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How Has Performing Shakespeare
Helped You Appreciate His Work?

Developing an Ear for Shakespeare
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Every time I heard the name “Shakespeare” on TV,
the only thing that popped into my head was Romzeo
and_Juliet, that powerful love story that is famous in
every language, including Arabic. When I lived in
Yemen I heard about Romeo and Juliet, but Shake-
speare was just a name attached to Romeo and Juliet.
He never rang a bell in my head; I never really un-
derstood the point of the story, either. That changed
in the fall semester of 2007, when I started my The-
ater Art class with Ms. Ann.

The first project we did was on Shakespeare.
We researched about him, where was he from, what
he did, and his famous books and poems. The only
thing I knew about him before was that he wrote
Romeo and Juliet, and apparently I wasn’t the only
one. We read a version of Romeo and Juliet and we
also watched two different movies. Soon it was our
time to act it out.

The language was so different from what we
speak right now, and therefore it wasn’t easy to
memorize. But I felt the words and their meanings.
They were so powerful and I understood why they
weren’t common like many other stories. It gave
Shakespeare’s work a unique taste for me and a great
connection. His words made me feel what Romeo
and Juliet was really about.

Fortunately, we were lucky to have a dancer
come in and teach us an Elizabethan line dance. We
practiced it and it was different from what we dance

now, but it had a fresh flavor even though it was
old. We had stage combat lessons with the Shake-
speare Society teaching artists. They talked to us
about Shakespeare and his work and we acted a
small performance of scenes from Romeo and Juliet.

Acting out the play allowed me to understand
the whole story better, and I still wonder, Is the
story really true? Was there ever a love this strong?
And if not, can Shakespeare be this dramatic and
write this magnificent story from the top of his
head? After I acted out a scene from Romeo and Ju-
liet, I understood it more. I actually felt the story.
That also changed the way I think about Shake-
speare and it made me realize why his work is so
famous and important.

I remember watching TV recently with my
little sister, and we were watching the Disney Chan-
nel’s The Suite Life of Zack and Cody. They men-
tioned a phrase that Shakespeare once said, and they
also explained the phrase in the English we use
today. But now to my ears they didn’t have to; it
sounded more beautiful and romantic the way
Shakespeare said it. Thanks to that theater class, I
could give Shakespeare the credit that he deserves.

Acting Shakespeare

Aram S. Balian
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Washington, DC

Teacher: Donna Denizé
donna_denize@cathedral.org

When I first read a Shakespeare play, I was not sure
what to make of it. The letters looked familiar, but
the words they formed were confusing. I admit that
I was only eleven years old, but I was a prolific
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A Midsummer Night's Dream, Secondary School Shakespeare Festival,

Folger Shakespeare Library. Photo by Mimi Marquet.

reader and thought I could handle any challenge.
I thought wrong.

Three years later, as a ninth grader in high
school, I had another chance to read Shakespeare
when I picked up A Midsummer Night's Dream. The
instant I began the journey, I once again got lost in
the Bard’s archaic English. To help me, my English
teacher brilliantly suggested I perform the role of
Demetrius from act 5. In fact, she insisted on it. Hav-
ing no choice, I began slogging through the play.

My parents, teachers, and grandparents had
often told me, “Shakespeare’s works are timeless. His
plays capture the very essence of humanity, of our
spirit, of our soul.” I wanted to believe this about
Shakespeare; some of the people I respect the most
were of this opinion. So, with an open mind and
some apprehension, I learned my lines. To my sur-
prise, and ultimately to my delight, I discovered that
the more I rehearsed for the performance, the better I
understood the work. Simply reading the play was
not enough. I had to become Demetrius in act 5.

By performing Shakespeare’s words with emo-
tions and gestures, I began to appreciate the mes-
sages he was trying to get across. I understood the
intricate plot. I discovered the rich nuances of the
phrases and began to feel a true affection for the

characters. I related to Demetrius’s desire to impress
Duke Theseus. I laughed at Bottom’s hilarious an-
tics. I felt Pyramus’s and Thisbe’s pain. Through
my performance, I recognized Shakespeare’s master-
ful use of subtle ironies and sarcastic remarks. While
rehearsing and performing A Midsummer Night's
Dream, I became a true Shakespeare fan. Though his
words may be difficult to understand, his themes
are enduring. When the time comes, it will be my
turn to tell my grandchildren about acting Shake-
speare, because by understanding Shakespeare, one
can better understand humanity.

Shakespeare from the Inside
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When my teacher asked me how performing Shake-
speare helped me appreciate his work, I, at first, did
not have much to say. After pondering this ques-
tion, though, I realize that I have found inspiration
in Shakespeare’s works.

I discovered that when I performed the mono-
logue of Lady Macbeth, act 1, scene S, that, more or
less, it was very easy to become the part. I liked the
dark, powerful, greedy emotions that I found in his
expressive words. As an actress, I am fond of how
Shakespeare conveys feelings and passion—nowhere
else have I found such amazing writing. Acting out
the role of Lady Macbeth gave me a real feeling of
accomplishment.

When you perform Shakespeare, and perform
it well, it lets you see behind the words. It allows you
to look through the eyes of the actors of his time.
Peers of mine often see Shakespeare’s “Old English”
and run for cover, but after performing his work you
learn a respect for it. It is like learning a new lan-
guage or mastering a new piece of literature.

I often find it easiest to understand Shake-
speare when acting it out with classmates, or if I
read out loud by myself. When you read it by your-
self silently, you're examining Shakespeare from the
outside and trying to look in. When you’re acting
it out, though, you're inside the play, looking out at
the world. Then it comes alive. @)
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