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deal of humor. The characterizations are weli done, the action is well 

paced. A boy who read it refused to report about it by saying, "I couldn't 

leave out a thing when I told about that story. Every bit is important. Any

one who wants to know about it just has to read it." 

Eric Haugaard's HAKON OF ROGEN'S SAGA (Houghton-Mifflin, 1963) 

1s a book with a strong theme. The meaning of freedom is not preached, it 

1s demonstrated. The characters are vivid and believable. The action is 

down to earth, rough and rugged but not for the sake of being sensational. 

The structure of the language fits the subject and theme beautifully. Boys 

and girls w.ho read the book will appreciate appropriate style. 

If each of these specific situations can lead to any generalization it 

might be that appreciation develops, more or less, depending on what is 

being read or heard. Appreciation also depends on what the reader or lis

tener brings to the piece of literature he reads or hears. If the reading is 

done in a school situation, appreciation will be influenced by the manner 

in which the teacher facilitates the process so that the reaction to litera

ture is positive and appreciative. ■ 
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SOME USES OF ORAL INTERPRETATION v· 

IN THE ENGLISH CLASSROOM 

by Ailene Cole, Augsburg College 

One early memory of my elementary education is that of a tall thin 

brown-haired woman in a brown dress reading to us each morning in a one

room grade school. .Both my mother and father as parents and as teachers 

had read to me too; that this memory persists may suggest that it symbol

izes the realization that ochers liked books, too. 

Perhaps one important way we learn to like literature is through a 

process of osmosis, of absorptipn of the enthusiasm of those around us 

who show that they love literature; one important way of showing that 

enthusiasm, I am convinced, is through the oral reading of it .. It is a meth

od that influenced me early and one that I am certain worked for me in the 

high school classroom for twenty years .. Therefore, I wish to discuss why 

oral reading of literature is important in teaching students to like literature, 

and to describe some oral interpretation activities for the English class

room. 

First of all, why is the oral interpretation of literature important in sell

ing literature? Let us consider some parallels. The game plan for a foot

ball team needs execution on the field if it is to be successful. A brownie 

recipe doesn't make the brownies even though it is a breakdown of all the 

in~redients. The score of a symphony isn't the glorious music. The box 

score of a basketball or baseball game doesn't provide the excitement of 

the game. The house plan isn't the home lived in. In what way are these 

parallels to reading literature aloud? 

In order to answer that question, let us look at the principle of ethos 

as it may apply to the English teacher. Ethos is a Greek word which Aris

totle, for example, used in The Poetics to denote moral and intellectual 

integrity. As applied tolus interested in teaching literature, what does it 

imply? To answer that question, we need a job description of the teacher 

of literature. Without indulging in a detailed analysis, perhaps we can say 

that the literature teacher's job includes two steps: taking Humpty Dumpty 

apart and putting him back together again. Of course the teacher of litera

ture teaches authors and titles, types, style, figures of speech and, most 

of all, ideas in literature. But the very nature of literature indicates that 
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we can't stop there - just as we can't stop with the brownie recipe or the 
score of the symphony. The next and more important step is putting Humpty 
Dumpty together again: i.e. re-creating, re-inventing, re-experiencing the 
literature itself in the power of its uniqueness which makes it literature. 
This is moving from intellectual to sensory experience; it is going from 
the ingredients that make the brownies to savoring every calorie-loaded 
bite. This is part of what Ernst Cassirer meant when he wrote, 

Not even the spectator is left to a merely passive role. We 
cannot understand a work of art without, to a certain degree, 
repeating and reconstructing the creative process by which it 

has come into being. 
( An Essay on Man) 

The point is that the theme, the ingredients, the building blocks, the per

spective of a work of literary art were an experience in the author's creat
ion and are to be re-experienced by the consumer - in our case, our students. 

Let us look at some simple examples to show how the author's unique 
way of expressing an idea make it an experience. Take the statement: 
"Women look terrible in slacks"; it's simply blunt, uninteresting, and 

annoying, even if true. Odgen Nash transforms a simple declarative state

ment to something delightful: 
Sure, deck your lower limbs.in pants; 
Yours are the limbs, my sweeting. 
You look divine as you advance. 
Have you seen yourself retreating? 

