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Certainly too, De Witt's opinions on the subject of race are not in them­
selves proof that others in the Tilly circle thought precisely as she-did, but 
none of her friends and colleagues ever rejected these views in writing. To 
the contrary, every majoF writer in the group- Tilly himself, Daggett, 
Rau bi check, Pray, -and McLean - either praised EuphonEnglish in print, or 
quoted approvingly from it, or both. 

As America moved through the Great Depression, the Tillyite ideal of a 
smooth upward social mobility borne on the wings of World English for 
those immigrants possessed of the proper values and the proper skin color 
must have seemed a cruel joke, as millions of workers became unemployed 
and even some people with the most refined accents explored their own 
downward mobility from the windows of buildings. By the time Tilly died, 
just short of his seventy-fifth birthday on September 29, 1935,!2 his work had 
been rejected by practically all American speech teachers, leaving the field­
in prescriptive speech education-to-- the "General American" (or Inland 
Northern) of John S. Kenyon and George Philip Krapp. His fellow pho­
neticians had rejected his system also. The hastily formed William Tilly 
Phonetic Association seems-to have expired sometime in the early 1940s, and 
it was only in the New York City Schools that World English was still -taught 
by a few stalwart Tilly followers for a few more years. By 1950 William 
Tilly's influence on the speech patterns of Americans had finally ended. 

Almost. 

A LIFE IN THE THEATRE 

At the beginning of the twentieth century, American actors in classical 
plays all spoke with English accents, ,which were still considered the normi of , 
"elevated" diction. In The American Langu,age H. L. Mencken recalled "There 
was a time when all American actors of any pretensions employed a dialect 
that was a heavy imitation of the dialect of the West End actors of London. 
It was taught in all the American dramatic schools, and at the beginning of 
the present century it was so prevalent on the American stage that a flat a had 
a melodramatic effect almost equal to that of damn. "53 So the application of 
World English to the stage was not a difficult task, even when World Eng­
lish was being rejected as a pattern for the American populace at large. 

The aesthetics of classical stage performance at the time further enabled 
World English to flourish onstage while it languished within the audience. 
Most p~ople considered that characters in classical plays were truly larger 
than life, and that the poetic language which emerged from the mouths of 

52 

53 

According to Margaret McLean, in a letter to Edith Skinner, his last words were to 
tell Sophie Pray to shut up. Conversation with Timothy Monich, 1991. 

4th edition (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1936), 331. 
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such characters needed to be expressed in an idealized "elevatedn diction; the 
standards for real people were not the standards for Romeo or Juliet. Charles 
Henry Woolbert, a professor at the University of Illinois, decried the use of 
"stage speech" in real life, but added that "the stage is irrevocably tied down 
to the necessity of being different from everyday life. Everything that appears 
on the stage is in some way an exaggeration of the life it portrays: lights, cos­
tumes, makeup, stage sets, action, dialog, and pronunciation ... Everything 
on the stage is illusion, including pronunciation." 54 This perception meant 
that even the most vigorous opponents of the Tilly pattern in real life re­
served their opposition when it came to matters of stage speech. 

While Tilly himself had no interest in the theatre, his direct influence 
on stage diction began only a few years after his arrival in America, through 
the efforts of a young student of his, Windsor P. Daggett. In 1921 Daggett 
began to write a lengthy column titled "The Spoken Word" in every weekly 
issue of The Billboard. Today Billboard covers the music industry almost ex­
clusively, but in Daggett's day it was a formidable national tabloid for the 
entire entertainment industry: theatre, film, records, radio (in its infancy), 
vaudeville (nearing its dotage), opera, operetta, minstrel shows, the circus, 
carnivals, magic shows. For six years-through 1926-Daggett was able 
to write at length on the voice and speech work of the stars of Broadway, 
and his columns, taken together, are an impressive, detailed, and often very 
perceptive record of the period. The enterprising Daggett, who had more 
or less cornered the New York market in theatre speech improvement, ran 
his own speech school for clients onstage and off, and founded Spoken 
Word Records, a label that lasted for some years; by the mid-twenties 
Daggett could offer a complete course in World English on records, as well 
as dramatic recitations by well-known actors of whom Daggett approved. 

