






This summer saw the release of From 

Word to Play, the latest offering from 

legendary RSC voice guru Cicely 

Berry. We invited Teresa O’Connor, 

formerly of the Trust’s education 

department, now a freelance voice 

specialist, to review it for us:   
 

From Word to Play:  

A Handbook for Directors  

Cicely Berry 
Oberon Classics £14.99  
ISBN 9781903436974 Pbk 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

From Word to Play is Cicely Berry’s 

fourth book and the third which 

addresses the importance of voice in 

a theatre context. In this book she 

sets out a clear programme for 

directors to use with actors. The 

importance of finding the sound and 

the rhythm of a play whether ‘classical 

and poetic or modern and demotic’ 

in order to release the mystery is a 

mainstay of her latest work. This 

is not simply a book about the 

technicalities of voice production - 

breathing, articulating and energising 

texts or projection in different theatre 

spaces - although it covers all of 

these thoroughly as a part of ‘the 

work’. Neither is it a book simply about 

method, although it is underpinned 

by a ‘method’ which as voice 

director she developed through her 

interaction with RSC directors such as 

Peter Brook, Trevor Nunn, and John 

Barton among many others. The 

strategies evolved whilst finding 

ways to reconnect actors and 

audience through their immediate 

physical presence and spoken word 

within the imaginary context of the 

play. In the book’s foreword Michael 

Boyd writes ‘her achievement has 

been to rubbish the meaningless 

opposition of mind and body,  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

teaching us instead to embody 

thought in rigorous and responsible 

childlike play’. Cicely Berry uses ‘the 

work’ more often than play and 

whilst the exercises and strategies 

given are fun to carry out, they are 

also rigorous and demanding, inspiring 

rethinking and fresh insights in the 

actors involved. There will be readers 

who have encountered some of 

these exercises already, which is 

not surprising since her previous 

books evolved alongside her 

practice. Her consistently generous 

work both within theatre around the 

globe and in community and 

education fields has had a wider-

reaching impact than is already 

formally accepted. This book 

focuses on the director’s approach 

and sets out a programme which is 

simple and clear to follow. It will be a 

valuable resource for directors at 

any stage of their career when 

working on classical texts, particularly 

when no voice specialist is available. 

The book will also be valuable to the 

hundreds of amateur directors 

working with community groups and 

I hope it will be added to the 

bookshelves of all theatre training 

establishments. Cicely Berry’s own 

love of language, the texture, the 

colour, the life of the words shines 

through her latest book as does her 

timeless passion and excitement. If 

the texts she chooses to illustrate her 

points seem long at first glance, they 

spring to life once they are read 

using the exercises in the way she 

suggests.  

There is in this book an underlying 

philosophy about ‘the work’, the 

value of theatre and its importance 

as a means of  reviewing and 

clarifying the initial thoughts and 

words which ‘give rise to the 

feelings’. Unlike interpretations of 

Stanislavski’s method, where 

emotion rules, for Cicely Berry ‘It is 

how we think that is interesting, and 

not how we feel. 
. 

(Teresa O’Connor) 

 

 

Books for review should be sent to 

Will Sharpe at the bookshop (address 

below). 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Literary Events 
 

For 2008 we have teamed up with 

the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust’s 

Learning Department to offer a series 

of literary lunchtime lectures at the 

Shakespeare Centre, with a book 

signing to follow each event.   

We’ll have a bookstall at every 

lecture but if you are unable to 

attend and would like to reserve a 

signed book please contact us. 

Tickets are available on the door, 

priced £3.50, concessions £3.00.  

 

Wednesday 8 October 1pm 
 

 
 

Jonathan Bate 

The Soul of the Age: The Life, Mind 

and World of William Shakespeare 

Jonathan Bate leads us on an 

exhilarating tour of the intellectual 

and cultural world that shaped and 

informed Shakespeare’s thinking. 

 

Wednesday  5 November 1pm 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Oliver Ford Davies 

Performing Shakespeare 

Drawing on a lifetime’s experience 

of playing Shakespearean roles 

(including Polonius in the current RSC 

production of Hamlet), Oliver Ford 

Davies discusses the practical 

challenges of performing Shakespeare. 

   
Owned by the  

Shakespeare Birthplace 

Trust, the charity that  

cares for the world’s 

Shakespeare Heritage.  

 

The Shakespeare Bookshop 

is situated in Henley Street, 

opposite the entrance to 

Shakespeare’s Birthplace. 

 

 

 

OPEN DAILY 

1 April - 31 October 9.30am - 5.30pm 

1 November - 31 March 10am - 5pm 

Closed 23 - 26 December 

 

We offer a 10% discount to Friends of the 

Shakespeare Birthplace Trust. 

For further information about the Friends, please 

telephone +44 (0) 1789 204016 

 

 The Shakespeare Bookshop 
39 Henley Street 

Stratford-upon-Avon 

Warwickshire CV37 6QW 
 

T. +44 (0) 1789 292176 

F. +44 (1) 1789 296083 

E. bookshop@shakespeare.org.uk 
 

Registered charity no 209302 

www.shakespearebookshop.com 




