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1 
THE ACTOR, THE CDS 

AND THE MANUAL 

Any actor who can sing a tune can learn to speak a dialect. Each dia-
lect is like a song with words and music, the words having their own 
special pronunciations, the inflections having their own special tune. 
The CDs give you the music and the words as spoken. The manual 
gives you the words written out. CDs and manual together enable 
you to learn any of the twenty dialects presented or either of the two 
standard speech forms of English that are included. Thus, you will see 
a dialect in print while you hear it in recorded sound. Following and 
learning with both ear and eye, you will begin to speak the dialect well 
in a surprisingly short time. 

The CDs and the manual are arranged for the play-it-and-say-it 
method of dialect acquisition. This method was developed by me 
working with students of Boston University’s Division of Theatre over 
several years. A special method of spacing the first dialect selection 
in each group on the CD permits you to reproduce it readily in short 
units. After this you proceed to longer ones, following a sequence 
explained in Part Three. Playing and saying the examples systemati-
cally and repeatedly, you soon become competent in reproducing them 
exactly, with their sound changes and inflections. Later you transfer 
these to other material in the dialect, then to improvised material, and 
so to the lines of a dialect role. 

Dialect roles in plays are quite common. Entire plays in dialect are 
not rare. As an actor, the learning of accents and dialects is a chal-
lenge that you must meet to improve your chances of being cast in a 

1 
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2 • Dialects for the Stage 

variety of roles. The first break into the professional theatre may be 
the hardest to get. An actor needs every possible asset, and skill with 
dialects can be an important one. 

The term “dialect” in this manual refers to variant speech forms of 
English used by native speakers of English. The term “accent” is used 
for variant forms used by those whose native tongue is not English. 
However, one born in the American South, perhaps, or in the Lowlands 
of Scotland, who has spoken the speech of his region from childhood 
on, will be unlikely to call his own speech a dialect. He is more likely 
to describe it as “my Southern accent” or “my Scottish burr,” perhaps 
because the word “dialect” seems to suggest uncultivated speech. 

The CDs present three broad groups of examples: a North American 
dialect group, a British dialect group and a group of European accents. 
Two black African examples are presented in conjunction with black 
American. An accent that I have called “General European,” which 
is cosmopolitan in nature, follows the last of the European accents. 
The CDs also present two types of standard English—a selection of 
speakers of standard North American, including one Canadian, and a 
variety of speakers of standard British, several of whom use “received 
English,” as it used to be called. 

None of the dialect groups presented is in any way exhaustive. 
Those included have been selected to serve the actor’s purpose, not 
the linguist’s. Some that may have a limited use have been omitted 
for lack of space. In the North American group, Pennsylvania Dutch, 
Cajun, Newfoundland and North American Indian dialects are not 
represented. Nor are many subdialects of the West and South. The 
Midwestern group on CD One represents only the dialect speech of the 
extreme southern boundaries of the Midwest, which is a vast region, 
geographically stretching east from the Rockies to the Alleghenies and 
north from the Ohio River and from the states of Missouri and Kansas 
into the Canadian prairie provinces. Its many near-dialects flow and 
merge into one another, but are most sharply defined in the border 
examples given. 

All dialects at the present time are suffering from erosion, due to 
the ubiquitous influence of radio and television, and the increasing 
importance of speech education departments in universities. Dialect 
traces persist in some areas, especially among the older generation, but 
are fading from the speech habits of many of the younger generation. 
A great richness and diversity is thus beginning to pass from common 
speech. Dialect usage remains, however, as an element in many im-
portant plays, and this manual and the CDs aim at preserving source 
material from living dialects for the actor’s use. 
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The Actor, the CDs and the Manual • 3 

Three or more examples of each dialect or accent are presented on 
the CDs. These differ more or less from one another, according to the 
speaker’s background or locality. They have been chosen to give the 
actor a rich source to choose from and the variety that may be neces-
sary for different types of authentic characters. They are in no sense 
complete linguistic offerings. The standard speech examples, North 
American and British, are included for two reasons. First, a Canadian 
or an American actor often needs to use “cultivated” British speech, 
while British actors frequently need to appear in American or Canadian 
plays, where standard North American is appropriate. Second, an actor, 
like any professional person, may wish to standardize his own speech, 
if it has traces of regionalism. “My dreadful Noo Joisey speech!” 
cries a student actor in an eastern college. “Ah mun be rid of it, tha 
knowest!” exclaims the Yorkshire lad in a British drama school. Both 
need to realize that standard English speech may be learned as one 
learns a dialect. Not for nothing did the Hungarian professor, hearing 
Eliza Doolittle’s faultless English at the ball in My Fair Lady, declare, 
“She speaks English as those who have been taught!” 

What a character is saying in dialect on the stage must be com-
prehended by the audience. If the dialect is too heavy, the audience 
will miss some of the lines and much of the pleasure they expected, 
eventually becoming bored and restless. By contrast, the speakers on 
the CDs may all, with one or two exceptions, be readily understood 
by either a British or an American ear. When you begin to learn any 
dialect, bear this in mind: Keep your sound changes few, but consistent. 
An audience subconsciously recognizes consistency in a speaker’s style 
and accepts his dialect as genuine. 

