[image: image1.png]ACTING WITH AN ACCENT

NEW YORK CITY

by
DAVID ALAN STERN, Ph.D.

Copyright (c) 1979
DIALECT ACCENT SPECIALISTS, Inc.
P.O. Box 44
Lyndonville, VT 05851
(802) 626-3121

www.DialectAccentSpecialists.com

No part of this manual or the accompanying audio tape may be reproduced or
otherwise transmitted in any form, electronic or mechanical, including
photocopying or audio tape dubbing, without permission in writing from
Dialect Accent Specialists, Inc.




[image: image2.png]The ACTING WITH AN ACCENT series

New York City Standard British French
American Southern Cockney German
Texas British North Russian
Boston Irish Yiddish
"Down East" Scottish Polish
"Kennedyesque" Australian Norw./Swed.
Chicago Spanish Arabic
Mid-West Farm Italian Farsi

West Indian/Black African

Tapes are also available for REDUCING
Foreign Accents and Regional Dialects
and in
AMERICAN ACCENTS FOR ENGLISH ACTORS

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

DAVID ALAN STERN is the founder and president of
DIALECT ACCENT SPECIALISTS publishing, and has worked
in Hollywood since 1980 as an accent and dialect coach for the
motion picture and television industries. After receiving a Ph.D.
in speech from Temple University, he served on the faculties of
both Wichita State and Penn State Universities. He has taught
thousands of actors and broadcasters to put on (or take off)
foreign accents and regional dialects. Among the students he has
coached are:

Mike Farrell, Jack Klugman, Edward James Olmos,
Bronson Pinchot, Lynn Redgrave, Forest Whitaker,
and Michael York as well as OSCAR WINNERS
Geena Davis, Olympia Dukakis, and Sally Field.

For further information on tapes, dialect coaching, and cam-
pus seminars or residencies contact:

DIALECT ACCENT SPECIALISTS, INC.
P.O. Box 44
Lyndonville, VT 05851
(800) 753-1016




[image: image3.png]3
SOME PRELIMINARY CONCERNS

When should I use dialects & accents?

Here are a few guidelines I've put together after years of
performing and coaching dialects.

(1) If there are characters in the script who come from a dif-
ferent speech group than the rest of the cast, consider differenti-
ating them with appropriate dialect(s). (2) If the entire script is
set in a country or region where a specific dialect of English is
spoken, determine whether the whole cast can use that pattern
while still creating complete, believable characters. (3) Avoid
using foreign accents for translations of foreign scripts. For ex-
ample, don't play Chekhov with a Russian accent or Moliere with
a French accent. For such "classics,” try using ELEVATED
AMERICAN DICTION (see the final tape in the SPEAKING
WITHOUT AN ACCENT series). (4) "Elevated diction" is also
appropriate when American casts are doing Shakespeare, espe-
cially those of his plays which are not set in England. (5) Finally,
DONT USE ACCENTS UNLESS THEY ARE GOING TO BE
PERFORMED WELL!

What techniques lead to good dialects?

Perhaps as few as twenty per cent of actors have the "good
ear” that leads to skillful imitation of speech patterns. Other ac-
tors must use a systematic approach in order to create authentic-
sounding accents and dialects. Here is a brief discussion of the
most important factors.

PRONUNCIATION: Creating correct pronunciation changes
is a "necessary, but not sufficient” condition for generating di-
alect authenticity. Most teachers, texts, and recorded programs
drill their students almost exclusively with the appropriate vowel
and consonant substitutions needed for the target pattern. Al-
though I believe that correct pronunciation is absolutely neces-
sary, these changes will not sound authentic unless you combine
them with several other important vocal features that I'll discuss
in the next few paragraphs.
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several vocal traits--from how high or low a voice is to how much
intonation or pitch variety is used. But for many of the dialects
which actors must study, the most important of these traits is a
unique lilt or pitch change that takes place inside vowels, espe-
cially (but not exclusively) during the sounding of stressed sylla-
bles. In many accent patterns, this trait (which I call INNER-
VOWEL LILT) helps to generate an authentic-sounding dialect.

STRESS PATTERNS: American English has a complex
pattern of stressed and unstressed syllables. Some other dialects
and accents have few, if any unstressed syllables. Still others
have rather intricate staccato rhythms which must be mastered
before the dialects can possibly sound authentic.

