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Introduction

I love doing this 
presentation because 
it allows me to 
combine two of the 
things that I am most 
deeply passionate 
about: the law and 
theater.

Here, I will venture to go deeper by pulling back 
the curtain on the fundamental aspects of 
training that every actor in a professional acting 
conservatory must undergo before they are ever 
handed their first script and how this can be 
helpful to trial lawyers when trying a case. 
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At first blush, the similarities between the theater 
a n d  th e  c o u rtro o m  m ig h t s e e m  a s  d is p a ra te  a s  
th e  d iffe re n c e  b e twe e n  n ig h t a n d  d a y. Bu t wh e n  
yo u  lo o k b e n e a th  th e  s u rfa c e , th e  c o n n e c tio n s  
b e twe e n  th e  two  a re  s trikin g ly s im ila r.
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Mixing Law & Art

One of the guiding 
principles in theater is 
that “art expresses 
human experience.”

While I was training as an actor, I began to see the 
parallels between what actors do on stage with 
what lawyers do in a courtroom and how these 
tools and techniques could be applied by the 
lawyer in the courtroom to bring the human 
element to the jury.
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The same is true for trials. After all, the very 
essence of a trial is a story – the story of a human 
experience.

The goal of the attorney is to draw the jury into a re -
constructed reality of past events, such that they

“see” what happened, even though they were not
present to witness the original event.

The same is true for lawyers when it comes to a jury.

The attorney is the 
producer of that event as 
well as the writer, director, 
and the actor in that event. 

A play is also a live event with story at its core. The 
goal of the actor is to transform personal 
experience into a universal and recognizable form 
of expression that has the ability to change 
something in the spectator. Actors must guide the 
audience on a journey bringing with them their 
minds and hearts.
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Hollywood’s obsession 
with  c o u rtro o m  d ra m a s  is  
a s  o ld  a s  t im e . On e  n e e d  
lo o k n o  fu rth e r th a n  s o m e  
o f th e  m o s t p o p u la r film s  
o f th e  twe n tie th  c e n tu ry. 

Like  th e  s ta g e , th e  c o u rtro o m  is  a  s a c re d  
in s titu tio n  wh e re  th e  p o we r o f p e rs u a s io n  
a n d  p o s it ive  c o m m u n ic a tio n  im p a c ts  th e  
live s  o f o rd in a ry c it ize n s  e ve ry d a y. 

Lawyers, like actors, 
serve something 
bigger than they are.

Three that immediately come to mind are 

“To  Kill a  Mo c kin g b ird ” 

“A Fe w Go o d  Me n ” 

“Th e  Ve rd ic t” 

What would Hollywood do without lawyers?
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This has become my 
life ’s  wo rk. It  h a s  ig n ite d  
s o m e th in g  d e e p  in s id e  
m e . It  e xh ila ra te s  m e  in  
wa ys  th a t I c a n n o t e ve n  
d e s c rib e . Co m e  jo in  m e  
o n  th is  wild  rid e . 

Th is  p re s e n ta tio n  re ve a ls  
h o w th e  c re a tive  wo rld  o f 
a c tin g  o ve rla p s  with  th e  
c o u rtro o m  a n d  h o w th e  
c o n n e c tio n s  b e twe e n  
th e s e  two  d is c ip lin e s  c a n  
b e  e xp lo ite d  fo r th e  g o o d  
o f o u r c lie n ts .
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Why Shakespeare?
While it’s true that the quote, “Let’s kill all the
lawyers”  came  from  the  stroke  of  Shakespeare’s  
pen  in  Henry  VI, Part  2, Act  IV, Scene  2, there  are  
many  things  that  we, as  lawyers,  can  learn  from  
the  Bard .

There  is a  striking  similarity  between  the
Elizabethan  theater  of  the  16th  and  early  17th

centuries  and  the  courtroom,  perhaps  because  the
courtroom  hasn’t  changed  much  since  its  origins

back  in  the  late  1700s. 

In the  same  way  that
Shakespeare’s  plays  were
performed  on  a  stage  before
live  audiences  without  video
cameras,  green  screens,
animation,  and  special
effects,  so too  is a  trial . 

It is for this reason that Shakespeare’s text 
was meant to be heard more than it was 
meant to be seen. 
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Incidentally, while you are all there is, you’re more 
in te re s tin g  th a n  a n y film , s p e c ia l e ffe c t, a n im a tio n , 
o r g re e n  s c re e n  th a t we  a re  b o m b a rd e d  with  in  th is  
“d ig ita l a g e .” Th is  is  wh y p e o p le  to d a y a re  s t ill 
d ra wn  to  th e  th e a te r. 

In  th is  wa y, Sh a ke s p e a re ’s  te xt is  like  s h e e t m u s ic .
Un til th e  a c to rs  b re a th e  life  in to  th e  wo rd s  o n

s ta g e , th e y a re  n o th in g  m o re  th a n  b lo ts  o f in k o n
p a p e r. Th is  is  ju s t  a s  tru e  fo r o u r writ te n  a rg u m e n ts .

Un til we  g e t u p  b e fo re  a  ju ry a n d  s p e a k th e  wo rd s ,
th e y a re  e m p ty, h o llo w, a n d  d e vo id  o f life  –  like  a

s tu ffe d  a n im a l. Th is  s p e a ks  to  th e  im p o rta n c e  o f
d e live ry. 

Re m a rka b ly, th e  la wye r wh o  s ta n d s  b e fo re  a  ju ry
fin d s  h im s e lf in  th e  ve ry s a m e  p o s it io n  a s  th a t o f a

Sh a ke s p e a re a n  a c to r: h e  o r s h e  m u s t re ly
e xc lu s ive ly o n  th e ir wo rd s , th e ir vo ic e , a n d  th e ir

b o d ie s , in c lu d in g  th e ir g e s tu re s  a n d  th e ir
m a n n e ris m s , to  te ll th e  s to ry. 

It should come as no surprise that audiences back in 
Shakespeare’s day had a sharp ear for listening. 
However, in today’s age of smart phones, electronic 
devices, and short attention spans, everything about 
progress has taken us further and further away from 
being expressive with our words. 
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Look no further than 
h a s h ta g s , e m o jis , a n d  te xt 
m e s sa g e s  with  a b b re via te d  
wo rd s  th a t we  n e e d  o u r kid s  
to  h e lp  u s  d e c ip h e r. 

And heightened emotions 
are at the very core of the 
cases that we fight from 
the man who has been 
accused of committing a 
crime to the woman who 
has been seriously injured 
in a car accident. 

Indeed, the stark reality is that we have become 
far more visually - oriented than our Elizabethan 
brethren. A stroll down Times Square tells the story.

When you have someone who can explain exactly 
what it feels like to fall in love or to lose a loved one 
–  these heightened emotions that every human 
being experiences –  and explain it in a way that 
you respond, “Yes, that’s it exactly,” that’s amazing.

My relationship to Shakespeare is that he’s very 
inclusive and that he writes things in a way that we 
all wish we could express. 
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So we must learn to harness the tools that the 
a c to rs  o f Sh a ke s p e a re ’s  d a y u s e d  to  m o ve  
a u d ie n c e s , c h ie f a m o n g  th e m  th e  p o we r o f 
rh e to ric . In  th is  p re s e n ta tio n , I will a tte m p t to  d o  
ju s t  th a t . 

If we  a re  to  b e  ze a lo u s  a d vo c a te s  fo r o u r c lie n ts , 
th e re  is  n o  b e tte r t im e  th a n  n o w to  tra ve l b a c k in  
t im e  to  th e  Eliza b e th a n  a g e  a n d  le a rn  th e  to o ls  a n d  
d e vic e s  th a t m a d e  Willia m  Sh a ke s p e a re  th e  
g re a te s t  d ra m a tis t  o f a ll t im e . 

Part of the reason 
why people find 
Shakespeare 
distancing is because 
of how it has been 
taught and the 
heightened language 
which at first blush, 
sounds elitist. 

However, what 
Shakespeare’s 
actually doing is 
explaining clearer 
than anyone else has 
in literature the most 
difficult emotions and 
feelings to put into 
words. And he does it 
with such clarity and 
imagery.
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Our starting point is the advice that Shakespeare, 
th ro u g h  Ha m le t’s  a d vic e  to  th e  “p la ye rs ,” g a ve  to  
a n y a c to r wh o  wa s  b o ld  e n o u g h  to  ta c kle  h is  te xt: 

A modern day interpretation of this famous text 
might read like this:

“Even in the heat of passion, you must beget a 
smoothness. Avoid over -stressing the words. Speak 
the speech trippingly on the tongue. Do not saw the 
air. Avoid hamminess. And aim for a natural, 
truthfulness — o’erstep not the bounds of nature. 
Speak true.” 

“Speak the speech, I pray you, as I pronounced it 
to you, trippingly on the tongue: but if you mouth 
it, as many of your players do, I had as lief the 
town -crier spoke my lines. Nor do not saw the 
air …”

“You must acquire and beget a temperance that
may give it smoothness.” 

