






















Shakespearean Dialogue T9T 

So in all Poetry, for the pronounciation, it is to bee uttered as prose; 
observing distinctions and the-nature of the matter, not to bee tuned 
foolishly or childishly after the manner of scanning a Verse as it now 
of some isY 

This suggests a naturalistic delivery de-emphasizing meter and empha­
sizing motive and emotion. It accords nicely with a straightforward inter­
pretation of Hamlet's advice to the players about speaking English verse. 
Speeches are to be spoken "trippingly on the torigue"-that is, they 
should not be slurred. })assions are not to be "torn to tatters"-that is, the 
actor should imitate the expression o f passion in real life. The action 
should be suited to the word and the word to the action-that is, gesture 
and speech inflection should complement each other. Thomas Heywood 
amplifies Hamlet's advice about words and actions in his Apology for 
Actors (1612). Rhetoric teaches the actor, he says, "to fit his phrases to his 
action and his action to his phrase, and his pronountiation to them 
both. "lS In this comment "phrase" appears to mean syntactical rhythm, 
the thought rhythm of the sentence. "Action" means gesture and expres­
sion. "Pronountiation" seems to mean intonation, which is a matter of 
emotion-angry, sorrowful, joyful, ironic, and the like. None of these is 
related to verse as verse. All of them are related to what Brinsley calls 
"distinctions and the nature of the matter"-that is, "precise sense." 

Unfortunately these instructions tel! us little about Renaissance actors. 
In Theatre for Shakespeare ( T955) Alfred Harbage compla ins, "There is 
extant not a single piece of analytic description of Elizabethan acting in 
general or of an Elizabethan actor in a particular role."u Despite this lack 
of evidence, Harbage concludes that Elizabethan acting was "formal," 
which presumably means stylized gestures and heavy emphasis on the 
poetic qualities of the verse. 

Harbage's conclusions are similar to those reached by Bertram Joseph 
in the first edition of Elizabethan Acting (1951)' To remedy the lack of 
evidence for acting qua acting, Joseph turned to the rhetorical theory of 
delivery. H ere there was ample evidence, including the elaborately illus­
trated treatise on delivery by John Bulwer titled Chironomia (1644). Jo­
seph concludes that Elizabethan acting followed rhetorical formulas. He 
speculates that the speech of the actors might have been like "stilo recita­
tivo" and "chant" or opera.10 He states emphatically that "the naturalis­
tic conception of drama" has no relevance to the "English Renaissance 
stage.21 

This might seem to settle the matter. In .1964, however, a second edition 
of Elizabethan Acting appeared. In the second edition the references to 
stilo redtativo and opera have been dropped . The thrust of the second 
edition is summed up in a word which was explicitly rejected in the first 
edition. The word is "naturalness"; 



19:1. POETiCS AND PRAXIS 

As the Elizabethan actor responded to variations in the style of his 
lines, so the style of his performance varied. Rhythm, tempo of 
speech and movement, and melody of speech would have been af­
fec ted by stylistic variations, but there would still have remained un­
touched the essential naturalness of behavior, which was that of such 
a person communicating what was within him in the circumstances 
of action.21 

This description is reasonable. Although there were doubtless many act­
ing styles in the sixteenth century, this comment is consistent with Rich­
ard Flecknoe's famous description of Burbage's acting: 

... Burbidge, of whom we may say that he was a delightful Proteus, 
so wholly transforming himself into his Part, and putting off himself 
with h is Cloathes, as he never (not so much as in the Tyring-house) 
assum'd himself again until the Play was done; there being as much 
difference betwixt him and one of our common Actors, as between a 
Ballad-singer who onely mouths it, and an excellent singer, who 
knows all his Graces, and can artfully vary and modulate his Voice, 
even to know how much breath he is to give to every syllable. He 
had all the parts of an excellent Orator, animating his words with 
speaking, and Speech with Action; his Auditors being never more de­
lighted then when he spake, nor more sorry then when he held his 
peace; yet even then he was an excellent Actor still, never falling in 
his Part when he had done speaking, but with his looks and gesture 
maintaining it still unto the heighth, he imagining Age quod agis 
onely spoke to him: so as those who call him a Player do him wrong, 
no m:ln being less idle then he whose whole life is nothing clse but 
action; with only this difference from other mens, that as what is hut 
a Play to them is his Business, so their business is but a play to him.2l 