As we have already seen, Daggett had his biases. He vigorously disliked 
the acting of Alfred Lunt, because of Lunt's overly conversational vocal de­
livery on stage and his slurred consonants. 55 Daggett's ideal classical actor at 
the time was Walter Hampden, who had his own company and produced 
Shakespeare regularly, not to mention introducing Cyrano de Bergerac to 

American audiences in 1923. Daggett made extensive phonograph record­
ings of Hampden both in Shakespearean roles and in modern plays (e.g., 
Ibsen). But Hampden, though an American, spoke with a marked English 
accent. Like many talented American actors, Hampden first appeared on­
stage in England, working first with Frank Benson's repertory company, and 
later at the Adelphi Theatre in London. Only when his reputation was es-

In a paper delivered at the Annual Convention of the National Association of Teach­
ers of Speech, New York City, December 29, 1925. 

For example, in The Billboard of February 13, 192 6, Daggett speaks of Lunt's being 
"exceedingly negligent of words." 37. 
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tablished did he return to the United States in 1907 .5
" Once again, for 

Daggett, World English and RP would seem to be conflated into essentially ­
the same pattern. 

Daggett's column was the perfect place for him to campaign on behalf 
of World English, and to fulminate against its foes. His battle cry, extracted 
from a letter to him by Harvard philologist C. H. Grandgent, was "The 
best speech in America is heard on the stage," and it was taken up by other 
Tilly followers as well. 57 The stage, then, was to serve as a model for the 
speech of Americans generally. And to those who opposed World English, 
Daggett's limitless store of contempt was at the ready: 

During the holidays I dropped into a meeting of the Modern Lan­
guage Association in session at Columbia University. I didn't stay very 
long and I didn't hear very much, but what I heard was enough. 

Up stands a stalwart educator, a Ph.D., no doubt, and a professor 
of influence in some parts of the country. There was a militant strength 
in his "inverted r-sounds" on which his tongue curled back with suffi­
cient energy to crack a nut. "Wear-err the people who know," he said. 
"but we ar-err being ignor-err-d. We must inter- err-fer-err with the 
new speech depar-err-tments in our-err schools and their-err ar-err-ti­
ficial standar-err-ds of cultur-err. We must save Amer-err-ican speech 
from the ar-err-tificial. We ar-err the exper-err-ts and ar-err-biter-errs 
of the spoken wor-err-d." 

God save the mark! 511 

"God save the mark," indeed. When it came to the defense of World 
English, Hotspur (who uses this expletive in Shakespeare~ Henry Iv, Part One) 
was not a bad exemplar for Daggett's intemperance, though not a likely model 
for his speech.59 

But given these biases, Daggett had an acute sense-of how speech issues 
fit into the rest of the acting process. He was even capable of criticizing his 
own: in 1925 he reviewed Margaret Prendergast McLeans platform reading 
from Les Miserables, and while - not surprisingly- he praised her "beautiful 
voice and perfect diction," he also faulted her for staying "outside" the mate­
rial she was reading, and of being overly conscious of form: "She 'is not of it 
and with it in that intimate, sensitive participation which gives the final spark 
of universal experience and contact with the spiritual foundations oflife." 60 

S<, 

5W 

51; 

See The Oxford Companion to the Theatre (Phyllis Hartnoll, ed. 4th edn.), 368. 

Especially Marguerite DeWitt. 

The Bitlboard, January 17, 1925, 41. 

Since Hotspur is often played as having a speech impediment. 

The Billboard, May 9, 192 5, 41. 
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Daggett continued to write about World English in speech periodicals 
and in Theatre Aris Monthly for several years, even after "The Spoken Word" 
was dropped from The Billboard in late 1926. 

McL~ AND ,SKINNER 

Margaret Prendergast McLean was Tilly's assistant for a decade, and by 
the late 1920s w;is one of the most influential speech teachers for actors on 
the east coast. She was Head of the Department of English Diction at the 
prestigious Leland Powers School in Boston, and was also teaching at 
Richard Boleslavsky's American Laboratory Theatre in New York. Her text­
book Good American Speech was published in 1928, and sold widely. 