The dictionary definition of presentiment is that it is "a feeling of some
thing, especially of an unfortunate or evil nature, about to happen.'.' Emily 
Dickinson emotionalizes that intellectual idea in her poetic definition: 

Presentiment is that long shadow on the lawn. 
Indicative that suns go down; 
The notice to the startled grass 
That darkness is about to pass. 

''It's snowing quietly" is an elementary analysis of a weather condition. 

Robert Frost makes it an experience of beauty: 
The only other sound's the sweep 
Of easy wind and downy flake. 

The contrasting quotations above seem to me to illustrate the point 
that it is not simply the form and ·the meaning of the literature but also the 

May, 1967 7 

wonderful way in which the author expresses it that makes it so neces
sary to follow taking Humpty Dumpty apart (analysis) with putting him back 
together again (experience of the poem). This is obviously my personal 
opinion. _Are there sources beyond my experience and my opinion to sup
port me? In pursuit of support for this belief, I consulted three years of 
English ] ournals, six textbooks, and several auxiliary books on teaching 
English. The search yi.·elded only two feature articles, three "Poetry in the 
Classroom" articles, and about two pages in the texts to support it. _Per
haps the assumption is that of course it is read. I have also used the 
occasion to ask a number of my students rather causually, "Did you learn 
to like literature in school?" Nearly every one of those who answered in 
the affirmative attributed it to a teacher who loved literature, showed it, 
and shared it orally. The students are the consumers .. They know first 
hand. 

My survey was not extensive enough to be statistically significant; 
however, the words of critics, especially the modern ones, are signifi
cant. John Crowe Ransom fears that we tend to teach too much about liter
ature and not enough the literature itself. John Ciardi, whom you undoubt
edly read in The Saturday Review, contends that a "poem does not talk 
about ideas; it enacts them." Several hundreds of years ago too, John 
Donne expressed the same idea of showing: 

The eloquence of superiors is in action. When I see them 
actually, really, clearly, constantly do thus, this is a Demon

stration to my soul and demonstration is the powerfullest 
proofe; ... the eloquence of superiors is in action. 

Gerald Manley Hopkins wrote to a friend that his poetry was "less to be 
read than heard" and that poetry is "speech framed for contemplation of 
the mind by the way of hearing" ("Poetry and Verse," in The Journals} 
1.e. that the sound of the poem is its metaphorical meaning. 

Trying to explair. poetry Sandburg once contended, is "like a man in a 
strange house trying to tell people outside who have never been i.n the 
house exactly how it fee ls to be the re." He quoted the father of an unair
ed great Irish poet who once remarked, "If' hat can be explained is not 
poetry" and ,went on to say that "poetry is not like an arithmetic book 
with the answers in the. back of the book" ('"A Short Talk on Poetry''.). 
And most succinctly of all, in "Ars Poetic a" MacLeish wrote "A poem 
should not mean/ But be." 

What I am trying to establish is that an important part of the English 
teacher's ethos is the promise and obligation and privilege of making lit
erature come alive in the classroom just as the athletes must execute the 
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game plan into an exciting conflict, just as the cook makes the luscious 

brow_nies from the ingredients listed in the recipe, and just as the conduc

tor and the musicians rec re ace the mus_ic ._into an aesthetic experience. The 

first step of taking Humpty Dumpty apart is essential; putting him back 

together again into a living experience is more essential. Walt Whitman 

expressed his need for that experience in his familiar poem "When I heard 

the learn 't astronomer." 

How can the English teacher make the literature he teaches become 

an experience? How can be put Humpty Dumpty back together again? In 

my classroom,. I have found that various kinds of oral interpretation are 

vital in accomplishing this aspect of the responsibility. You are, of course, 

aware of recordings and tapes, so I would like to discuss other uses of 

oral interpretation. 

