Oral Interpretation of Literature

Oral interpretation of literature is more than simply reading a passage aloud, for your goal is to convey the full meaning of a passage to your audience. If done effectively, interpretation is a form of magic. You take cold, lifeless words from the printed page and transform them into a warm, vibrant experience for your listeners.

Reading aloud effectively is a skill that you may need to use someday. For example, if you give a eulogy, you may want to read a poem or some other piece of literature as a way of paying tribute to the deceased. Here are some guidelines to keep in mind:

Choose a passage carefully. Choose an item that is worthwhile and interesting to you. Don’t choose a bland or boring passage that you will become sick of after several practice sessions. As in preparing a speech, choose a passage that is appropriate for your particular audience. Can the listeners understand the words? Do they have the background knowledge to understand and appreciate the allusions and references? Does the subject matter interest them?

Analyze the selection. Whatever selection you make, you must analyze it carefully so that you have a full, deep understanding of it. What is the author’s purpose? What is the philosophy or point of view of the piece? Without a high degree of understanding, you will not be able to give the piece a good interpretation.

Practice reading the selection. After you have analyzed the selection, practice reading it until you are thoroughly familiar with its structure, vocabulary, and rhythm. For some of your practice sessions, it is a good idea to use a tape recorder. Listen to yourself to determine if you are speaking with the appropriate kind of emotion, and with enough intensity.

Give an extemporaneous introduction. Before reading your selection, introduce it to the audience. Speak extemporaneously, with only a few notes. Announce the title and author, and give the listeners any background information they might need to fully appreciate the selection. If possible, try to stimulate audience interest and receptivity.

Use a dramatic style of delivery. Reading literature effectively requires that you become something of an actor—at least as far as your voice is concerned. Rather than coming across as dull and monotone, your voice should be expressive and vibrant, conveying the selection’s meaning, mood, or emotion. To illustrate this point, I would like to contrast readings by two distinguished American poets, Wallace Stevens and Robert Bly. The poet John Malcolm Brinnin describes Stevens reading from his work at the Poetry Center in New York City:

He wore evening clothes and looked rather grand. When we were alone, he turned to me: “You know,” he said, “on an occasion like this the voice is the actor.” I said to myself, Fine, he understands that a reading is a performance. Then he went on-stage and read for nearly two hours in the strictest monotone anyone had ever heard. The audience walked out in droves; they couldn’t hear him, or if they did, found what he read absolutely without dramatic interest.
Joyce Peseroff recalls a poetry reading by Bly:

I first heart Robert Bly read his poems in the mid-1970’s sitting in the drab, fluorescent lighted cafeteria of a community college. Most of his audience of students had been brought by their teachers, and stoically waited to have culture imposed upon them. Within the first 30 minutes of a two-hour reading, Mr. Bly had every listener leaning forward, enthralled by his stage presence and props as well as by the tenderness of “The Dead Seal,” and by the terror of “Counting Small-Boned Bodies,” which he recited from under an enormous straw mask in a high-pitched, witchy voice. Poetry was no embroidery, it was the fiber of life; a hundred people walked away convinced. 

Stevens and Bly were both excellent poets. What set them apart as readers of their own poetry was “dramatic interest”—Stevens lacked it, while Bly possessed it.

When you recite literature, either prose or poetry, try to lose yourself in the part, the way actors lose themselves in a role. Try to make the selection come alive.

The key to successful oral reading is to think about the words as you are saying them. Say them with conviction—as if they were your own words. Say them with the appropriate emotion.

Use pauses. Frequent pauses build dramatic suspense and interest. They also help the 


listeners follow you. Remember that unlike you, they are not very familiar with your selection. Pauses give the listener time to absorb the ideas.

Use pauses as punctuation devices, even when the text does not provide commas or periods. “Because punctuation is for the eyes and pausing for the ear,” says Thomas Montalbo, “punctuation and pauses don’t always coincide.” As an example, Montalbo quotes from one of Winston Churchill’s speeches (slant lines show pauses):

Let us, therefore, / brace ourselves to our duties, / and so bear ourselves / that, if the British Empire and its Commonwealth / last for a thousand years, / men will still say, / “This / was their finest hour.”

Montalbo notes, “By pausing after ‘this’ where there’s no comma, Churchill made sure the audience wouldn’t miss the words that followed.” 
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