“Be not too tame neither, but let your own
discretion be your tutor: suit the action to the
word, the word to the action; with this special
o'erstep not the modesty of nature: for any
thing so overdone is from the purpose of
playing, whose end, both at the first and now,
was and is, to hold, as 'twere, the mirror up to
nature;"
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Hamlet's advice seems to be invaluable as a daily 
m e d ita tio n  n o t o n ly fo r a c to rs , b u t a ls o  fo r la wye rs .

Th is  a  p o we rfu l re m in d e r o f
wh a t la wye rs  a re  c a lle d  to  d o

e ve ryd a y wh e n  th e y a re
a d vo c a tin g  fo r th e ir c lie n ts .

In the twenty - first century, we face the challenge of 
marrying the Elizabethan tradition with our modern 
tradition. 

In marrying these two traditions, this presentation will 
extend beyond the Bard and explore those techniques 
used by great wordsmiths from songwriters to 
storytellers and orators whose voices and words 
resonate with truth. 

Buckle up and get ready for a wild ride!

If you are doubtful that it can be done, then look no 
further than the “Hip -Hop Shakespeare Company” and 
its founder, Akala, who demonstrates and explores 
the connections between Shakespeare and “Hip -Hop” 
in a jaw -dropping, never seen before, way.
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Hip -Hop Shakespeare
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Truths About 
Shakespeare

Metaphorical  language
Elizabethans very much depended on the 
spoken word, the use of the word, the word as 
food, which they used much more sensually, in 
the sense of almost eating the words. Today, we 
are much more visual due to televisions, flat 
screen televisions, and iPhones.

Shakespeare understood that when we argue, we
speak in rhythm. In anything that means

something to us and that we’re passionate about,
we use rhythm. It’s not an intellectual thing. It’s

entirely human to use rhythm. 

In Shakespeare’s  world,  characters  existed  on  a  scale  of  
emotion . Anything  that  a  character  thought  and  felt  was  
vocalized . This means  that  rhythm  is always  connected  to  
the  character’s  feeling  and  thought  process . Therefore,  in  
order  to  inspire,  every  character  must  have  a  concrete  
relationship  to  rhythm . At the  same  time,  a  character’s  
rhythm  could  betray  their  feelings . More  about  that  later . 
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Shakespeare dealt with three types of value:

Intrinsic (friendship, honor, loyalty);

How useful something is; and

Market value

Of these three, intrinsic always tends to be in 
conflict with market value.

It’s very common for characters to compare two 
things so that they can figure out where they fit.

Here, the value of things are often pitted against
each other.

Characters in Shakespeare have a deep desire to 
get to the root of a problem. Very simply, they are 
desperate to find answers. It is for this reason that 
they rarely lose their intention to speak and that, 
as impossible as it might seem, they are always 
attempting to fit words to an experience. 

We still practice this today. It’s why people go to 
therapy.
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Iago plays the intrinsic value of befriending 
Ro d e rig o  to  th e  a u d ie n c e . Bu t in  a c tu a lity, Ro d e rig o  
re p re s e n ts  n o th in g  m o re  th a n  m a rke t va lu e  to  Ia g o  
b e c a u s e  Ia g o  is  e xto rtin g  h im  fo r m o n e y.

J u lie t’s  n u rs e , o n  th e  o th e r h a n d , g ive s  J u lie t  a  m o re  
in trin s ic  va lu e .

Sh a ke s p e a re  write s  h is  c h a ra c te rs  in  o p p o s it io n  to
o n e  a n o th e r. Fo r e xa m p le , Ro m e o  is  in tro d u c e d

fre e  o f g u id a n c e  ( ”Wh e re ’s  Ro m e o …”)  a n d  h a s  th e
fre e d o m  to  b e  in c re d ib ly ve rb o s e . J u lie t , o n  th e

o th e r h a n d , is  o b e d ie n t a n d  s a ys  wh a t s h e  n e e d s
to  s a y in  a s  fe w wo rd s  a s  p o s s ib le , u n til s h e  m e e ts

Ro m e o  a n d  re a lize s  th a t s h e  h a s  a  wo rld  o f c h o ic e .

Even when a character is
speaking a soliloquy,
there is opposition,
albeit not with another
character but with the
audience. 

Juliet  is only  valued  by how  useful  she is. Her family  
perceives  her  as a “use”  in the  sense  that  they  want  
her  to  marry  into  a wealthy  family  so that  they  will  
have  more .
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As s u c h , a c to rs  a re  ta u g h t n e ve r to  a p p ro a c h  th e ir 
c h a ra c te r in  is o la tio n . A c h a ra c te r n e ve r e xis ts  in  
is o la tio n  a n d  n e ve r will. J u s t  a s  in  life , a  c h a ra c te r 
b e h a ve s  d iffe re n tly a ro u n d  o n e  p e rs o n  th a n  h e  
d o e s  a ro u n d  a n o th e r. J u lie t  is  d iffe re n t wh e n  s h e  is  
with  Ro m e o  th a n  wh e n  s h e  is  with  th e  n u rse , h e r 
m o th e r, o r h e r fa th e r.

It  is  fo r th is  re a s o n  th a t a c to rs  a re  ta u g h t to  lo o k fo r
h o w th e ir c h a ra c te r is  d iffe re n t fro m  e ve ry o th e r

c h a ra c te r h e  o r s h e  e n c o u n te rs .

Th e  fre e d o m s  th a t two  c h a ra c te rs  a re  d e n ie d
o fte n  b e c o m e s  a  m a g n e t th a t a ttra c ts  th e m . J u lie t

d o e s n ’t  e n jo y th e  s a m e  fre e d o m  o f s e lf- e xp re s s io n
th a t Ro m e o  d o e s . Ro m e o  c h o o s e s  J u lie t  b e c a u s e

th e  Ca p u le t wo rld  is  th e  o n ly wo rld  th a t h e  is
e xc lu d e d  fro m . 

Hamlet has freedom of thought 
but is trapped in the castle and 
unable to grieve. 
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Shakespeare  kn e w a  lo t  a b o u t h u m a n  n a tu re . On e  
th in g  th a t is  c o n s is te n t a b o u t h is  c h a ra c te rs  is  th a t 
th e y a re  c o n s is te n tly c o n tra d ic to ry. Fo r e xa m p le , 
J u lie t  in  Ac t 2 is  ve ry d iffe re n t th a n  J u lie t  in  Ac t 1. A 
c h a ra c te r will a lwa ys  c h a n g e  b e c a u se  a  p la y, like  a  
tria l, is  a b o u t s o m e th in g  m a s s ive . 

The brave thing to do is to take your character at his 
words in every scene you encounter him in.

Shakespeare’s characters are met by situations that 
reveal their true character. Juliet is met by the 
situation of marriage.

Similarly,  we’re  not  the  same  person  all  day  long .
I’m  a  very  different  person  in  the  morning  before

I’ve had  my  first  cup  of  coffee  than  I am  when  I
walk  out  of  the  courthouse  at  4:30 after  a  long  day . 

Therefore,  as  actors,  we  are  taught  to  meet  our
characters  scene  by  scene  and  to  present  them

moment  to  unanticipated  moment  and  to  allow
the  audience  to  do  the  rest . This is hard  to  do

because  we  want  to  create  lovely  links  between
things . 
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Shakespeare was not massively interested in 
c re a tin g  b a c ks to rie s  fo r h is  c h a ra c te rs . In s te a d , h e  
wa s  in te re s te d  in  c h a ra c te rs  th a t s ta rte d  a n d  
e n d e d  with in  th e  p la y th a t h e  wro te  a n d  th a t th e  
a u d ie n c e  wa s  wa tc h in g .

When it comes to tone, there are four main choices 
that every character has a connection to: 

There is very little subtext in Shakespeare. Words
mean what they say. Thus, the focus becomes the

language itself as opposed to uncovering any
hidden meaning underneath the text. Delivery of

text and tone of voice are paramount. 

Tone is something actors can play and that gives
them freedom.

Formal Tone 

Informal Tone

Performative

Felt (i.e., Is it sincere and earnest?)
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You learn who your character is by what tone they 
a d o p t in  d iffe re n t c irc u m s ta n c e s . 

Fo r e xa m p le , Ric h a rd  II is  a n  in c re d ib ly
p e rfo rm a tive  c h a ra c te r. Wh e n  h e  s a ys , “Le t’s  ta lk o f

g ra ve s  a n d  wo rm s  a n d  e p ita p h s  …” h e  is  te llin g
e ve ryo n e  th a t h e  is  n o t re a lly a n  a c to r a n y m o re .

He  is  fe lt . He  is  a  re a l p e rs o n . 

Villains are incredibly performative. Ironically,
when Iago’s performance is discovered, he stops

talking. The curtain has come down on his
performance.