Edith Warman (later Edith Warman Skinner) was McLean's star pupil 
at the Powers School, and they remained close lifelong friends. When 
Skinner c3=.r_ne to New York Citxi she began immediately to study with 
William Tilly; her notebooks from these classes suggest that she began 
working with Tilly ~n 1928 or 1929, and continued with him for ;it least 
five years. 

Skinner had trained as an actress at the Powers_ School, so it was only 
natural that her interest in speech training focused on its theatrical applica­
tion. McLean had brought Skinner in to work with her at the American 
Laboratory Theatre, and soon after, Skinner became the speech instructor 
at Carnegie Tech's theatre training program. At Carnegie, Skinner gradu­
ally established her reputation as the most eminent theatre speech trainer in 
America, not only because of the many well-known actors she worked with 
over the years, but also because of the many speech teachers she trained. 
Shortly before her retirement from Carnegie, Skinner was brought in by 
John Houseman to be a founding member of the faculty in the new theatre 
program at the Juilliard School; here Skinner trained a whole new genera­
tion of American classical actors. 

In a way, it is arguable that McLean exerted an even greater influence 
on Skinner's formulation of World English (now called Good American 
Speech) than did Tilly. Good American Speech followed Tilly closely in 
most respects, but had a few differences. The most important of these was 
the use of the "intermediate A" [a] in place of the "Broad A" [a] as used in 
English RP, in the so-called "ask-list" of words-grass, path, half, past, 
command, and the like. This change mediated the vowel sounds closer to 
the General American pronunciation, although to most American ears it 
still sounded English. McLean followed Tilly's treatment of the "short E" 
sound in words like "bet" or "tell" (in General American [E]) representing 
it phonetically as a closed, linguistically tense sound [ eT] much like the Eng­
lish pronunciation. Skinner, perhaps to simplify, took the change even fur-
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ther, 61 using the unlowered form [e], which has the phonetic disadvantage 
of being indistinguishable from the French E accent aigu of words like "ete." 

There was a third Tilly follower who had a major influence on speech 
for the stage. Alice Hermes taught for many years at the HB Studio in New 
York Cityi an.cl there trained a huge number of actors and several noted 
speech teachers. 

After the diction doldrums of the 1950s, marked by the ascendency of 
"method" acting on stage and in film, Skinner's influence on American 
speech training revived with the growth of the regional theatre movement 
in the 1960s. There was a sudden demand for actors with skills in the clas­
sical repertoire. Regional theatres became sites for professional training, 
and simultaneously the number of M.F.A. acting training programs at uni­
versities began to multiply. Many of the founders of regional theatres were . 
Carnegie graduates62 and most of the speech instructors -in the training pro­
grams were Skinner students. 

But Skinner was not the only theatre speech teacher in America, and not 1 

all American speech teachers used the World English model. "Why did Skin­
ner's approach prevail? At least part of the answer lies in Skinner's embrace of 
the Tilly pedagogy in her own teaching. Like Tilly, Skinner ruled her classes 
with the proverbial rod of iron. Like Tilly, she seated students in-order of 
their skills in GG>od American Speech, and progression to the front of the class 
became a sought-after goal. Like Tilly she favored narrow, rather than broad, 
phonetic transcription. Like Tilly, she used phonetics primarily as a tool to in­
culcate Good American Speech, not as a means of defining sound distinction 
in itself. Like Tilly she relied heavily on incessant drill exercises. Like Tilly, 
she used an unconnected cursive-phonetic transcription, with a strong em­
phasis on writing the symbols beautifully. Like Tilly, she insisted on Good 
American Speech as a speech patte~ for life as much as for art. 

And like Tilly, Edith Skinner imparted a sense of mission to her students. 
Skinner made it clear that she was engaging in a long struggle to mold the 
cacophony of her students' regional accents into the euphony of Good Amer­
ican Speech. Gaining her approbation was not easy for her students, and once 
won, it was all the more cherished. The lengthy agony of learning Good 
American Speech was something very akin to a conversion process for many 
Skinner students who went on to teach speech, having entered Carnegie (or 

In her book Speak With Distinction. This most influential textbook, which grew out 
of Skinner's classroo_m materials at Carnegie Tech, was first put out in book form in 
the early 1940s. Speak With Distinction is currently available in a considerably re­
vised version edited by Lilene Mansell, with new material by Mansell and Timothy 
Monich (New York: Applause, 1990). 

