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No one really knows what accent existed in Elizabethan or Jacobean England. It is 
almost certainly true that today's American accent is closer to the sounds that 
Shakespeare heard when he was writing. Which is why the myth that American Actors 
can’t perform or “get” Shakespeare is just that… a myth.  
 
It’s hardly as if all English people go around reciting Shakespeare all day, every day. It 
is learned and for the most part requires some training. Whether English or American 
we are divorced from the rhythms and dialect of Elizabethan England. It seems that we 
are much less engaged with Language now. An audience would go to hear a play… 
now we go to see a play. Speech is more throw away. “Poetic” language rarer. Relish of 
language a less common notion.  
 
It is also true that transatlantic vowels are more melodic than clipped English. Especially 
Standard English, known as “Received Pronunciation”. Scholars concur that 
Shakespeare’s London would have been dominated largely by a West Country accent, 
with longer vowels and a burr. (Like that of the American).  
 
Where problems actually come in for American Actors is where form and style are 
concerned. American Actors might be prone to “Method” Shakespeare, which can’t help 
but lose some of the language and necessary rhythms. Pauses are added, breath 
control is mangled and the verse structure of a line collapses and is lost.  
 
Or they might feel obliged to do a mock English accent which ends up being mid 
Atlantic or improbable, even a sort of strange nonexistent accent. And once again. 
clipped English Vowels of Victorian England prove inferior for delivering Shakespeare 
than the natural vowels of the American.  



Having said that, if you speak unintelligibly, whether British or American, the sense will 
be lost and no audience will follow the play. You still need an awareness of Verse, 
breath control and a solid sense of what you’re saying.  
 
Finding the right balance in reciting or acting Shakespeare, whether British or American, 
is a constant journey. It is, in a sense, a quest to find the right marriage or balance 
between what Elizabethan acting might have been AND the modern World, with its own 
styles and sensibilities.  
 
In the end, if you relish Language, you’ll find your way.  
	

	