Eve ry im a g e  th a t a  c h a ra c te r h a s  p ro vid e s  fu rth e r
in s ig h t in to  th e ir in n e r wo rld . Th is  re m in d s  u s  th a t

Sh a ke s p e a ria n  c h a ra c te rs  d o n ’t  e xis t  in  a  p o e tic
va c u u m . 

They have an exchange of shared imagery that 
makes them more connected. 
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For example, “O that this too too solid flesh would 
me lt, thaw, and  re s olve  its e lf into a  de w.” 

If a  character  was  sad  or  
melancholy,  they  would  
attach  an  image  to  their  
sadness  to  make  sure  that  
the  other  person  could  see  
them  the  way  they  wanted  to  
be  seen  or  so they  could  
evoke  the  right  amount  of  
empathy  and  compassion . 

But they are not just describing that they are
sad.

In Shakespeare, we stay away from describing
things.

Hamlet uses these words to 
paint an image in the 
audience’s mind of just how 
depressed he actually is. 
The hope is that the 
audience will respond, “I get 
it.” 
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When  He nry V was  ra llying his  
troops  on St. Cris p in’s  Day, he  
wante d  to be  ins p iring  and  a  
he ro. He  was  a fra id  of be ing  a  
coward .

In the  ba lcony s ce ne , Rome o 
wants  to be  romantic  and  is  
a fra id  of be ing  boring .

Shakespeare knows how to get an audience 
involved. Example: “But soft, what light through 
yonder window breaks?”

Instantly, the audience knows that they must be
quiet. 

Shakespearean actors rarely ask the question, 
“Who am I?” when approaching a new role. Instead, 
they ask, “Who does my character want to be?” 
and “Who is my character afraid of being?” This is 
what connects the character to their world. 
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You don’t know what you’re 
s aying  until you know who 
you’re  s aying  it  to. 

Thus , a  cha rac te r is  a lways  in flux with two things  as  
oppos e d  to be ing  one  s ingula r thing . In e ve ry line  and  
in e ve ry e xchange , you can as k this  que s tion. All 
humans  a re  like  this .

The reason why this is the most romantic scene in 
the canon is because Shakespeare has gotten the 
audience involved.

“Thou know’st the mask of night …”    Juliet doesn’t 
know what she’s saying until she knows that she’s 
speaking to a Romeo that needs to be calmed 
down. The meaning of her words is based on 
action. Before she says this, she needs to see a 
Romeo who is chaotic.

Sometimes, a character is propelled much more 
by what they fear they are than by what they want 
to be.
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“Sir, I am a true laborer; I earn that I eat, get that I 
we ar; owe  no man ha te , e nvy no man’s  happine s s ; 
g lad  of othe r me n’s  good , conte nt with my harm; and  
the  gre a te s t of my pride  is  to s e e  my e we s  graze  and  
my lambs  s uck.” (As  You Like  It , Ac t 3 , Sc . 2 .)” 

Eve ry line  of te xt tha t is  s poke n is  de s igne d  to change  
s ome thing  in the  lis te ne r.

Elizabethans acknowledged separation of body 
and soul. There was always an internal and 
external conflict.

What does your character see that makes them 
speak?

If a n  a u d ie n c e  h e a rs  a  lis t  b e in g  m a d e , th e y’re  
m o re  a b le  to  fo llo w a lo n g .

Ea c h  c o m m a  is  a n  in vita tio n  to  a c c e le ra te  o r
to p  yo u rs e lf. It’s  a  la tte r o f th o u g h t. Th u s ,

c o m m a s  c o n ta in  e n e rg y.

Co lo n s  a n d  s e m i- c o lo n s  a re  b rie f s u s p e n s io n s
th a t a re  n e ve r th e  e n d  o f a  th o u g h t, b u t

in s te a d  th e  e xte n s io n  o f a  th o u g h t.

Example: Corin from “As You Like It”
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For example, in Richard II, Bolingbroke challenged the 
frame  of orde r be caus e  he  wante d  to be come  king . 
But Richard  II, a s  king , was  cons ide re d  to be  God’s  
anointe d  one  on Earth.

Investigate the context in which the speaker is 
speaking. What’s driving this speech? 

Thus, “You blocks. You stones” as uttered by a 
character in one of Shakespeare’s plays was the most 
insulting thing that he could say.

That frame of order is challenged.

Elizabethans embraced a hierarchy of order. It 
began with God, then Angels, then Man, then 
Woman, then Animals, then Vegetation, and then 
Stones.

Sometimes the person’s brain is driving the
speech.

Sometimes the person’s heart or gut is driving
the speech.

Some speeches are in a speaker’s control. 

Some speeches are outside of a speaker’s
control.
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This is what I like to call, “marriage of sound and 
s e ns e .”

Shake s pe are  incorpora te s  a  ton of me aning  into the  
s ounds  of his  words . Not jus t the  me aning  of his  
words , but the  s ounds .

Speeches are meaning delivery systems spoken to 
another character on stage or with oneself or with 
the audience. The speaker is always trying to 
communicate something to somebody. 
Sometimes, it’s the speaker talking aloud to himself 
in order to figure something out.

What about the rhythm of thought? Shakespeare 
was clever about making the character’s thoughts 
dynamic. Every character in Shakespeare is a 
dynamic thinker. 

Words mean what they say (little, if any,
subtext)

Irony
Depth of emotion

Need to speak in order to exist
Pleasure in speaking and making sound
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Common struggles 
faced by Shakespeare & 
Lawyers

There are a myriad of 
examples in his writing where 
he’d use “high - falutin” words 
followed by common words 
with more specificity so that 
the commoners would 
understand. It’s like a “code 
switch” in action. 

Shakespeare  faced  some
of the same challenges as 
those faced by lawyers. 

First, because Shakespeare’s audiences 
consisted of two classes of people -  the 
aristocracy and the common folk -  his 
words had to be accessible linguistically for 
both classes. And he succeeded. 
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Why is the second always 
better than the first? It’s 
more specific!

Example: “O what a rogue and peasant slave am I.” 
Rogue Meant for royalty Peasant Meant for the 
commoners or “Groundlings”

No matter how badly they were losing or how 
downward their trajectory, there was something good 
about naming it. Indeed, they’d cure the “disease” by 
speaking.

Thus, there is always an optimistic vain to a
character’s words.

From this, we can learn that we’re making the
situation better by speaking, except of
course, when we ask the “one question too
many” on cross -examination!

Second, criminal defense attorneys can take 
solace in the fact that no matter how dire 
the situation, Shakespeare’s characters 
always believed that they were making their 
situation better by speaking. 
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In fact, I’d argue that Hamlet’s own words 
de mons tra te  tha t the  only thing  wors e  than be ing 
s tuck in an ins uffe rab le  s itua tion is  whe n it  is  le ft  to  
fe s te r ins ide  you without be ing ab le  to  le t  it  out: “It  is  
not nor it  cannot come  to good : But b re ak, my he a rt; 
for I mus t hold  my tongue .”
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The Last Seven Minutes
Pretend that you’re watching a performance from an
actor  that  really  engrossed  you. It captivated  you . It 
pulled  you in as you  watched  the  character  going  
through  the  story . What  was going  on with  you?

Great,  gritty  performances  take  the  audience  on a
journey .

The brilliant  director,  William Ball, summed  it  up like
this : When all of  the  actors  believe  in what  they  are

doing  and all members  of  the  audience  believe  in
what  they  are witnessing,  we have  all “component

parts”  believing  something  at the  same time  – all
component  parts  are in harmony  and there  is “unity .”

Let’s  draw  our  attention  to  the  last  seven  minutes
before  a three -act  play  comes  to  an end. Seven

minutes  is an arbitrary  length  of  time,  but  we’ll  use it
to  represent  an experience  that  frequently  occurs  a

few  minutes  before  the  final  curtain .

But  let’s  work  up  to  this  point  from  the  beginning .
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But gradually, curiosity and then belief draw the 
s pe c ta tor away from d is be lie f.

And  during  the  firs t  ac t , mome nt by mome nt, the  
s pe c ta tor be gins  to  be lie ve  wha t the  ac tor is  doing. 
He ’s  s t ill aware  of hims e lf, aware  of his  comfort , 
aware  of his  re ce nt pas t , aware  of c rit ica l e va lua tion 
of the  pe rformance .

The  curta in ris e s  for the  firs t  te n minute s . The  
aud ie nce  is  curious , d is trac te d , de tache d . And  e ve n 
s ke ptica l. The y’re  thinking, “You can’t  d raw me  in. I 
know the  s ce ne ry is  fake . I know the  language  is  
a rt ific ia l. I know I’m hold ing a  program. I know I may 
have  to fight for control of the  a rm re s t . I know I jus t  
had  d inne r. I know my ob je c tive  re ac tions  for wha t I 
s e e . I know it’s  a  s tory, a  fab rica tion. And  I know I’m 
s e pa ra te d  from the  ac tion. I don’t  be lie ve  it .”