RESONANCE or MUSCULAR IMPULSE: Much of my
research, teaching, and performing experience has taught me that
the most important part of a dialect's authentic essence comes
from a characteristic shaping of the throat, nose, mouth, tongue
and soft palate. The many available configurations, in turn, give
many different resonances or "timbres" to the overall sound.
Such a specific "tone focus" is very noticeable throughout a
dialect, regardless of whether actual pronunciation changes are
occurring on certain words. In fact, once an actor has mastered
the new muscularity and tone focus for a given dialect, many of
the important pronunciation changes can be made much more
easily and convincingly. Most of the tapes in this series begin
with a detailed lesson on resonance. Subsequent pronunciation
drills then grow from the new muscularity. So now your new
pronunciations have an "organic core." They need no longer be
isolated memory exercises.

What is the best way to practice?

Begin by drilling the mechanics of the new dialect--the reso-
nance, lilt, rhythm, and pronunciations. Go on to integrate the
changes into phrases, sentences, and passages. Then try impro-
vising and actually generating your own speech while using the
new dialect. Don't limit your new accent to the target script. If
you do, you are apt to be very mechanical and never create the
sense that you are a real person who actually talks this way.
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LESSON ONE:
NEW YORK RESONANCE or SPEECH MUSCULARITY

The first step in creating a New York dialect is to make an
overall change in the resonance features of the voice. As I ex-
plain on the tape, New York regional speech focuses its tone, or
resonance, in the low-front part of the mouth--between the
lower-front teeth and the lower lip. Contributing drastically to
this new resonance is a distinctly different speech muscularity.
Standard American speech centers most of its muscle work in the
middle part of the tongue. New York speech, by contrast, re-
quires much more work in the muscles of the jaw and lower lip.

Follow the tape closely through the series of exercises for
moving the resonance away from the mid-mouth focus of non-re-
gional speech and toward the low-front resonance of the New
York dialect. In these exercises you will:

1. visualize the change in tone focus and feel a change in tissue
vibration,

2. extend the lower lip by itself and with the aid of the fingers,
and then work the lower jaw more actively,

3. remember the muscular activity associated with aggressive
gum chewing.

Finally, follow the tape and try the new resonance on the
following sentences:

- The cat is on the couch.
- The lout proudly showered the household with scowls.
- The boy joined in the noise on the mound.
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The following vowel substitutions are extensions of the reso-
nance shift you just learned. Repeat the words and sentences
after hearing them on the tape. Don't just imitate the new pro-
nunciations. Create the new muscularity, and let the New York
vowels grow naturally out of that change in speech impulse.

a a
1. THE "SHORT O" as in STOP and ORANGE

I call the vowel in this set of words "SHORT Q" because the
letter "o" appears in the spelling of most of them. However,
there are several words where the exact same sound is spelled

with the letter "a."

IPA: [a] remains unrounded, becoming [a].
LESSAC: #5 stays unrounded with low-front resonance.

A. (spelled with "a") father, spa, what, want, watch, wash
(spelled with "0") orange, onset, pocket, stop

B. Stop the onset of the quality option.

C. The light socket popped and shocked Donovan.

D. Father calmly pocketed the blonde's ring.

Now here are a few additional drills for this sound which are
not recorded on the tape.

* The rocket shot toward the opposite air lock.

* The obstinate opera singer was preoccupied.

* Becket was positive about the honor of God.

* Move the fox from the rocks to the bog.

* What do you want to watch while washing the dishes?

Please remember not to round this vowel in the New.York
dialect. Using a rounded vowel in these words will create a dis-
tinctly Bostonian impression.
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2. THE "LONG I" as in FRIDAY NIGHT

IPA: [ai] becomes [pi ], except before voiceless
consonants.
LESSAC: #6y becomes a half-rounded #3y, except before

voiceless consonants.

NOTE: This change does not occur prior to voiceless conso-
nants (S, F, T, K, P, and voiceless TH). In the sentences below,
the "Long I" sounds which do change, are underlined once.
Those which do not change are underlined twice. Also, when the
change does occur, it does not round all the way to [oi ]. Be
careful to use only the lower lip in producing this half-rounded
sound.

A. (no change) lightning, right, Michael, life
(change) pride, dime, fine, cry, drive

B. Eliza was the pride of the whole science department.

C. Fried pike is sliced thinly for Friday night's supper.

D. The ivy vines were tied down behind the shutters.

Now here are a few additional drills for this sound which are
not recorded on the tape.

* It's the right time to find a gold mine in the sky.
*1 transc;jbed five dialogues, but I don't know why.
* The sight of dry land was exciting for Ira.

* A life of violent crime is a sign of the times.