VIII 
To return to Shakespeare, it is an over-simplification to assume 

that norms of dramatic dialogue are determined by limitations of the 
ability of the audience to understand natural speak ing. Drama is a code. 
As long as the code is sha red by actors and audience, almost any stylistic 
norm from Kabuki to Stanislavski will work. The question is, what was 
the code of Shakespeare's theatre? The answer suggested, though tenta­
tively, by a review of the historical evidence is that the norm was some­
what closer to natural speaking than has been generally admitted. This 
may explain why the productions of Brian Bedford at the Stratford Festi­
val in Ontario have been so successful both with audiences and with crit-
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ics. Bedford tends to de-emphasize the melody of Shakespeare's verse in 
order to emphasize its "precise meaning." His quite unmelodius delivery 
of Angelo's Jines in Measure for Measure helped to create what may be 
the definitive version of the play for the present generation. Is it not pos­
sible that he succeeded because his acting style approximated the acting 
style for which the play was originaUy written? When directing Titus An­
dronicus Bedford accomplished a stilJ more difficult feat. He overcame 
Shakespeare's lurid Ovidian verse and showed that wrapped in it is a play 
of considerable power, even though it is no masterpiece. The success of 
Bedford's Titus also suggests something about Shakespeare's apprentice­
ship. The actors who first performed Titus were seasoned professionals. Is 
it not possible that, like Bedford, they recognized a drama latent in the 
verse of Titus and performed it in the expectation that its author would 
improve with experience? Of course he did improve. In the process, he 
may have learned as much from the actors as they eventually learned 
from him. 

Whatever the reasons, Shakespeare became less interested in poetry for 
the sake of poetry as he matured. Tn Titus the poetry is gratuitous. Only 
the most inspired performance ca n keep the play from becoming grande 
guignol melodrama. In the mature plays, conversely, the norm is more 
conversational, and it is. the dear establishment of this norm that makes 
the great poetic moments so effective . In fact, in Hamlet Shakespeare 
seems to call attention to the dialogue norm through passages that con­
trast with· it. The "play within a play" is identified by its dumbshow as 
archaic; it is written in heroic couplets, which is probably as close as 
Shakespeare dared come to the fourteeners of the older drama except in 
comic episodes like the play of Pyramus and Thisby in A Midsummer 
Night's Dream. The player's speech about Hecuba is written in heavily­
accented, highly-ornamental blank verse. It is not archaic, but it is defi­
nitely old-fashioned. Both the "play within the play" and the player's 
speech stand out .because they are "poetic" in comparison to the play's 
norm.l~ 

The language in Shakespeare's mature drama is validated by its relation 
to action rather than to poetry. The relation is expressed by the actor 
through gesture, facial expression, and voice inflection. Without entering 
the labyrinth of modern linguistics, one can observe that the phonetic 
codes of voice inflection depend on stress, pitch, an.d duration. The pho­
netic codes are supplemented by syntactic codes that include rhythm, 
stress, gradation, and si lence. If the action of a play manifests itself in 
each scene as an array of causes, phonetic and syntactic codes allow the 
causes to be objectified in speech. The melody of this kind of speech is its 
sound regarded aesthetically. It is a corollary or by-product, nOt a sepa­
rab le element. 
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Poetic codes, on the other hand, arise from characteristics of language 
rather than action. Iambic pentameter is an arrangement of stresses that 
is much the same in any situation, and an English sonnet is fourteen lines 
of rhymed iambic pentameter whether it is written in the Renaissance or 
in the Romantic period and whether its subject is love or revolution. All 
good poets adapt meter to subject, but this is not the point. If the 
responsibility of an actor is to sound like "such a person communicating 
what was within him in the circumstances of the action," to use Bertram 
Joseph's description, the responsibility of blank verse is to sound like 
blank verse. "'The sound of blank verse': is what admirers of Shake­
speare's poetry mean by the "melody" of his line. It implies making the 
five-beat rhythm and such additional sound effects as su bsti tution, cae­
sura, and alliteration perceptible in speech. But, as has been noted, this 
kind of speaking easily becomes recitation. Stendhal remarked that the 
public of his day "loves [0 hear [he recitation of lofty sentiments in fine 
verse." He added, however, that true dramatic pleasure occurs when we 
fo iget our surroundings and the speech medium and succumb to the stage 
illusion. 

No one would deny that Shakespeare wrote supremely beautiful and 
melodic passages. Obviously, he did. In the mature prays these passages 
coincide with moments of great emotional intensity, like the moment 
when Prospera abandons his magic, or with lyrical moments like Per­
dita's sheep-shearing fes tival. Even' normally prosy characters like Eno­
barbus and Caliban become poetic when deeply moved. In such cases the 
poetry is both an expression of mood and an indirect stage direction, as 
explicit as a stage direction by Shaw in Major Barbara. It says, "This mo­
ment is critical; make sure you give it the proper emphasis." To the audi­
ence the poetry seems natural and reasonable at such a moment because 
it expresses causes that explain it. From the point of view taken here, the 
poetry arises from and is validated by the action, which remains in Shake­
speare, as in Aristotle, the soul of drama. 