Merely making the selected sound changes of a dialect is not 
enough. There is also the lilt to learn. This lilt or speech melody is 
an essential part of each dialect. Irish particularly has its musical rise 
and fall: 

DAR-
He’s a lin’ man, a DAR-

lin’ man.” 

“A HAND- NO-
some young fellow, with a ble brow.” 

New England Yankee speech has a falling inflection between syllables 
or even within one: 
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4 • Dialects for the Stage 

AY-
“I’ll just set here on the po- for a mite of 

erch uh.” 

The pitch and rhythm changes of a dialect make a kind of tune, 
often with a recurring phrase like a theme in music. It is this element 
which makes an acquired dialect truly authentic. Be sure to recognize it 
and learn it. Foreign accents possess lilts too. They are usually the typi-
cal inflections of the language, carried over persistently to the English 
syllables. It happens in French-accented English. “There is a rhythm, 
a rhythm that one falls into naturally,” says the fourth speaker of 
that accent (p. 116). In the Italian examples, you will even hear some 
English words modified to make them fit the native Italian lilt: “The 
sun-a she’s-a just-a coming up-a” (Italian No. 3, p. 120). You should 
adopt and follow this feature. 

Dialect speaking on the stage must be relaxed and natural. Do not 
let the use of the sound changes and the lilt put a straitjacket on your 
acting. Rather wear them so often in improvising in the dialect both 
out loud and in your head that they come to fit comfortably at last 
over your regular speech, like a well-worn coat. This effort may take 
one week; it may take six weeks. After a number of play-it-and-say-it 
practice sessions, launch into the dialect courageously, in season and 
out. One of my students did this. He worked hard to acquire a Welsh 
dialect for The Corn Is Green, so that by performance time he could 
use the proper lilt and all to great effect in the play. Later, in a res-
taurant, student friends asked him to assume it again for fun. Carried 
away, he let himself go, improvising freely. A waitress, overhearing, 
came up to them in great excitement. She cried, in her own Welsh 
accent, “And what part of Wales did YOU come from?” 

Because the examples in each dialect differ from each other, you 
should select as your chief model the one which seems most appropriate 
for the role you expect to play. How to choose this is discussed further 
in Part Two. However, always work first with the spaced example, 
No. 1. It may be the only one you need. Surprisingly, you can become 
fluent in a dialect working from a single good model if you immerse 
yourself in it until you have words and tune by heart. 

Enjoy these dialects. Learn them for pleasure and for profit. 
Throw away your inhibitions as you practice. Remember that your 
own ears will be affronted if not outraged when your own voice 
speaks in strange accents. Your feedback hearing system will be dis-
turbed at Russian or French-Canadian or Welsh sounds coming out 
of your mouth, instead of the familiar American, Canadian or British 
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The Actor, the CDs and the Manual • 5 

ones. Ignore this feeling, and push on till the new sounds and inflec-
tions become your own. 

At the end of CD Three, there is a special help for dialect learning, 
the International Phonetic Alphabet, presented in sound. It is included 
for actors who learned it once and have forgotten it through disuse 
and for those who will take the trouble to learn it for the sake of 
reproducing new pronunciations not met with on the CDs. The IPA, as 
it is called, spells by sound elements only. One phonetic symbol stands 
for one sound element, or phoneme, and for that one alone. Many 
of these symbols are the same as the letters of our regular alphabet. 
Others are different but easily learned. On CD Three the sounds for 
the symbols are spoken in groups. They are presented in the same order 
in Part Eight of this manual. For a fuller treatment of the subject and 
a method of learning the IPA easily as you work with your voice, see 
my Speech for the Stage, Chapters 8 and 11. Once you have learned 
the IPA, you can write out the sounds of an unfamiliar dialect with 
absolute accuracy. It is what Professor Higgins of My Fair Lady and 
Pygmalion was doing that rainy night in London when he first heard 
Eliza Doolittle’s Cockney. 

However, since many actors are unfamiliar with the IPA, words 
heard on the CDs with dialectal variant sounds are respelled phoneti-
cally in this manual, using the ordinary alphabet, not the IPA alphabet. 
The Southern I, for instance, is respelled Ah. The New York-Brooklynese 
“shirt” is heard as shoit, and is so respelled. The respelling for each 
variant is as phonetic as possible. But you must always remember that 
respelling is suggestive rather than exact as to the pronunciation it rep-
resents. It is the best that can be done to show dialectal pronunciations 
using the letters of the alphabet. The dialect pronunciations that you 
must learn are those heard on the CDs. There only can you discover 
exactly what the respellings are meant to stand for. Guiding yourself 
by what you hear rather than by what you see, you will safeguard 
yourself against mistakes in dialect reproduction. 

If you are to become an expert in this field you will do well to make 
the effort to learn the IPA and to use it, not only with the material in 
these examples, but in working with new material or in writing out dia-
lects as you hear them in life. Reading your transcriptions, you will find 
you are reproducing exactly what you heard, which is the aim of dialect 
learning. The IPA gives a total correspondence between what is written 
and what is heard. Thus, even if you hear a dialect speaker when you 
have no recording device at hand, you will not lose the opportunity to 
record his speech. You can immediately make a perfect record in writing 
and add it to your growing store of dialect information. 