Ellis Rabb at APA Phoenix, and William Ball at the American Conservatory The­
atre are just two examples. 
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Juilliard) with their regional accents betraying their cultural deprivation, and 
leaving with the audible imprint of cultural achievement. 

Of course, it didn't always work. Actor Charles Grodin recalled: 

Edith Skinner, a tall, thin, austere woman with glasses, who was one 
of the foremost teachers and authorities on "good American speech" 

· came over from Carnegie Tech. Her dedication to having everyone 
master "good American speech" was as intense as that of a scientist 
trying to rid the world of a dread disease, which was how she.saw "bad 
American speech" -something from which I evidently suffered in 
abundance. "Good American speech" to me, on the other hand, 
sounded like an English accent. Many of Carnegie Tech's drama ma­
jors graduated sounding like Englishmen, which didn't lead to a heck 
of a lot of work in America. I would say a few sentences for Miss Skin­
ner, and she would write furiously, page after page of notes of criticism 
for just my few sentences of "bad American speech." Finally, she said, 
"How can you ever expect people to pay money to see you as an actor, 
given how you speak? Nobody should speak like that; its just not good 
American speech, it's terrible." 63 

Late in her .career Skinner, by all accounts, moderated her condemna­
tion of regionalisms, although in -an instructional videotape made in her last 
years she still described as "atrocious" the pronunciation of "horrible~' as 
[h~~J~bn.64 

Similarly, many Skinner-trained teachers today have quietly backed 
away from use of the "Intermediate A" in the "Ask-list;" or the .use of:[o)-rin 
words like "not" or "hot," despite their veneration for their great teacher. 
Some will even allow a little "R-coloring!' to hang_on the ends of appropri­
ate diphthongs. But in this general retreat much of the World English ped­
agogy still remains. I hear Skinner teachers today still requiring that their 
students use Good American Speech in their daily lives as well as on stage; 
I hear Skinner teachers still deriding the "Broad A"· as an intrinsically ugly 
sound when used in place of the [a] in words like "caught" or "fall," how-

. ever sonorous Henry Cecil Wyld (or·William Tilly) might have thought it 
,in other contexts; I hear Skinner teachers recoil from the intrinsic ugliness 
of the raised nasalized "Short A" [~], an assessment tl1at might offend the 
speaker of classical French. Most Skinner teachers still .. use unconnected 
cursive phonetic symbols and Tilly's application of vowel symbols - both 
rejected by linguists for over fifty years. Most of them still rely on lengthy 
rote word drill as the primary teaching technique to effect sound change ,in 
actors' speech. 

It would Be So Nice IfYou Weren't Here (New York: William Morrow, 1989), 38-39. 

''Seven Points of Good Speech in Classic Plays" (Mill Valley, CA; Performance Skills). 
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WORLD ENGLISH TODAY .· 

McLean and Skinner labeled it "Good American Speech." Speech it is, 
most certainly, a~d for better or worse it has shaped generations of Ameri­
can actors. But its definition as "Good" is mired in a self-serving and archaic 
notion of Euphony, and in a model of class, ethnic, and racial hierarchy that 
is irrelevant to the acting of classical texts and repellent to the sensibilititts 
of most theatre artists. -

Its pedigree as "American" has already been shown to be open to seri­
ous question, especially since its earliest advocates bragged that its chief 
quality was .that no Americans actually spoke it unless educated to do so, 
thus marking it as a badge of a self-defined cultural elite. But neither does 
one like to speak with an accent from nowhere, however "cultured." So a 
number of other terms for this pattern developed: Stage Standard, Stage 
Diction, etc., limiting its locus to the magic area_inhabited by the player; ·in 
the larger world the most common1 term was the geographic oddity "Mid­
Atlantic" 65 (the ocean, not the states), which had, at least, the advantage of 
paying oqeisance to the magnetism of those English vowel sounds that so 
captivated Tilly and his followers. 