IX 
A final observation. If Renaissance dramatists valued blank verse 

because of its conversational quality, why were they so reluctant to use 
prose? Dramatic dialogue began in England with the chanted dialogue of 
liturgical drama. It changed into complex rhyming stanzas in the Corpus 
Christi plays, and into fourteene rs in the mid-sixteenth century. Fourteen­
ers gave way to prose and blank verse for comedy and to blank verse for 
serious drama, but there the movement toward simplified dialogue 
stopped. The Restoration, in fact, reverted to couplets. Not until George 

" 
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Lillo's London Merchant (I73I) did England produce a respectable trag­
edy in prose, and prose did not become the norm for serious drama in 
English until the late nineteenth century. 

The shift from the chanted dialogue of li turgical drama to prose is part 
of a larger movement. It is a movement, genetally, from ritual to natural­
istic forms of expression. Verse and stylized acting are signs that rhe En­
glish theatre continued to be influenced, at least until the I590S, by the 
ritual traditions of the Middle Ages. Bet\veen Tamburlaine and the clos­
ing of the theatres, there seems to have been a gradual shift toward nat­
uralism. It was encouraged by the Aristotelianism evident in Sidney's 
Apology. It is expressed in the widespread criticism of "bombast" in dra­
matic dialogue and in the increasing use of stichomythia and prose be­
tween 1600 and [640, even though the counter-tendency to regard plays 
as "literature" was undoubtedly also at work. On the other "hand, the 
movement remained tentative. The tradition of using prose for " Iower­
class" characters and verse for upper-class ones, and the continued pres­
ence of explicitly lyrical passages in Shakespeare and the Jacobean 
dramatists examined by Coburn Freer shows that the older tradition still 
exerted a powerful influence up to the closing of the theatres. 

After the Restoration the Renaissance tradition was modified, though 
not entirely replaced, in England by neoclassic style. Couplets were not 
defended on the basis of their expression of "Nature," but on the basis of 
their ability to protect the poet from flights of fancy and "enthusiasm" 
which carried him beyond Nature. The debate over couplets and blank 
verse is beyond the scope of this essay, but it can be followed in critical 
statements by Howard, Dryden, and Milton, among others. 

The cult of drama as literature played a large part in preserving verse 
drama in the Romantic and Victorian periods. Rena issance dramatists, 
however, probably had a practical reason, in addition to the pull of tradi­
tion, for retaining blank verse. The most frequent explanation for verse 
from the Greeks to Wordsworth's preface to Lyrical Bauads is that it is 
easy to memorize.2S The explanation is correct. Verse is mllch easier to 
memorize than prose . Renaissance actors had to commit a staggering 
number of lines to memory. Not only did they frequently play double or 
triple roles in a single play, but they had to perform in several plays in the 
course of a typical week. 

The actors must have needed all the aids to memory that were avail~ 
able. If, ~y 1600, the norm for acting was speech rather than recitation, 
one significant motive for retain ing verse must have been that it is easier 
to memorize than prose. If this conjecture has merit, it follows that actors 
shared responsibility with tradition, bombast-loving groundlings, and 
dramatists aspiring to literary fame for the retention of blank verse in 
English Renaissance drama. 



196 rOETICS AND PRAXIS 

x 
Throughout this discussion "verse" has been llsed in opposition 

to "prose." Verse and prose, however, are both literary. They arc in­
tended for rcading or recitation. A script is different from a text. By the 
same token, the speeches in a script, whether in meter or not, are different 
from literature. To caU them verse (or poetry) or prose IS to perpetuate 
the misunderstandings introduced by print culture. Not even Coburn 
Freer entirely escapes this error, for his discussion is concerned principally 
with dramatic elements such as theme, plot, and characterization which 
are found in a text, and seldom with values that emerge only in produc­
tion. The term "dialogue" expresses precisely what the speeches (in­
cluding the soliloquies) in a script want to be. It therefore might be 
salutary to abandon the words verse and prose along with the word text 
when dealing with drama and to adopt the word dialogue along with the 
word script. The question of dialogue in blank verse or fourteeners or 
prose is quite different from the question of verse and prose in general. 

1'9831 
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