks.  How many 
syllables does the word have?  Is it multisyllabic or monosyllabic?  If it is monosyllabic 
that usually means you have to go slower.  Darken the lights in your bedroom and go 
through all your words – one word at a time - and think of an image for each one. Say it, 
sing it whilst thinking of that image and then move to the next word. This is a process 
you only have to do once and then you can forget about it.  It helps sink that word into 
your body so it becomes personal and part of you. 
6: Iambic Pentameter… I hate this description.  The verse.  Remember… The standard 
is 10 syllables of short long rhythm ( de DUM de DUM de DUM de DUM de DUM)… 
Speak the line with this rhythm first and see where that puts the emphasis.  Then make 
sense of the line and put the emphasis where you want. Sometimes the Iambic emphasis 
throws up interesting alternatives you might not have thought of.  The rule is try and keep 
the five beats in the line…you can put them wherever you want.  Sometimes you have to 
make an extra beats like on words that end with “ed” or “ion”.  Sometimes you have to 
shorten words or elide them, but that’s usually written in…e’en for even for 
example.Some lines are 11 beats (To be or not to be – that is the question.) and are called 
feminine endings…nothing to worry about, just notice what it does to the verse, don’t 
stress the last beat and move on. 
7:  Line endings.  The last word needs to be lifted or hit, so you can move the verse 
forward to the next line.  Practice saying the line and singing the last word.  Just say the 
last words of a speech. A lot of the times they encapsulate the whole speech in a kind of 
short poem 
8:  Movement of Thoughts: Say the lines and move on every punctuation to another part 
of the room.  You cannot speak whilst you’re moving.  Then do it just on the periods.  
Notice how this breaks up the line and how it helps the sense.  Write out your speech like 
a letter.  Notice the length of each thought. This helps with learning the lines too. 
9:  Thought to Thought: You should always learn speeches thought to thought not line 
to line.  When learning…if you have trouble, think of an image to go with the word e.g.:  
incarnadine - -I’m IN a CAR with NADINE  -  what you and Nadine are doing in the car 
can also be in your imagination… or left to the imagination.  Enjoy! 
10: Caesura – the sense pause 
Frequently marked with a full stop or a semi-colon. It is usually a sense-break that invites 
The stop in mid-line and it follows a run-on. But the stop must not be so long that the 
Whole line disintegrates. And it must be earned by a slow enough tempos on the first 
Half of the line so that the slight pause can be taken without the disruption of the 
whole line. Again, the sanctity of the line must be preserved.  There may be none, there 
me be two. It is also essential that the two half-lines, whether they be internally within 
one character's speech or shared between two actors, make up a whole line which has the 
same pace, dynamic, rhythm and volume. The two half-lines thus make a whole, 
although the dramatic motive of each half may be, and often is, entirely different.  
The caesura is in fact the means by which Shakespeare varies the tempo and 



  

Orchestrates his verse. The first half of the caesura line is often more emotional or 
emphatic than what has gone before. It is certainly always significant. Shakespeare tells 
us where the beats change before we begin rehearsal by using the caesura as a means of 
altering the mood and tempo of the first half of the line in order to earn the slight pause of 
the sense-break. Two half lines make one smooth whole.  Again you may decide no 
sense pause is needed.  All is your choice.  You cannot be wrong! 
 
11: Breathing:  Mark your breathing places.  Guideline is short breath after comma - Full 
breath after colons, semi-colons or periods.  Make sure you have enough breath to 
complete the line. 
 
12:  Come into the river: Keep the energy flowing forward.  The language is a river.  
Don’t let the ball drop. Push through until the end of the thought.  Word to word, line to 
line, thought to thought, scene to scene.  No stopping til the end of the play. 
 
13:  Antithesis – light/fair black/white  day/night 
One of Shakespeare's commonest devices, repeatedly used in order to maintain 
the lucidity of the text. It shows the actor which words to point and what emotional 
base he needs in order to make the comparisons credible:  Some are obivius, some are 
more complicated. 
Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale 
Her infinite variety 
This is Enobarbus on Cleopatra. 'Age' is balanced with 'custom', and 'wither' as a verb 
with 'stale', The paradox is eloquent and needs pointing. Note also that antitheses 
often find humor in the comparison- ranging from the delightful to the grotesque. 
!Stale', for instance, is an Elizabethan word that describes the contents of the privy. 
 
14: Beginning, End and the Turning Point. 
Every speech has a beginning and an end and a turning point.  The beginning usually 
starts with a bang and ties up with the end. Tell us the story of your 
character in the play." Every scene in the play helps to push the story one step further, 
because every scene has its own little story to tell. Usually 
this means that one (or more) character undergoes a change, a Turning Point, after which 
things are never the same again. It's essential to find it, although often it's concealed. 
 
15:  Enjoy yourselves with the language.  Let it work on you and through you.  
Transmit the words to the audience. 
Look…  if you had one shot, one opportunity 
To seize everything you ever wanted, in one moment, 
 would you capture it…or just let it slip? Yo…  You can do anything you set your mind to, 
man. (Eminem) 
 