One such method is choral reading which is simply a matter of reading 

aloud rogether. Sometimes the reading is in unison; so~etimes it consists 

of individual and group reading; sometimes one group answers another 

antiphonally or adds to another cumulatively; sometimes -light voices are 

assigned some lines, dark voices some lines, individuals some lines, and 

everyone some lines. There are no set rules; the teacher and the group 

can experiment and decide on what arrangement best interprets the select

ion; note that during such experimentation, the selection is being probed 

for its meaning and sound experience and is being read and reread aloud. 

Let me cite some examples. In Wordsworth's "We Are Seven" a girl with 

a very young~so4nding voice could read the little girl a_nd a boy with a 

mature voice the man; the .rest of the class and the teacher read the des

criptive passage8. The poem comes alive much more as the oral dialogue 

reveals the c~ild 's inability to comprehend death. Ballads sometimes accom

odate themselves to this 'question and answer arrangement, sometimes 

work well with solo voices for each stanza and the group for the refrain. 

"The Creation» by James Weldon Johnson is an example of a complex 

poem that • illustrates many phases of choral reading. A boy with a very 

deep voice would probably be assigned to read the words of God. The open

ing stanza, for example, might use the boys' dark voices for the lines 

describing the darkness as "blacker than a hundred midnights down in a 

cyprus swamp." Then for contrast, let the girls with their light voices 

read "Then God smiled and the light broke .. . :' The progression of crea

tion from scars and moon and sun to the world might be done in cum11lative 

arrangement: i.e., starting with a small group, adding a Jew more for each 

lar.ger creative effort, and culminating with the whole group in a vocal 

climax in "Then down between the darkness and the light He hurled_ the 
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world." Unison works well for such poems as Frost's "Fire and Ice" and 

"Stopping. by Woods." The simple suggestion that on the line "I think I 

know enough of hate ... " each should contract his muscles in a subtle 

drawing away from a thing disliked usually has a marked effect on the 

readers' feeling and hence on the metaphorical sound that results .. My 

Interp classes enjoy doing Sandburg's "Fog" in whispered unison; the 

use of cho~al reading is limited only by our own imagination. 

Another use of choral reading in very simple form is that of reading 

together several times certain lines you'd like the students to learn, e.g., 

Double, double 1 
toil and trouble, 

or 

Fire burn and cauldron bubble. 

- Macbeth, Act IV, Scen·e I 

Earth has not anything to show more fair 

Dull would he be of soul who could pass by 

A sight so touching in its majesty. 

- Wordsworth 

or 
All ignorance toboggans into know 

And trudges up to ignorance again. 

- e. _e. cummings 

Two or three times through and the-~1ines are learned without any drudgery. 

Starting the class with repetition of such lines occasionally aids retention 

and more important repeats the poetry itself .. 

Choral reading is an easy way for the English teacher to use oral inter

p_retation. This is. especially true if he doesn't feel very confident of his 

own readrng ability, because it can aid- him in developing that ability with-

10 the protection of group reading. 

Another development in oral interpretation that aids in making literature 

come alive in the classroom is variously called Readers' Theatre, Inter

preters' Theatre, Chamber Drama, Theatre of the Mind. The modern use of 

this technique was probably ignited by Charles Laughton's Drama Quartet 

consisting of Laughton, Charles Boyer, Sir Cedric Hardwicke, and Agnes 

Moorhead which toured the nation with a reading performance of Don Juan 

in Hell in 1951. They used scripts, stools, lecterns; each had one part; 

there was no movement; yet the experience of the literature was vivid. A 

bit later Charles Laughton, Raymond Massey, Judith Anderson, and Tyrone 

Power used the same technique on John Brown's Body. This time, be

cause of the selection, each one read many parts; there was some move-
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ment. Edgar Lee Masters' Spoon River Anthology and the poetry of Sand

burg and of Frost have been arranged for such presentation. This method 

, can be used in the English classroom. very easily. One could perhaps con

tend that it is the simplest way to present literature orally to anyone in 

any place. 