But once  in a  while , the  s pe c ta tor is  d rawn into the  
be lie f tha t the  ac tors  re a lly me an wha t the y a re  
s aying. 

In the  s e cond  ac t, be lie f d raws  the  s pe c ta tor in 
furthe r. His  curios ity be gins  to  take  ove r. His  doub t 
s lowly g ive s  way and  he ’s  d rawn furthe r into be lie f. 
Now and  the n, he  finds  hims e lf involve d . 
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Then, towards the end of the second act, the 
s pe c ta tor re linquis he s  more  control. Without re a lizing  
it , he  finds  hims e lf be lie ving a  prolonge d  pas s age  jus t  
be fore  the  fa ll of the  s e cond  ac t curta in.

During the  inte rmis s ion, the  s pe c ta tor is  e age r to  
le a rn how the  third  ac t will be  re s olve d . He  re turns  to  
his  s e a t. His  be lie f in the  ac tion is  a lmos t continuous . 
He  be lie ve s  the  ac tors  to  be  who the y s ay the y a re  
and  he  be lie ve s  the y me an wha t the y’re  s aying. He  
be lie ve s  the y a re  in the  troub le  the y s ay the y a re  in 
and  be lie ve s  the  the y fe e l true  e motiona l d is tre s s .

For two or thre e  minute s  
a t  a  t ime , the  s pe c ta tor 
finds  hims e lf captiva te d  
by the  ac tors  and  by 
wha t the y a re  s aying 
and  doing. He  e ve n 
be lie ve s  the m to be  who 
the y s ay the y a re .

Re le ntle s s ly, the  s pe c ta tor’s  be lie f d raws  him furthe r 
unde r the  “s pe ll.” 
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And without any noticeable transition, he believes
hims e lf to  be  the  cha rac te r tha t he  is  wa tching. He
has  re linquis he d  c rit ica l judgme nt and  abandone d
“s e lf.” He  has  be come  “los t” in the  p lay and  his  be lie f
s ys te ms  have  conque re d  him comple te ly. 

Now the  s pe c ta tor is  d rawn into a  fe w mome nts  of 
wha t we  might ca ll, “comple te  abs orption” – a  pe riod  
of pa rtia lly uncons c ious  e xpe rie nce . Tha t’s  an 
important cha rac te ris t ic  of wha t we  have  re fe rre d  to 
a s  the  la s t  s e ve n minute s .

In fac t, for one  s pe c ta tor, it  may be  only 3 0  s e conds
or a  minute . And  for anothe r, the  pe riod  of de e p

abs orption might be  a s  long a s  20  to 3 0  minute s . For
purpos e s  of this  d is cus s ion, we ’ll a s s ume  tha t the

e xpe rie nce  la s ts  an ave rage  of s e ve n minute s .

He believes himself to be in the same danger 
that the actor is in.
He believes that he and the actor are one. 

He believes that he needs what the actor
needs. He hopes for what the actor hopes for. 

There is complete identification between the
spectator and the actor.
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How can we replicate 
th e  la s t  s e ve n  m in u te s  
fo r o u r ju ry s o  th a t th e y 
c a n  h a ve  th e  s a m e  
e xp e rie n c e  a s  a  
th e a te rg o e r? Th ro u g h  
s to ry.

A good way of 
remembering this is to 
think of the last seven 
minutes of your 
treadmill run.
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Tips for Building 
Credibility with the Jury

Don’t be clever; 

Never lie; 

Don’t hide; 

Always be transparent.

In acting, we practice radical honesty with ourselves. 
The idea being that the more honest that we can be 
with ourselves, the more honest that we can be with 
others, from our scene partner to the audience. This 
could not be any more true than in the courtroom 
when we are standing before the jury. It is for this 
reason that I find this practice to be essential for trial 
attorneys.

Integrity is why many lawyers will concede at the
outset whatever is true even if it is detrimental to

their case
Why? As Gerry Spence says, “A concession coming

from your mouth is not nearly as damaging as an
exposure coming from your opponent’s.”
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Inside the Minds  of the 
Jurors
Let’s begin with a simple truth: jurors are not blank 
canvasses upon which we can paint. Nor are they 
sticks of clay that can be molded into whatever shape 
we desire.

Jurors arrive at the
courtroom with their own

experiences, “handed down
frames of reference,” and

biases. 

No matter how many times the judge instructs them to 
view the evidence objectively and dispassionately, 
jurors routinely measure the validity of what they hear 
against their belief systems, attitudes, life 
experiences, backgrounds, values, education, and 
training. 

A story is not believed unless it is complete, internally
consistent, and conforms to the jurors’ notions of

common sense.
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What does this mean for the lawyer? We must be able 
to  add re s s  d is pa ra te  jurors  and  te ll a  s tory tha t will 
impart  a  s ingle  pe rs pe c tive  to  the  e ntire  jury, a  
na rra tive  frame work for the m to vie w the  e vide nce .

The  pos s ib ilit ie s  a re  e nd le s s . If your s tory rings  true  to  
the  jurors  and  influe nce s  the ir frame s  of re fe re nce , 
the y will inte rpre t  the  e vide nce  to fit  your cas e . Whe n 
this  happe ns , it  will be  d ifficult  for the  jury to  s e e  
the s e  s ame  fac ts  through a  compe ting  account of 
wha t happe ne d . Witne s s e s  will be  vie we d  in the  
conte xt of how the y provide  va lida tion of your s tory. 
And  witne s s e s  who contrad ic t  your s tory will be  
vie we d  with a  he a lthy dos e  of s ke ptic is m.

As  tria l lawye rs , we  mus t change  our way of thinking
by le a rning to acce pt wha t we  once  re je c te d  and  to

take  up  wha t we  once  s e t  a s ide  — the  human d rama :
how the  e xpe rie nce  was  live d  and  fe lt  by the  pe ople

involve d .

The  a ttorne y who can le ave  the  jury thinking, “I may
not have  done  wha t Bill d id , but I can unde rs tand  why

he  d id  it” is  a  me re  he a rtbe a t away from vic tory.
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Shifting Sands  –  How I 
View “My” Jury
We need to change the way we think about jurors. I 
used to fear them and think that they were my enemy 
as if they were out to get me. But they really aren’t. 
Even if you’re representing Genghis Khan, the jury 
doesn’t want to see you fail. While they might not be 
as kindred as a dear friend, they may still be rooting 
for you, often when you least expect it. 

I now view the jury as my friends and that allows me 
to notice them and make eye contact with them 
during the trial without being ashamed. It’s also 
helpful to refer to them as “my jury” instead of “the 
jury.” This helps to personalize them.

Think about it. How many times 
have you walked into a live theater 
and said to yourself, “I hope this 
actor falls flat on his face?” You 
paid good money and you want to 
be entertained so that you can’t 
forget about life for a while. Soo too 
does a jury.
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“A picture is worth a 
th o u s a n d  wo rd s .”

The language used in 
opening statement is 
different from the abstract 
and general language used 
in everyday life.

Use Standard English 

Use Powerful Imagery 

Stick with the action – avoid abstractions 

Emphasis and Impact Devices 

The Power of Silence 

We have five senses, not one

The Language of 
Opening Statement
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Use power language.

We  want our words  to  s ound  like  we ’re  te lling  the
jury a  s tory.

Re move  qua lifie rs  like  “I think,” “I be lie ve ,” and  “I
will a t te mpt to  s how …”

Us e  the  ac tive  voice .
Us e  language  tha t has  appropria te  e motiona l

conte nt and  appe a l.
Re ly on nouns  and  ve rbs . Nouns  a re  nothing more
than words  us e d  to ide ntify a  c la s s  of pe ople ,
p lace s , or things .

Wha t’s  ironic  about nouns  and  ve rbs  is  tha t  the s e
a re  a ls o the  “ope ra tive  words ” in Shake s pe a re ’s

plays . 
Ope ra tive  words  a re  the  e s s e ntia l words  in a
thought, without which the  thought would  not
make  s e ns e . The y a re  a  s ingle  word  tha t conta ins
within it  an ide a , an ac tion, or a  s ignificant thing .

Us e  s tanda rd  Englis h: vivid , p la in, s imple  language . 
Eas e  the  le ga le s e .

Us e  concre te , not abs trac t language .
Us e  s pe c ific , not ge ne ra l language .

1)

2)
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In order of importance, first 
is  a c tio n  ve rb s , s e c o n d  is  
s ig n ific a n t n o u n s , a n d  
th ird  is  colorful a d je c tive s . 

Power Language

Consider the prologue from Romeo and Juliet: 
“Two households, both alike in dignity (In fair Verona, 
where we lay our scene).” 

Action verbs receive the most stress, nouns a little 
less stress, and colorful adjectives a little less stress 
than nouns.