Even Edith Skinner and Alice Hermes6r' seemed occasionally to confuse 
Good American Speech with the English Received Pronunciation (RP). 
When Skinner was guest-teaching at the American Conservatory Theatre 
in the 1970s, a young voice teaching colleague attended the classes, hoping 
to learn a good American accent. But ·every time that she spoke a sentence, 
Skinner told her that her sounds were perfect Good American Speech. 
Raised in Ireland and1 trained at London's Central School of Speech and 
Drama, Catherine Fitzmaurice was slightly puzzled by this praise.67 

What, then, should be the fate of this World English speech training, 
this pattern codified early in this century and passed down, virtually unal­
tered, to the American actors of today through a combination of zealous in­
struction, collective acquiescence, and sheer happenstance? Unquestionably, 
actors trained in tihis pattern -have the ability to perform complex classical 

{,(, 

And its more travel-conscious companion "Transatlantic." See Robert Hobbs, Teach 
Yourself Transatlantic [Palo Alto: Mayfield, 1986). Hobbs's recommended speech 
pattern, it should be noted, differs somewhat from Good American Speech/World 
English. 

'While Hermes herself provided no direct evidence of this, I recall vividly sitting in 
a class conducted by one of her protegees, in which the teacher informed a young 
Puerto Rican actress with a strong "N uyorican" accent, that if she worked really 
hard she might be able to "sound like Greer Garson." Aside from the fact that Gar­
son's illustrious film career peaked in the late 1940s, the statement also glosses over 
the reality that Garson, Irish-born, always sounded English in her films. 

In conversation, 1992. 
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text with denotative clarity and with an often admirable muscularity of artic­
ulation. But a price is paid. 

Actors using this pattern usually sound somewhat British but not fully 
so. The effe~! is to place them (if not in the mid-Atlantic) into a kind of 
nether-world of Theatre Speech which is often defended as being "neutral" 
but which is actually merely anonymous. It is reasonable to assert that a par­
ticular regional American accent (West Texas, let's say) might clash with a 
specific Shakespearean production concept. But the same could be said of 
any specific dialect, whether English or American, including RP. Certainly 
there are ways to provide a more general American accent that does not limit 
locale obtrusively, but which yet provides some linguistic tie to the Ameri-

··. can audience that is being addressed. There might be some distraction-in 
a given production - in Hamlet sounding like he was from St. Louis, but it 
seems reasonable to expect that he might just speak with a dialect pattern in­
digenous to planet Earth. 

Even more problematic is the normative practice of combining begin­
ning instruction in phonetics with instruction in World English,, as though 
the · former exists only as a vehicle for conveying the latter. The imposition 
of a prescriptive pattern at the start of phonetics instruction means that the 
student is not focusing on identifying sound change (and registering it as a 
physical action), but instead is focusing on working her or his way into that 
required pattern. As a result, training in World English necessitates lengthy 
repetitive rote drill in class or in tutorial. (Or, as we have noted, inclusion in 
daily life.) Which means in tum that mastering World English becomes very 
time-consuming and difficult for most young actors - a self-fulfilling 
prophecy by its instructors, since the students are required to produce a pat­
terned "product'' before they have been allowed to learn the perceptual and 
articulatory skills necessary for them to do so easily. And the end result is that 
young American actors often come out of such training regimens burdened 
with a self-conscious uniformity of speech sounds, having lost whatever in­
stinct they may have had to find the unique voice of the characters they are 
playing, carefully measuring out their vocal passion lest it sully the perfec­
tion of their Good American Speech. 

William Tilly was a visionary and a reformer. Margaret Prendergast 
McLean, Alice Hermes, and - especially- Edith Skinner, were all excep­
tional teachers who trained !llany noted actors whose artistry confutes all of 
the dire as~essments listed above. And yet ... the past of World English still 
pervades the present of Good American Speech. Cut off from the forces 
that might have naturally changed it, reified in its isolation as the only trne 
standard for theatre speech improvement, this strange artifact of the Ed­
wardian Era still exists, little-changed, as we approach the year 2000. 