There is not space to discuss Interpreters' Theatre in detail; however, 

basic procedures can be described simply. First of all, one decides what 

material is to be read. This s,election can be done by the teacher or by 

the students. It. is. possible that the teacher would annouoc·e • that at the 

present drama unit groups of perhaps three to six are each to present 

ten-minute scenes from the play or plays which are beirig studied. You 

might use the same procedure with essays, short stories, the novel, or 

poetry. Or you might preview the delight of an essay unit, for exampie, 

by having a group reading of Thurber's "The Unicorn in the Garden. 11 An

nother possibility, is that the teacher may arrange a oumb~r of selections 

for Interpreters' Theatre indicating what lines are said by the narrator 

and what lines by other members of a group. 

There are some principles that can be followed iri arranging the mater

ial for this kind of group reading .. If the scene_is from a play, the narrator 

gives necessary information about characters or subsequent action and 

sets the scene, probably by reading the • stage directions. It. is a go~d 

writing exercise to rewrite these stage directions; incidently James Barri~'s· 

stage dir:ections are absolutely delightful. . The play narrator also reads 

such ·directions from the author as the scene progr~sses; the audience 

needs to know who enters and exits, what 'action the author suggests, where· 

the characters are, etc. ·Perhaps some footnotes might be incorporated in 

the narration. If some action is cut, the narrator summarizes. The members 

of the group are assigned to. read one or more parts. If the selection is 

fiction, the narrator or narrators may read non-personal description and 

the others t;ic:k up those parts abo;t cha~acters -including dialogue and 

description. For example, in "The Unicorn in the Garden": 

Narrator: Once upon a summy mornipg a man who sat in .a 

breakfast nook looked up from his scrambled eggs 

to see 
Man: a white unicorn with a gold horn quietly cropping the 

roses in the garden. 

Narrator: The man went up to the bedroom where his wife 

was still sleeping 

Man: and woke her. There's a unicorn in the garden, he 

said. Eating roses.-
Narrator: She opened one unfriendly eye and looked at him. 
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Poetry can be· arranged for small groups in a way similar to the proce

dure for choral reading. It. occurs to me that "Patterns" might be very 

excidng read by two. girls, with one reading the lines about conforming 

to the pattern and the other the escape lines. 

What are the mechanics of Interpreters·• Theatre? What does each person 

do? Where does he stand? Does he move? The narrator .comes on, faces 

the audience, perhaps in a down right position, and begins. The others 

may be offstage; they may all come on together with the narrator and take 

positions standing with .their backs to the audience or facing the audience; 

they may be seated on chairs or stools with.heads bowed or looking out at 

the audience or with backs turned toward the audience. As their turns come 

to read, they may look up or turn around or .rise or even move. ·As implied 

above, there may be no movement; there may be some movement; there will 

not be as much .. as there is in a play, of ·course. The group should have 

decided on its eye contact practice. When they are in the scene, will they 

focus on the reader or on the audience? One answer here is that if the 

reading involves i~teractio~ between characters, the eye contact on those 

characters provides focus; if the selection is more subjective as in lyric 

poetry, the contact probably would be toward the audience. It. is necessary 

for the group to practice two or three times so as to be familiar with the 

procedure. : 

How effective is Interpreters' Theatre? This 1s Raymond Massey's 

evaluation: 

thirty years of stage . work before audiences prepared me in 

no way for what happened out front with J ohn'Browns 's Body .. 

Nobody out there sees the same· show ... Steve Benet's words 

do indeed, cast a spell. Those people are enchanted ... But 

the audience is not just sitting there, allowing itself to be 

entertained. We seem to have brought to them the key to that 

too-long locked room where they had put away their. own ability 

to imagine - to see, to do, to share. 

This challenge to imagine, to re-experience, to recreate the literature 

can be there in clas-sroom use of Int~rpret~rs' Theatre both. for the per

forming group and for the listeners. 