When it comes to verbs, stick to action verbs and 
leave out “to be” and “to do.” “Make” and “break” are 
usually keepers. Verbs are active beings — they can 
reach forward and back. It’s as if they have two arms.
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The verb, “lay” is an action verb. It's as if “lay” is 
re aching back to wha t was  jus t  s a id  and  re aching 
forward  to “s ce ne ” a t  the  s ame  time . Lay is  the  
nuc le us  of a ll this  — the  ac tion of both line s .

I highlight the  words  tha t fit  into e ach ca te gory
with a  d iffe re nt color s pe c ific  to  tha t ca te gory.

He re  is  how this  might look in prac tice : “Deny 
thy fa the r.” “Doubtful it  stood .” This  prac tice  is  
he lpful be caus e  it  re s tric ts  ac tors  from 
e mphas izing  e ve ry s ingle  word  a s  many ne w to 
Shake s pe a re  have  a  hab it  of doing. If e ve ry 
word  is  e mphas ize d , the n nothing will be  
e mphas ize d  and  the  e ntire  me aning will be  los t  
on the  aud ie nce  or jury.
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Words Not to Stress
Don'tstress pronouns. They'll point
the jury in the wrong direction for 
meaning unless you're comparing two 
or more ideas.

Don’t stress prepositions unless
they are part of a two -word verb

like, “sit down.” Don't  s tre s s  the  word , 

“not.” Othe r
ne ga tions  not to  s tre s s  a re , “d id  not,

could  not, and  would  not.” We  he a r
ne ga tion s o e as ily tha t the s e  words

have  e volve d  into, “d idn’t , couldn't ,
and  wouldn’t .”

Be  p icky whe n choos ing  which ad je c tive s  to  s tre s s .
Othe rwis e , you'll be  s o de s crip tive  and  flowe ry tha t

pe ople  will mis s  the  point. I le an into colorful
ad je c tive s  only. A famous  Fre nch author by the  name

of Gus tave  Flaube rt  s pe nt ove r s ix page s  de s crib ing
a  living  room in “Madame  Bovary” much to the

chagrin of his  re ade rs . We  he a r de s crip tions  s o e as ily
tha t the y don't  have  to be  s tre s s e d . 
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Disclaimer
Of course, there are always exceptions and these are
rules to be broken. But you must know the rules first 
before you can break them with the creative genius 
of a poet.

47



Shakespeare & Verse 
Language
Shakespeare's plays are precision -designed to be 
spoken aloud on stage. So there are many aspects of 
his writing that only manifest themselves when he's 
spoken aloud. 
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Give Verse a Chance
The trouble is that when Shakespeare 
is spoken aloud, it’s often akin to 
people reading scripture in a church. 

For me, bringing “words to life” is when I process 
language through my body and it comes out from a 
genuine impulse of what I mean to say and it’s then 
received by somebody who is changed by what I 
said.

It can sound like dead language 
that's being recited or it can come 
to life all over again.

Bringing words  to  life  was  s ome thing 
Shake s pe a re  ca lle d , a  “mirac le ."

This  me ans  tha t s pe aking Shake s pe a re  we ll is  a  vita l 
tool in unde rs tand ing Shake s pe a re  we ll and  it  me ans  
tha t ve rs e  s pe aking is  a  us e ful s kill not only for 
ac tors , but for s pe ake rs  of any kind  who want to  
ke e p the ir aud ie nce s  on the  e dge  of the ir s e a ts .

Unfortunately, verse is hugely misunderstood.  
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At the beginning, learning verse speaking can be 
uncomfortab le  for a  lot  of pe ople . It 's  counte rintuit ive ; 
like  le a rning to le an down hill whe n s kiing . And  it  can 
take  pe ople  right out of the ir comfort  zone .

I personally felt obliterated. It seemed to be all
technique and no heart. Or as if my instructor was

telling me that my interpretation was irrelevant and
that I should only focus on the notations of the

verse. 
It  took about a  month to ge t the  hang of it . And  the n,

it  was  a s  if I had  be e n g ive n wings . Not only is  good
ve rs e  s pe aking tota lly e xhila ra ting  for the  s pe ake r,

it 's  a ls o e le c trifying  for the  aud ie nce .

It 's  the  only me ans  by which an aud ie nce  e ffortle s s ly
unde rs tands  and  follows  one  of Shake s pe a re 's  p lays .

Wha t I me an by this  is  tha t we  paus e  in re a l life  a t
irre gula r and  irra tiona l p lace s  jus t  like  ve rs e ’s  line

e nd ings . In add ition, we  s tre s s  words  ve ry d iffe re ntly
whe n we ’re  s pe aking from whe n we ’re  re ad ing

s ome thing out loud . We  s pe ak in thoughts  and  not in
s e nte nce s .

For e xample , whe n we ’re  re ad ing out loud  we ’ll s ay
s ome thing like , “If and  only if …”
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First is architecture of the lines. Shakespeare mostly 
us e d  a  me tric  foot ca lle d  the  iamb , which s ounds  like  
“da  dum.” The  da - DUM of a  human he a rtbe a t is  the  
mos t common e xample  of this  rhythm. Thus , iamb ic  
pe ntame te r imita te s  the  he a rtbe a t of life .
And he uses it five times in every line to make an 
iambic pentameter. 

Iamb ic  pe ntame te r de s cribe s  the  rhythm, or me te r, 
e s tab lis he d  by the  words  in tha t line .  

“Iamb ic” re fe rs  to  the  type  of foot us e d , he re  the  
“iamb ,” which ind ica te s  an uns tre s s e d  s yllab le  
followe d  by a  s tre s s e d  s yllab le . “Pe ntame te r” 
ind ica te s  a  line  of five  “fe e t.”

An iamb ic  foot is  an uns tre s s e d  s yllab le  followe d  by a  
s tre s s e d  s yllab le . The  rhythm can be  writ te n a s : da  
DUM

A stressed syllable is denoted by ”/,” or a sword. 
An unstressed syllable is denoted by “u,” or a cup of 
hot cocoa.
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A standard line of iambic pentameter is five iambic 
fe e t in a  row: da  DUM da  DUM da  DUM da  DUM da  
DUM

Once we know about stress, we can see that many 
words and phrases in English naturally fall into 
iambs. 

Example  from Sonne t 12: “Whe n I do count the  c lock 
tha t te lls  the  t ime ”

Shake s pe are  de s igne d  line s  with five  iambic  fe e t for a  re as on. 

Shake s pe are  chos e  the  iambic  pe ntame te r a s  the  pe rfe c t 

adaptab le  ve hic le  for his  d ramatic  poe try. In this  way, it  was  

inte nde d  as  a  s pringboard  to  launch the  ac tor into s ome thing  

profound ly human and  not a  s tra ight- jacke t to  hinde r the m. 

For e xample , the  following phras e s  a re  iambs : “Le t’s  
go and  ge t a  coffe e  now, okay?” or “I we nt to  s chool 
to  s e e  the  danc ing be a r.” 
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But in life, we tend not to hit these words in that very 
powe rpoint- pre s e nta tion s ort  of way.

Verse takes us away from the powerpoint - style and 
into something that is lighter, smoother, more 
persuasive, and from the heart.

It  g ive s  you the  chance  to s pe ak with the  rhythm of 
s ome one  who me ans  wha t the y s ay a s  oppos e d  to 
s ome one  who is  de c la iming rhe toric .

For the s e  re as ons , I like  to  think about ve rs e  a s  
unlocking ps ychologica l truth — i.e ., the  re a l way we  
cons truc t thought — as  oppos e d  to the  way we  
re c ite  s pe e che s .

Supe rb  ve rs e  s pe aking de live rs  the s e  a s tonis hing 
p lays  in a ll of the ir g lory.

The  rule s  of ve rs e  s pe aking a re  a  b it  like  mus ica l 
nota tion. The y're  ca lle d  rule s  be caus e  the re  is  not 
much point in b re aking the m.

For e xample , if you try to  p lay a  trip le t  whe re  Bach 
has  writ te n two minions , you might make  a  love ly 
nois e  but you won't  be  p laying wha t Bach inte nde d . 
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Breaking Verse  is NOT 
Bad
To me, the meter is the single most
important  key  to  unlocking  all of  
Shakespeare’s  characters . It is the  
cornerstone  of  his dramatic  power  
and the  first  principal  of  verse  
speaking . 

Shakespeare uses the changes in meter to reveal the 
minute changes in emotional and psychological 
temperature of his characters.

So, essentially, it's not the iambic pentameter that is
the secret to Shakespeare's verse. It’s where it falls

apart. Shakespeare sets up the beat at the beginning
of the play and almost immediately the audience's ear

settles into the flow of the rhythm and comes to
unconsciously expect it as you would when listening

to a Waltz. You anticipate the next phrase of music
unfolding. 
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So, the instant the meter is broken as a character's 
e motion pulls  the m off- ba lance , and  the y flip  into a  
troche e , or a  s ponde e , an anape s t, or a  line  be come s  
too s hort  or too long, the  aud ie nce  fe e ls  the  change  
vis ce ra lly, phys ica lly, and  e motiona lly. 