Speech training for American actors whose. careers will take them into 
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the next millennium requires a radically new formulation if speech training 
is to exist at all. And in doing so, if only to approach the entire issue afresh, 
we must let go of our nostalgic grasp on the entire structure that called it­
self World English or Good American Speech: let go of its pattern of 
sounds, let go of its formulation of phonetics, let go of its instructional ap­
proach, let go of the vestiges of its ideology. Most poignantly perhaps, we 
will have to tum away from those last putative native speakers of "Mid­
Aclantic," huddled together in their dinghy bobbing in the swells some­
where off the Azores, calling for help-faintly, but very very clearly. 

WHAT THEN? 

Why then teach speech to actors at all? 

In the 1960s and 1970s, there developed a strong reaction among many 
voice teachers and actors against the rigidity of the Good American Speech 
training; these trainers and actors took the opposite extreme, asserting that all 
speech training for actors has a negative effect, and should perhaps be abol­
ished. There are two main thrusts to the argument. The first is that all pre­
scriptive patterning of articulation inevitably leads to stiff and homogeneous 
speech production. The second is that training an actor's own speech into a dif""' 
ferent pattern robs that actor of linguistic heritage and racial or ethnic identity. 

Both points were based on vailid observation and experience, and both 
can be true in individual cases. The question really is whether either one 
must be true all the time, and the answer is no. For decades the Good Amer­
ican Speech pattern was the only game around, and set-for good or ill­
the standards for phonetic rigor and speech pedagogy for actors.68 So a young 
actor from an ethnic or racial minority sitting week after week in classes that 
try to drill into htr or him the habits of "good" speech, with the further in­
junction that one take this "good" speech into one's daily life, might very well 
consider that any prescriptive patterning of speech is invasive of one's culuiral 
essence. Were we to think so, though, we would have to believe also that 
learning any new dialect, or ad0pting a character voice for a role, or for that 
matter going through the complete physical, vocal, and instinctual alterations 
that any actor has to do to play any role at all would serve to' rob the actor of 
cultural identity. Acting is, after all, largely about becoming someone else, al­
beit through the vehicle of one's own personality and awareness. Leaming a 
new dance step, or remembering one's blocking on stage, or hitting one's 
marks in film, or picking up a cue, or coping fluently with complex and ar­
chaic sentence structtJre in classical text, are all prescriptive requirements, 

Robert Barton and Rocco Dal Vera, in their useful book Voice: Onstage and Off(Fort 
Worth: Harcourt Brace College Publishers, 1995), insist that "no other system can 
take the boy from the 'hood' and make him the prince in his palace like [Skinner's] 
can ... This work can achieve levels of of speech ability simply not available ... " 285. , 



I 
. i 

I 

180 THE VOCAL VISION 

and actors learn to meet them evety day without losing their spontaneity or 
their sense of personal identity. What that student might really have been ob­
jecting to is the repetitive ideology that one speech pattern is "good" and all 
other speech patterns therefore less so, and the inculcation of this ideology 
through the use of lengthy rote drill on discrete sound change, which in­
creases self-consciousness about the form of articulation separated wholly 
from its content and the physicality of its production. 

Ideology and pedagogy are also the real culprits that gave rise to the first 
part of the argument. It was observed that many actors who came through the 
Good American Speech regimen not only spoke almost exactly the same as 
one another, they also seemed less available to verbal impulse, cut off from the 
immediate passionate verbal response because everything seemed filtered 
through the requirement to observe a particular form. On the contrary, it was 
asserted, if an actor could simply make the articulators available to impulse 
through release of inhibitory tensions, and then think the text clearly, specif­
ically, and passionately, then sloppiness of articulation would disappear. 

There is great truth in this insight. But like many great truths it carries 
with it a handy portable pitfall. To suggest, as Louis Colaianni does, that a 
"limiting regional accent is merely the by-product- of patterns of tension 
frozen into the vocal tract"m is to suggest that all American regional dialects 
would be released magically if only those residual tensions could be released. 
But released into what? Lurking within this generous pronouncement is the 
same hierarchical view of speech clarity that reformers like Colaianni would 
seek to supplant. If a person has grown up speaking a dialect that habitually 
eliminates a consonant from a consonant cluster,70 for example, will freedom 
of articulation plus intensity of thought actually cause that hitherto unused 
consonant to magically reappear, without the intervention of any prescrip­
tive model? Is there some strange shared "deep dialect" hidden within all of 
us to which we all aspire? If so, then Tilly had a powerful argument. 