* My guide and I had a fine time on the Nile.

w wW
3. THE "BROAD AW" as in THOUGHT and SAW

IPA: [o] becomes [owa ].
LESSAC: #3 extends to #3+ W + N4,

NOTE: This vowel often is followed by the letter "R" (see
Lesson Four). In such cases, drop the R-shading and follow
these instructions for the vowel stem.

A. thought, often, jaw, flawless
B. Lost boys become flawless at reform school.
C. Horses often cost more than four dollars.
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Now here are a few additional drills for this sound which are
not recorded on the tape.

* The tall author walked often.

* The awkward, awful, strong man walked home.

* He stalked the ball and then vaulted down the hall.

* The cat crawled across the lawn with its hurt paw.

* The awful sauce made Paul pause and then walk away.

~
4. THE "SHORT A" as in GRAB BAG

IPA: [ ®] becomes [€9] under special circumstances.
LESSAC: #6 becomes a nasal N3n under special
circumstances.

RULE: New Yorkers use the [£'5] when the [ &] is followed by
one of the following consonants: [d], [f], [g], [d7}, [m], [n], [s], i
[g), and [z]. BUT, if one of these consonants is itself followed by
a vowel or an [I], then the change is cancelled.

NOTE: Study this section very carefully. Creating this vowel
substitution on the wrong words can create momentarily the im-
pression of a Chicago or Detroit accent.

In the words listed below, the "Short A" is followed by one of
our trigger consonants. A single line under the vowel means you
should make the change. A double line cancels the change be-
cause a vowel or [1] follows the trigger consonant.

grab, tab, cabbage, gbolition

mad, bad, sad, add, saddle, paddle

after, calf, half, laugh, daffodil, raffle

bag hag lag sag rag haggle, straggle

badge, badger, Sagittarius

tamper, Sam, ram, lamb, Alabama, fgmished,
hammer

ant, ancestor, anniversary, animal

brass, [ast, gas, nasty, hassle, castle

ash, mash, cash, (and two exceptions) passion,
fascism

[N
ER

n =

—
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9: bath, math, path, Kathy, athlete, Hathaway
z Jazz, raspberry, dazzle, razzle

Now here are words where the change doesn't happen be-
cause no trigger consonant follows the vowel.

back, Jack, lack

Al pal, Sally

lap, happy, dapper
narrow, marrow, parrot
battle, rat, cat, Saturday
batch, catch, naturally
lather, rather

casual

P —

N Ox ~+ o e

In the following sentences, the vowels which do change are
underlined once. Those which don't change are underlined twice.

A. After the damage was done, I haggled nastily with Kathy about
the cash.

B. We had a narrow escape on Saturday afternoon, because the
ants hammered away at the picnic hamper.

C. Naturally the man wore the badge after the sheriff handcuffed
the casual athlete.

LESSON THREE:
PITCH VARIETY IN THE NEW YORK DIALECT

There is no specific melody pattern in the New York dialect,
nor is there an internal vowel lilt. Like the speech in much of
America, the New York dialect is frequently flat or monotone
with the additional tendency to drop down in pitch at the ends of
phrases. Listen carefully to the examples on the tape with the
following sentence:

- I've got to get out of the house.
As you'll hear later in the tape, different melody and rhythm

patterns can influence the New York dialect as cthnic back-
grounds and geographic areas within the region vary.
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LESSON FOUR:
PRONUNCIATION OF "R" FOLLOWING VOWELS

Though intonation is not central to this dialect, the tendency
of New Yorkers to drop the R-sound after a vowel is easier to do
when it is combined with a slight downward jog in pitch. Follow
the examples on the tape closely as you drop the R from the ends
of a whole series of vowels.

1. SIMPLE R-DROPS as in CHEE)(FUL MOTHE}(

. letter, sweater, bumper, topper, ninner
. Esther was a good talker, but she never wrote letters.
The summer went further and faster than before.

. bear, careful, rarely, there, paired
Pay your fare; then tell the driver where to go.
A Teddy Bear cares about its hair.

gear, weird, deer, appear, cheerful
. The earring fell clear of the nearby pool.
. Be sincere, my dear, because it's a queer world.

Ax Omx O

1

W, D
PUSHED R-DROPS as in FOUJ CA}(S

When the vowel [ 0] comes before the R, you must push down
and forward heavily with the bottom lip as you did earlier in
words like "thought” and "all."

A. four, core, gore, more
B. The spores were retrieved from the core of the omament.
C. The Concord roared into flight, pouring forth odorous exhaust.