In othe r words , whe n the  he a rt  flips  backwards  on its  
be a t, or whe n it  s kips  a  be a t, or whe n it  s ha re s  a  line  
with anothe r cha rac te r, the s e  a re  a ll lit t le  c lue s  for 
us .
And  the  e ffe c t is  de live re d  a s  fa s t  a s  the  s pe e d  of 
light. The  aud ie nce  fe e ls  the  s hift  in the  e motiona l 
lands cape , ad re na line  ris e s , he a rts  flutte r. 

So, ra the r than d is playing his  s kill by writ ing  an e ntire  
p lay s tric tly to  his  be a t, a s  Molie re  d id  s o a rtfully, 
Shake s pe a re  a llows  the  be a t to  fre que ntly c rack 
apa rt  and  re ve a l a  me s s y, d is obe d ie nt, inconve nie nt 
a s pe c t of a  cha rac te r.

He  the n re s tore s  the  be a t s o tha t 
it  can fa ll apa rt  aga in, and  aga in, 
and  aga in.
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As a c tors , we 're  as ke d  to fit our line s  into the  iamb ic  
pe ntame te r, and  if a  line  won't fit , to role  it a round  in 
the  mouth and  fe e l why not. 

Is  the  cha rac te r too e xas pe ra te d  to ke e p within the
bounds  of a  re as onab le , s te ady be a t? Is  s he  too

fe a rful? Is  he  too angry, de s pe ra te , or in love ? The
me te r is  the  be d rock of any inte rpre ta tion.

Some time s , one  can be  p laying a  pa rt  on s tage  for 
we e ks  obs e rving a  rhythm change  ca re fully, be fore  
the  ps ychologica l re as on be come s  c le a r. But the re  is  
a lways  a  re as on!
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Example of  Breaking 
Verse
Once again, breaking verse is normally a clue to how 
the character is feeling or what’s going on in the 
scene — it is usually reserved for heightened 
circumstances.

The line, “Once more unto the breach dear friends 
once more or close the wall up with our English 
dead,” uttered by Henry V breaks iambic pentameter. 
Here’s how the stresses come naturally:
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Give Verse a Chance
There are seven strong stresses in the first two lines.

What is Shakespeare doing here? Well, we can ask 
ourselves what Henry V was doing. What’s his 
intention? To persuade his soldiers to go back into 
the breach – a tired, out of breath leader desperately 
trying to rally his men. The strongly over -stressed 
lines reinforce this.

The point is that blank verse is neutral. Shakespeare 
gets his dramatic effects by setting up a norm and 
then significantly breaking it. Where he breaks that 
norm, an added stress is provided.
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Monosyllabic  Words 
and Lines
A monosyllabic phrase is, among other things, a 
verbal stage direction to the reader or the actor to 
slow down. This way Shakespeare forces the reader 
to bring attention to the words, which are intended to 
be read in an even, deliberate tone.

When it comes to speaking monosyllabic lines, a 
good practice is to slow down. 

Here are a few favorite monosyllabic phrases:

Hamlet:  “To be  or not to  be ”
Othello:
O my s oul’s  joy! 
Julius Caesar:
Le nd  me  your e a rs .
Henry V:
O for a  Mus e  of fire  

Monos yllab ic  words  te nd  to be  e motiona l while  
polys yllab ic  words  te nd  to be  inte lle c tua l.
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Shakespeare & the 
Construction of 
Thoughts

“I think therefore I am.” -  Descartes 
If characters are what they think, then how they 
think is very important to get to know who they are. 
Shakespeare was clever about making the 
character’s thoughts dynamic. Every character in 
Shakespeare is a dynamic thinker. 
Thoughts are physical in Shakespeare. What I mean 
by that is that a thought is always the thing that 
moves a character. This is so in everyday life too. 
For example, when a person has an exciting thought, 
he might leap for joy or “high - five” a friend. We are 
all characterized by our thought process. 
Therefore, it’s useful to examine a character’s 
rhythm of thought by finding ways to physicalize 
that thought process. 

Let’s begin in the simplest place by asking the
question, “How do we construct thoughts?”
Shakespeare relied upon a recognizable thought
pattern of lift, balance, and parentheses to make a
character’s thought process so dynamic. Look no
further than the measured thought process of Hamlet.
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When you launch off on a thought, you have an agility 
to  thinking and  you have  an ide a  of whe re  you a re  
going to e nd  it . The  thought s ta rts  and  trave ls  ove r 
s e ve ra l line s . The  longe r the  thought, the  more  like ly it  
is  conne c te d  to fe e ling . 

Ve ry s imply, whe n we  a llow our thoughts  to  flow,
e motion automatica lly a ttache s  to  the m. Short
thoughts , on the  othe r hand , conta in lit t le  fe e ling .

For e xample , Hamle t has  five  thoughts  to  naviga te
through the  ope ning que s tion, “To be , or not to  be ?”

As  a  ge ne ra l rule , in life  whe n we  a re  e xpre s s ing  
ours e lve s , e ach ne w thought tha t we  have  is  be tte r 
than our pre vious  thought. Shake s pe a re  kne w this  a ll 
too we ll. Eve ry ne w thought tha t a  cha rac te r has  is  
be tte r than the  pre vious  thought. Each thought ge ts  
more  s pe c ific . You’ll ne ve r find  a  thought tha t  ge ts  
more  ge ne ra l. Shake s pe a re  doe s  this  in e ve ry s pe e ch.

And  it  make s  s e ns e . We  don’t  want to  wa tch Hamle t
ge t more  confus e d  in the  “To be , or not to  be ” s pe e ch. 
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Verse Speaking in 
Court
Recall that when we argue, we speak in rhythm.
Therefore, it follows that we must have a concrete 
relationship to rhythm in order to inspire and persuade.

I’d argue that verse speaking is one of the most
potent linguistic rhythms for oral argument in the
courtroom. I think that there are opportunities for us to 

be just as creative with “breaking” verse as 

Shakespeare was in order to stress how important 

something is to the jury or to add further emphasis to a 

point during cross -examination or closing argument.

Here is a summary of the benefits derived by actors
who work with iambic pentameter that is just as
relevant to us, as lawyers.

First, because iambic pentameter imitates the
rhythm of life – i.e., a heartbeat – it is intrinsic to us
as humans. It is also intrinsic to many forms of
music, including Hip -Hop. Thus, this simple rhythm
serves as a mnemonic device making it easier to
memorize lines.
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In other words, the rhythm makes it easier to understand 
what is  be ing  s a id .

Inde e d , the  e ffic ie ncy and  e conomy tha t is  a  trade mark of 
ve rs e  a llows  a  pe rs on to be  ab le  to e xpre s s  a  lot in fe we r 
words  due  to its  compre s s ion. This  is  he lpful for us  a s  
lawye rs , e s pe c ia lly whe n we  a re  mars ha lling  the  fac ts  
toge the r, applying  the  law, and  making  pe rs uas ive  
a rgume nts  during  c los ing .

Se cond , be caus e  b lank ve rs e  approxima te s  more  
c los e ly than any othe r ve rs e  form to our na tura l, 
e ve ryday s pe e ch, it  make s  a  pa tte rn on the  page  
which is  e a s ie r for the  mind  to abs orb .

Fifth, be caus e  ve rs e  has  a  rhythm and  a  flow, it  
he lps  us  to  communica te  fe e ling . 

And  of cours e , in s toryte lling  and  a ll communica tion,
tona lity, the  way you s ay wha t you’re  s aying, the
mood  with which wha t you’re  s aying, the  rhythm with
which wha t you’re  s aying, is  a s  important a s  wha t
you’re  ac tua lly s aying. For this  re as on, it’s  more  

a ttrac tive  to  the  jury to  lis te n to and  he lps  the  lawye r 

to  hold  the  jurors ’ a tte ntion.

Third , it’s  full of d ire c toria l hints . 

Fourth, be caus e  ve rs e  is  more  e conomica l than
pros e , it’s  like ly to  be  more  conc is e  and  pa rticula r
and  e xac t.
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Sixth is a subtle but important page that we can take 
out of Shake s pe a re ’s  p laybook. In Ame rican culture , 
the  vas t ma jority of pe ople  uncons c ious ly a llow the ir 
voice s  to tra il down and  dwind le  a t the  e nd  of a  line . 

In Shake s pe a re ’s  writing , the  e nd  of a  line  is  whe re  the
juic ie s t fruits  lie  hidde n. As  s uch, Shake s pe a re an ac tors
a re  tra ine d  to s us ta in a  line  by pus hing  the  inte ns ity of
thought right through to the  e nd , te nd ing  a lmos t to an
upward  infle c tion if a  na tura l one  can be  found . 