Every dialect has its own complex set of muscular tensions (and relax­
ations too), but none of them are inhibitory to communication within the 
dialect group (or they would already have been modified), and releasing 
these held tensions will not in itself usually increase commu_nication with 
dialect groups outside. Instead there needs to be an active model for the 
new muscular action that forms any new dialect or accent, and if it does not 
come from somewhere deep in our collective psyche, it then will have to 
come from careful )istening to native speakers or instructors, combined 
with the skill to match the new articulatory pattern, and the ability to 

In The Joy of Phonetics and Accents (New York: Drama Book Publishers, 1994), 57. 
Colaianni's book is otherwise excellent. 

An example would be saying mus' instead of must. 
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hear-and feel-sound change. Prescriptive (and even proscriptive) train­
ing of a physical action does not in itself cause a lessening of spontaneity, as 
long as an actor does the preparatory work of mastering these skills of ac­
tion before the prescriptive pattern is introduced, and as long as rote drill is 
minimized. Relaxation of-unneeded tension is a crucial part of this prepara­
tion, but it is not responsible for the actively patterned sound change. 

FOR THE FUTURE 

It is a shared assumption of all speech teaching, and most language in­
struction as well, that if a speaker uses more of the available lingui'Stic ele­
ments in a word, the word will be more readily understandable to all 
persons who speak the language, regardless of their accent. With this in 
mind, it becomes obvious that a model for such linguistic detail would be 
highly useful to the actor of classic texts, where the audience must be able 
easily to understand dialogue with archaic words or modern words with ar­
chaic meanings, as we11 as a much more complex sentence structure than we 
find in contemporary conversation. 

Based on our awareness of what speech training for actors has been in 
the past, we can now look to what· speech training might consist of in the 
future. I can suggest at least some general guidelines for a program on a 

two- to three-year arc of training. 

1. The tlbiHty to physically experience and isolate sound change in speech must 
precede learning any prescriptive pattern. If an actor learns the physical 
skills of speech production, ifs/he gains flexibility of articulation com­
bined with muscularity of action, and if that actor can learn to perceive 
subtle gradal!ons of sound change and feel where these are focused in 
the vocal tract and in the rest of the body, then the process of learning 
a "detail model" or the prescriptive pattern of any accent wi11 become 
very easy and take a relatively short period of instruction, thus obviat­
ing the need for lengthy rote drill on the "correct" pronunciation of 
words and sentences. Drill, to the degree that it needs to take place, 
should be focused on the muscular isolation of specific sounds. , 

2. Phonetic training should be descriptive befo'te it is prescriptive. Actors pr'b­
ceed very quickly if they learn acuity of perception through hearing 
what makes a speech pattern unique. The ability to notate what one is 
actually hearing is the basic objective skill for all dialect acquisition. Re­
liance on the unstable crutch of "illustrative words" to teach individual 
sounds, while perhaps unavoidabl~ altogether, can easily be minimized. 

3. Phonetic training should include all the sounds of the world's languages, not 
just the ones used in a single form of American English. Most of these speech 
sounds outside the repertoire of American English have direct applica-
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tion in acquiring dialects or foreign accents, and eyen those sounds that 
do not will still provide a strong physical awareness of the variety of 
sounds possible in the production of human language. 

4. Actors should learn Narrow 71 Phonetic Transcription. Broad transcription is 
appropriate for most language-learning, but actors need to learn di­
alects and accents in much greater detail. 72 

5. Actors should learn phonetic printing, not phonetic script. Printing is the 
standard, in all other practical applications of phonetics. 

6. The Detail Model. This is a model, not a mandate; one possible formulation 
of an American accent for use in speaking situations where listener com­
prehension of unfamiliar vocabulary or syntax is more demanding than in 
normal conversation. Actors may use all of it, or part of it" or none of it, 
depending on the speech requirements of the individual dramatic charac­
ter. It does not need to be held together as one structured sound pattern, 
but rather is a model for detailed physical action of the articulators. 