If you wish. to read ·more about this technique, you may be interested 

10 a pamphlet entitled ,..Studies in Readers' Theatre II edited by Leslie 

Irene Goger and Melvin R. White and published by S & F Press, Box 8, 

Vanderveer Station, Brooklyn, New York. 
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A final use of oral interpretation in t:he English classroom brings us 

especially close to the ethos principle; I refer to oral reading by the teach, 

er, the way he can best show and share his love for literature. Although 

most of us would hesit:ate to read a selection with which we are unfamiliar 

to. a group, we too often ask students to do exactly that, as we approach 

the study of a new selection. Yet it is the teacher who knows the select

ion; • it is he who .. can convey the tone the author intended, the building 

blocks of the selection, its climax, the shades of meaning, and the appre

ciation of the unique way in which the author has expressed his idea; i.e., 

the experience of the selection. It. may be permissible here to rephrase 

T. S. Eliot's line, "Human kind cannot bear very much reality'; (Muri!er 

in the Cathedral) to"Students can stand only so much unfamiliarity." It 

is highly possible that instead of the experience of the poem, the memory 

of the mispronounced words, the stumbling, the meaningless sound may 

remain as an embarrassing exposure before his peers; it is also very pos

sible that after hearing the poem read well and participating in discussing 

it, that same student could read it well. .Besides at least the initial read

ing of difficult selections and most poetry, the teacher can also read_ .addi

tional selections and passages not included in the text, can demonstrate, 

as Donne suggested, his involvement in the literature by 9,uoting from 

other selections already studied or by the same author or by someone 

else who has expressed a related idea. 

Reading by. the teacher is especially effective in presenting selections that 

need considerable explanation because the teacher can interrupt himself smooths 

ly whereas ifhe wants the student who is reading to stop so that he can comment, 

it. becomes a jolting interruption to the student. Let me demonstrate this point 

by reading a passage from Lady Macbeth's sleepwalking scene from Macbeth: 

Lady Macbeth comes in with a candle, puts it down 

on a stand, and starts rubbing her hands. As the 

doctor and gentlewoman have 'pointed out, she is 

obviously asleep even though. her eyes are open. She 

speaks: 'Yet here's a spot ... Out, damned spot! 

out [ say.' What spot is she talking about? (Some 

students will undoubtedly know.) You remember that 

earlier when Macbeth came from killing Duncan, he 

looked at his bl~ody hands and said, 'This is a sorry 

sight' and Lady Macbeth answered, 'A foolish 

thought to say a sorry sight.' Then she noticed the 
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daggers he had carried from the room where he had 

assassinated King Duncan. When he refused to take 

them back, she did and returned with her hands cov

ered with blood, saying, 'My hands are of you~ colour, 

but I shame I To wear a heart so white ... / A lit

tle water clears us of this. deed. / How easy is it 

then?' Here she is still washing that blood off her 

hands. Has it been easy? She continues: 'One; two. 

Why then 'tis time to do 't.' The counting may refer 

to the two grooms 1 ying in drunken and drug-induced 

sleep by their charge. Since they're not guarding 

Duncan, it. is the time to kill him. 'Hell is murky'; 

she has reason to think of such a place, hasn't she? 

'Fie, my lord, fie! a soldier and afeard? What need 

we fear who knows it when none can call our power 

to accomptP Here they are obviously king and queen 

as indicated by 'Call our power to accompt.' When 

as king did he show fear so that she chided him? 

At the banquet, of course, when he thought be saw 

B ' h • • h" h .< 
anquo s g ost s1tung on 1s c air .. You see, she's 

reliving their. bloody deeds in her sleep. Macbeth, 

you'll recall, reported after killing Duncan in his 

sleep that he thought he heard a voice cry, 'Sleep 

no more.' Lady Macbeth isn't sleeping very well 

either; furthermore note the irony: Macbeth killed 

Duncan in his sleep; now sleep is betraying them. 

(Act V, scene l; Act II, scene 2) 
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Here the English. teacher is demonstrating an understanding and a love of the 

literature, making it. come alive in an expressive, felt, shared, re-experienced 

whole. "Demonstration is the powerfullest proof~-" 

If you read weli, share it. with your students. iCyou are hesitant, take your 

courage by the nape of the neck a0:d try - pounding heart and all; practice with 

a tape recorder. Try all these methods - records, tapes, student reading, choral 

reading, interpreters' the.atre, teacher reading - and other methods; invent your 

own. Let's put Humpty. Dumpty together again into a rich .experience of literature. 

"Demonstration (of a love of literature) is the powerfullest proofe." ■ 