The  ha rs h re a lity of this  is  tha t whe n a ll of the  e ne rgy and
vita lity pours  out a t the  e nd  of a  line , the  voice  d roops  and
the  aud ie nce  fa lls  a s le e p .

In fac t, the  phras e , “Go up  a t the  e nd  of the  line ” is  an
admonis hme nt NOT to s wa llow tha t fina l s yllab le ,
e s pe c ia lly s ince  re gula r iambic  pe ntame te r wants  the
ac tor to land  on the  s tre s s .
This  is  the  s lowe s t and  mos t cha lle nging  proce s s  whe n
le a rning  how to ve rs e  s pe ak. 

As  the  gre a t J udy De nch once  s a id , “The  e ne rgy tha t is
ne e de d  is  in the  line s . Us e  the  words  to d rive  you to the
ne xt thought, and  the n the  ne xt, to the  conc lus ion. No
ne e d  to conte mpla te  any s pe e ch’s  me aning  and  los t the
e ne rgy whe n it’s  a s  c le a r to the  cha rac te r a s  he  or s he
works  through it . The  e ne rgy is  in the  words . Us e  the  te xt
to ke e p  the  e ne rgy of the  cha rac te r. 
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Taking a breath helps to stay present in your words 
and  think the m through. It  he lps  to  ke e p your 
pre s e nta tion fre s h and  a live  and  re a l. 

The  s ame  is  true  with lawye rs . I have  witne s s e d  
firs thand  lawye rs  with incre d ib ly impac tful e nd ings  to  
the ir thoughts  and  a rgume nts  a llow the ir voice s  to  
tra il off or to  s wa llow the ir words  a s  if the y a re  
unce rta in of wha t the y jus t  s a id . 

J us t  like  Shake s pe a re an ac tors , lawye rs  have  to be  
quick on the ir fe e t  and  think with gre a t a lacrity. It  is  a  
thorough b ra in workout. 

Afte r having s pe nt s o much time  ta lking  about ve rs e , 
for thos e  who wis h to p lay with it , I’m as ke d  how 
cons c ious  one  s hould  be  of it  whe n up on your fe e t 
be fore  a  jury. My advice  is  to  be  “cons c ious ” of it  
during  pre pa ra tion, but to  throw it  away on "game  
night." 

The result is that the remark is lost on the jury. 
Finally, don’t forget to take a breath! 

At the  s ame  time , tota lly ignoring  it  is  not a  good  
prac tice . Eve n if you choos e  not to  follow it , you 
s hould  a t  le a s t  be  cons c ious  tha t it  is  the re  s o tha t 
your de c is ion to ignore  it  is  de libe ra te .

This  doe s n’t  me an go FAST – this  jus t  me ans  tha t you 
s hould  s pe ak the  thoughts  the  cha rac te r has , not 
be fore  or a fte r the m.”
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The Language of 
Opening Statement
3)
Vary up the length of your sentences, but tend 
strongly towards short sentences. Written sentences 
are normally longer, clunky, and more complex than 
sentences delivered orally.
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Use Powerful Imagery
The setting: We may have to 
take the jury to the streets of 
an inner city such as Newark or 
Camden without ever leaving 
the courtroom in order to draw 
them into the re -constructed 
reality of a new and unfamiliar 
world.

The words we use can help the jury picture the 
streets of Newark.

Action verbs paint vivid 
pictures in our minds and 
avoid dull and empty 
abstractions.

Paint vivid word pictures 
by visualizing the scene in 
your mind’s eye and then 
describing it in exquisite 
detail so that the jury can 
see it in theirs. 
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It’s as if you’re saying to the jury, “Let me show you 
wha t I’m thinking.”

The re  is  gre a t powe r tha t come s  from be ing ab le  to
s e e  an e ve nt in de ta il.

The  famous  author Ray Bradbury re comme nds
re ad ing poe try, e s s ays , nove ls , and  comic  books .

Anything tha t will touch us  vis ce ra lly. The  more  you
re ad , the  more  you can d raw from. 

Us e  of word  p ic ture s  mus t
be  le a rne d . Lawye rs

intuit ive ly s pe ak in abs trac t
and  ge ne ra l te rms .

This  was  not los t  on Aris totle , who s a id : “Whe n a  
s pe ake r de s cribe s  an e ve nt s o vivid ly, in s uch de ta il, 
tha t  it  s e e ms  a s  though the  e ve nt is  happe ning right 
in front of the m.”
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Stick with the action –  
avoid abstractions !

Abstraction: My client suffered 
a broken leg.

Active or passive words tell very different stories.

“John fired the gun” tells a radically different story
than “the gun went off in John’s hands.”

De cide  which s tory you want to  te ll, and  the n us e  the
appropria te  ac tive  or pas s ive  te ns e .

Criticism : This  te lls  us  nothing . Te ll the m wha t it  fe lt  like  to 
have  a  b roke n le g  with the  bone  s ticking  through the  fle s h. 
Te ll the m how e xcruc ia ting  the  pa in was . How J ohn could  
not make  it  through the  night without be ing  he avily 
s e da te d . How he  c le nche d  his  te e th s o much tha t he  
grinde d  two te e th down down to the  gums . Te ll the m how 
J ohn was  confine d  to a  be d  for two we e ks  with a  s olid  
ca s t e xte nd ing  up  from his  ankle  to his  ge nita ls . How he  
couldn’t wa lk for two we e ks  and  how he  had  to us e  a  be d  
pan to urina te  and  to de fe ca te . Make  the  jury s e e  it . Make  
the  jury fe e l it . Make  the m unde rs tand . Make  the m ca re !
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Emphasis & Impact 
Devices
There must be emphasis to the extent that your 
points will dominate the conversation during 
deliberations.

Cases are lost because the jury does not know how 
important something is and does not remember the 
point.

As lawyers, we are very good at 
emphasizing the written word in our 
briefs through a variety of literary 
and stylistic devices such as italics, 
bold - faced font,  and  unde rlining . 

Howe ve r, we  s ome time s  s truggle  to  do with the  
s poke n word  wha t we  do with the  writ te n word .

We  mus t e mphas ize  important points  ora lly in the  
s ame  way tha t we  e mphas ize  writ te n words .

The  cha lle nge  is , “How do we  do ora lly wha t we  do 
with the  s troke  of the  pe n (or the  tapping of the  
ke yboard )?”
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Emphasis may be gained in a number of ways from 
o u trig h t te llin g  th e  ju ry h o w im p o rta n t s o m e th in g  is  to  
h a rn e s s in g  th e  p o we r o f o u r vo ic e . Afte r a ll, yo u  a re  
yo u r vo ic e . An d  yo u r vo ic e  is  yo u .

From day one of my acting training, I learned that an 
actor is like a composer: that what you read in the 
script is only the merest indication of what you have 
to do when you really act the part. After all, anybody 
can read lines. 

Here, tone, voice inflection, pace, and silence are our 
tools. 

The starting point is to have a strong 
point of view, but that is only the tip 
of the iceberg. It’s your point of view 
that makes you who you are.

For example, “What do you love? What do you 
hate?” These things engender strong feelings.
“I loved Lord of the Rings! I could watch it six 
more times.”
“Ben and Jerry’s ‘Heath Bar Crunch’ is my favorite 
ice cream.”
“I hate when my dog starts barking in the middle 
of the night.”

We’ll discuss these in more detail.
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The Voice
Now, if you’re anything like me, your voice might 
need some work. One thing that I’ve learned over the 
years about my voice is that I tend to be slow and 
sustained, taking my time to emphasize certain 
words and to be precise, methodical, and accurate. I 
reason and I use logic.
This translated into a voice that 
was monotone and devoid of 
emotion. I was told that I could 
wring meaning out of words 
easier than poets could infuse 
feeling into th eirs.
This evolved as a result of my need to be clear and 
precise when explaining things to my clients. Clarity 
of thought was critical.

However, this was a “turn off” to the jury. And the last 
thing I wanted was to put my jury to sleep, especially 
when there are important things that I want them to 
hear. 
It also prevented me from playing some of the 
characters that I’ve always dreamed of playing from 
the world of Shakespeare.
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The more expansive your 
voca l pa lle t , the  more  
inte re s ting  and  pe rs uas ive  
you will be .

Ste p  one  in the  proce s s  is  to  have  a  s e lf- aware ne s s  
of wha t your hab itua l pa tte rns  and  na tura l te nde nc ie s  
a re . Be fore  you can e ffe c tua te  change , you ne e d  to 
know wha t you’re  a lre ady doing we ll. Only the n will 
you know wha t ne e ds  work. Of cours e , wha t come s  
e as y to you s hould  re ma in untouche d . Ins te ad , focus  
on thos e  a re as  tha t a re  unde rde ve lope d  and  tha t 
ne e d  prac tice .