71 

The sole criterion for the inclusion of vowel and consonant sounds 
in the model is linguistic detail, providing for the hearer as much lin­
guistic informati01;1 as possible from the speaker. 'While the detail model 
would enhance what would usually be called cfarity of articulation, we 
should not make clarity, as such, the goal of a model, since our biases 
can easily enter into such a definition. 

The detail model might take various forms, but for American actors 
it should always be based on patterns (especially with vowels) found in a 
large number of Ainerican speakers. The pattern still often (mis)termed 
"General American" or "Broadcast Speech" is based on "Inland North­
ern," the dialect found in a narrow band of northern states; since it is my 
own diale~t I find it crystal clear in its articulation, wonderfully eupho­
nious, and altogether the ideal dialect model.73 Speakers of other general 
dialect areas, such as North or South Midland, might have other ideas. 

That is, more detailed. 

In this, Tilly had the right idea. Where he went wrong was in valuing rules over ob­
servation, a" failing that continued into Good American Speech. 

For an extreme opposite view, see Timothy C. Frazer, "The Language of Yankee Im­
perialism: Pioneer Ideology and 'General American,"' in "Heartland" Englfrh, Tim­
othy C. Frazer, ed. (Tuscaloosa: The University of Alabama Press, 1993). Frazer sees 
Inland Northern as a Puritan power play effected by serried ranks of grim westward 
marching New Englanders, foisting their dialect on innocent southerners who had 
wandered out to Kentucky and Missouri, presumably to commune with nature. 
Ironically-within the context that we have been considering-Frazer's chief vil­
lains are John Kenyon and George Philip Krapp. Frazer ends by suggesting Inland 
Northern's complicity in the U.S. military interventions in Southeast Asia and Latin 
America in recent decades. This does seem tQ be an overstatement. 
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Beqmse the detail model is not a monolith, parts of it may be com­
bined with any other dialect or accent, to widen the dialect's compre­
hensibility to speakers of other dialects in a theatrical setting. 

Learning the skills of flexible, active articulation, and a complete 
repertoire of speech sounds through descriptive, experiential phonetic 
training does take time in itself. But the time expended is mor.e than 
made up for by the increased capacity to learn any dialect, from the de­
tail model to Tangier Island, in a matter of days or weeks, rath,er than 
the full y_ear that was customarily used to learn Good American Speech. 
Good American Speech itself is still a very useful dialect when playing 
actors or social aspirants of yesteryear, 74 and like any dialect it can be 
readily available to any actor who has gained the skills of making sound 
distinctions easily. 

7. Rejoining the world. Perhaps most important of aU, speech tra_ining for 
actors - so .long frozen in time and isolated in pedagogy- must 
reestablish the ties with allied disciplines that it forswore so many 
decades ago. The fields of articulatory phonetics, acoustic phonetics, 
and dialectology have valuable resources in their research for actors and 
theatre speech teachers. I would submit, too, that theatre speech and di­
alect training has much to offer these disciplines in the development of 
pedagogy, since its laboratory is the mind .and 'body of the performer; 
this requires a physically-based approach, and a unity of precise speech 
skills with freedom of voice production. Performance dialects also re­
quire great detail and accuracy of transcription and replication, yet are 
regularly taught in rehearsal settings where time and attention spans are 
at a minimum, and therefore may provide teaching methods useful to 
our colleagues in allied non-theatre areas. 

There are many hopeful signs that this emergence into the world of to­
day is already happening, in large part spurred by the dialogue among the­
atre voice and speech teachers that began with the founding of th~ Voice 
and Speech Trainers Association. 

Speech training for actors will always be a subject for debate because 
human speech patterns are always subject to change, and these changes will 
always be measured against the need for full and easy understanding in the 
theatre environment. 

The famed monologist Ruth Draper created a wonderful portrait of a New York "so­
ciety lady" in the 1930s, in her monologue "The Italian Lesson," using the World 
English/Good American Speech pattern. 


	Standard Speech - The Ongoing Debate (L)
	Standard Speech - The Ongoing Debate (R)