For e xample , I le a rne d  tha t by quicke ning the  te mpo 
of my s pe e ch re s ulte d  in more  urge ncy in my 
de live ry. And  tha t urge ncy ins tantly ra is e d  the  s take s  
and  infus e d  my a rgume nts  with more  pas s ion, which 
had  a lways  be e n the re  but had  ne ve r be e n e xpre s s e d  
in tha t way.

In d rama  s chool, we  re ce ive  tons  of voice  and  s pe e ch 
tra ining . The re  a re  s ome  princ ip le s  tha t I am going to 
introduce  you to tha t will he lp  you to e xpand  your 
voca l range .

I s hook things  up  s o tha t I would  not be  boxe d  in to  
one  way of s pe aking and  e xpre s s ing  mys e lf.
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The Imagination

How do we develop our imaginations? You can do this 
though daydreaming, reading a good book, a poem, or 
meditating. I love daydreaming. It allows me to tap 
into sub -conscious images and bring them up into 
consciousness just as if I had awoken from a dream 
that was still fresh in my mind. This allows you to tap 
into that wealth of the mind without walls, without 
boundaries, to fertilize your creative work.

Step two is reigniting your imagination. I cannot 
emphasize enough the power of the imagination. It is 
limitless. No matter what occupation you’re in, from 
advertising to practicing law, your imagination is your 
strongest ally. It is our birthright as human beings. As 
Emily Dickinson once said, “I dwell in possibility.” 
What a beautiful way to capture the essence of the 
imagination!
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If you would prefer to read a book or a poem, take 
a  fe w lin e s  a n d  re a d  th e m  o u t lo u d . Wh a t th o u g h ts  
a n d  im a g e s  c o m e  in to  yo u r m in d ? Le t th e  wo rd s  
c o m e  o u t h o we ve r th e y wa n t to . Su rp ris e  yo u rs e lf. 
We re  th e re  s p e c ific  im a g e s  th a t s t irre d  s o m e th in g  
u p  in s id e  yo u ?

I always go with the first image that pops into my 
head. That catapults my imagination into far deeper 
and richer places than if I were to try and control the 
direction of it. The idea is to let images flood into your 
mind without censoring anything, like a trailer to a 
“James Bond" film. For me, when I’m in this state, 
images of my childhood begin to emerge.

One thing that I’ve become acutely aware of is that if I 
am stressed out or carrying a lot of tension in my 
body, not only do I stop breathing, but I also stop 
listening and my imagination gets blocked. So taking a 
few deep breaths before you get started in order to 
ground yourself is a good practice. As my instructor 
once said, “Creativity needs space.”
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The Breath
I think it is helpful to focus on your breath. When we
come into this world, the first thing we do is breath, 
so it should come as no surprise that the breath is a 
vital component of our speaking voice.
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Kristin Linklater
Kristin Linklater, one of the great voice instructors, 
puts it like this:

There is a beautiful exercise that we do in acting to 
demonstrate the connection between the desire to 
speak and the delivery of words. 

“There’s a desire to speak —an impulse. It runs down 
the spinal column and through the central nervous 
system galvanizing simultaneously the breathing 
mechanism and the laryngeal mechanism into an 
activity that creates a vibration which is immediately 
amplified by surrounding resonating surfaces into 
voice. At the same time the impulse activates 
movements of lips and tongue that deliver words.”

“Let go of the result. Commit yourself to the feeling of 
what you want to say. Feed in the desire to 
communicate that feeling. Release the desire into 
your breath and the vibration of your voice. See what 
happens.’ This is a commitment to causal thought. 
Voice and speech are the result of that causal 
impulse. Communication is a by -product of desire 
and freedom.”
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We then close our eyes again and wait until prompted 
to  re ope n the m aga in for the  ne xt ob je c t or image .

We  a re  told  to c los e  our e ye s . Whe n a  be ll rings , we  
ope n the m. A phys ica l ob je c t or a  pic ture  is  d is p laye d . 
It  might be  a  fruit, like  an orange  or a  p ine apple , or a  
p ic ture  like  the  s un s e tt ing ove r the  be ach, a  t ige r in 
the  wilde rne s s , or a  wolf howling  a t  the  moon.

Upon ope ning our e ye s , we  a re  told  to  take  in tha t
image , le t  it  fe e d  in an impuls e  to  s pe ak, and  the n to

name  the  image  by infus ing  your voice  with any of
the  s ubcons c ious  image s  tha t it  trigge re d  in your

mind  – without ce ns oring  a  thing . For e xample , with
the  image  of the  wolf, one  might s ay, “Lone  wolf.” 
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Tips: Emphasis & 
Impact Devices
# 1: The re  is  mus ic  in s pe e ch. By ad jus ting  the  p itch 
and  voca l infle c tion of ce rta in s yllab le s  in important 
words , s horte ning your s e nte nce s , s lowing down the  
pace , paus ing to a llow for important points  to  “s ink 
in,” you will d raw the  lis te ne r in.

“To be come  more  s ucce s s ful, you do 
not have  to change  who you a re  – 
you have  to be come  more  of who you 
a re .” Sa lly Hogs he ad  

He re ’s  a  s hort  s tory from my pe rs ona l life  to  unde rs core  
this . I was  a s ke d  to g ive  a  cold  re ad  and  the  s c rip t  
conta ine d  the  line , “Oh, I forgot.” I gave  a  s tra ight 
forward  but uninte re s ting  re ad ing of the s e  words .

#  2:  Don’t  ove rlook the  manne ris ms  and  phras e s  tha t 
you us e  to  convince  pe ople  in e ve ryday life . The s e  
will b ring  you c los e r to  the  goa l of be ing re a l and  
na tura l in front of the  jury.
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But when I thought about it, I realized that that was not 
how I would  pe rs ona lly re ac t to  forge tt ing  s ome thing, 
e s pe c ia lly if it  was  important. I the n put my trus t  in my 
body s ince  it  ne ve r lie s . Ins tantly my fis ts  we nt to  my 
te mple s  in a  mome nt of pa inful re colle c tion.

Fina lly, a lmos t with a  s hrug of my s houlde rs , I 
ca s ua lly s a id , “I forgot.”

A long pause  followe d  during  which I re a lize d  tha t it  
was  too la te  now and  tha t I mus t make  the  be s t  of it .

#  3:  Voice  work is  an ofte n ove rlooke d  but inva luab le  
tool for the  tria l lawye r. Simply put, it  will he lp  you 
fre e  your b re a th, de ve lop re s onance , loos e n jaw and  
tongue  te ns ions  and  wake  up your full voca l range . 
Whe n this  happe ns , your voice  will d rop into your 
body. 
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The Power of Silence
Why silence?

A word can be emphasized and a thought underlined 
by silence.

There is no such thing as 
nothing – there is always 
something, even if it’s as 
subtle as the sound of breath 
going in and out.
Silence has a myriad of meanings. In theater, 
silence is an absence of words, but never an 
absence of meaning.

Silence has a certain energy to it like no other 
energy source. It has the power to get people to 
think and to act. It can help slow the mind down.

There is also a certain intimacy that surrounds 
silence. Indeed, it’s the type of intimacy that is 
shared between two people who have a very deep 
and meaningful relationship. That might explain why 
no words need to be said. 
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Meisner on Silence
“Silence has a myriad of meanings. In the theater 
silence is an absence of words, but never an 
absence of meaning.”

The trouble with silence is that it can make people 
feel uncomfortable and alone, that’s why the world is 
filled with TV’s that have been left on when nobody is 
watching, for background noise.

Because of how uncomfortable silence can be, many 
people feel the need to fill the void of silence with 
needless chatter.

• Meisner : “A moment of silence is something, too. 
Let me prove it to you. Ask me whether I think you 
have talent.”

• Student : “Mr. Meisner, do you think I have talent?”
• Meisner’s head cocks away from the student and 

he maintains complete silence. The class begins to 
laugh.

• Meisner : “That was silent, wasn’t it? My silence 
was very expressive.”

The rapid, close, unbroken delivery of words cause 
ideas to become blurred and to recede into common 
noise.
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Returning to the voice, another way of expanding 
your voca l pa lle t  is  through move me nt. Eve rything in 
life  is  move me nt. This  is  not jus t  a  s logan for s omatic  
prac tice s . Eve n s ome thing a s  s ma ll a s  the  flutte r of 
an e ye  or an incoming b re a th involve s  move me nt. 

This  could  not be  any more  true  than in the a te r or 
film. Whe n s ome one  ac ts  in the a te r or film, be caus e  
it’s  a  vis ua l me d ium, the y a re  be ing s e e n and  he a rd  
by an aud ie nce . As  s uch, the ir phys ica lity re ve a ls  s o 
much, e s pe c ia lly whe n the y a re  in e xtre me  s ta te s . 

But e ve n whe n s ome one  is  s t ill, tha t  s t ill 
communica te s  s ome thing to an aud ie nce . In fac t, 
s t illne s s  might e ve n communica te  s ome thing more  
s ignificant than a  la rge  phys ica l ge s ture .
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