When the vowel [a] comes before the R, you must also push
forward with the bottom lip. The result is the half-rounded
vowel [D]. Push only your bottom lip; do not create the fully
rounded [2].

A. card, harm, arbor, cartwheel
B. The two sergeants were college archery partners.
C. Are all the palace guards qualified marksmen?
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WARNING: If you drop the R but fail to push your bottom lip
on the last two groups, the resulting words will have a distinctly
Bostonian flavor.

n
3. R BETWEEN VOWELS as in VERY SOR/;}T YOU

When the R is between vowels inside words like very and
sorry, it is pronounced very heavily. Also, when a final R is fol-
lowed by a word beginning with a vowel, that R does not drop.
Instead, the R attaches itself to the beginning of the second word.
Listen closely to the examples on the tape.

A. pair of, sore at, prepare it, year after year
Dl nort
4. INITIAL or MEDIAL "ER" SOUND as in EART

In very heavy or "street" versions of New York dialect, the
"ER" sound can change to the "OY" [01i] of "toy.” However, most
contemporary, educated New Yorkers retain the R-shading with
the mouth wide open. Follow the tape and practice both of the
possible substitutions for this sound.

A. perfect, thirsty, search, curve
B. The German hurdler was the scourge of the games.
C. Search the whole world; you won't find a perfect curve.

WARNING: If you drop the R in the above words, you must
substitute the new vowel. Simply dropping the R will result in a
very Bostonian pronunciation.

Now here are additional drills for all the R-drops and glides
in the above categories.

* My mother, father, sister, and brother all thank you.
* This summer seemed longer than last winter.

* Where can I get my hair cut with great care?

* A keg of beer appeared near the rear window.

* Fourteen bored sportsmen adormed the shore.

* Father Charles argues about the guard's identity card.
* Mr._Adams didn't hear about the year-end sale.

* The girl caught a perfect fish with an earthworm.
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LESSON FIVE:
ISOLATED PHONEME CHANGES

Now we get to the polishing stages of the New York speech
pattern. We'll examine a few sound changes which are not re-
lated to the resonance change or to the R-drop.

1. THE "MEDIAL T" as in BETTER BOTTLE

When T comes between vowels or when it falls after a vowel
and before an L or R, most Americans give it some voicing
making it sound almost like a D. This tendency is even stronger
in New York, where the D sound is very strong in these words.

NOTE: In some strong New York dialects, a glottal stop is
used for the medial T. I suggest you avoid this substitution in
most cases, since it can interfere terribly with intelligibility.

A. British, writer, batter, pretty
B. The beautiful British writer scattered the letters.

And now a few more drills which aren't on the tape:

* A glottal stop happens in a lot of unlikely dialects.
* It's a pity that a little water is not more greatly valued.
* Get out of the battle with a better position.

2. -ING ENDINGS as in HOPPIN¢ and SKIPPIN¢

In strong New York patterns, the ING ending will become a
simple IN. This substitution does not have to be made, especially
if the character is educated or making an effort to speak clearly.

A. slipping, leaving, running, ending
B. I'm finding myself slipping into a new way of thinking.
C. The ending of the film left one feeling like searching for life.

And a few more which aren't recorded on the tape:

* He was walking around carrying the baby.

* She was hurrying home, trying to avoid running.
* I'm singing and dancing in the rain.

* We're coming and going all at once.
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3. OTHER SUBSTITUTIONS

In extremely heavy or "street” variations on New York dialect,
some speakers will substitute T and D respectively for voiceless
and voiced TH sounds (turning "this thing" into "dis ting"). Some
will substitute an ER sound for OI or OY (turning "hoist the
oyster" into "herst de erster"). Again, be careful of these substi-

tutions. They are often unessential, and they can have a negative
effect on intelligibility.

LESSON SIX:
COACHED DRILL
Here are the marked transcripts of the passages you'll hear in
Lesson #6 of the tape. All of the important pronunciation

changes are indicated using the same shorthand symbols I
demonstrated earlier in the manual.

1. "The Sidewalks of New York"

> o/ w
EAST SIDE, WEST SIDE, ALL AROUND THE TOWN

2
THE TOTS PLAY RING-A-ROSEY,

w
LONDON BRIDGE IS FALLIN@ DOWN.
31‘ or
BOYS AND GIR)LS TOGETHEF,
w
ME AND MAMIE O'ROARK,
-~ ~
WE'LL TRIP THE LIGHT FANTASTIC
a i w w
ON THE SIDEWALKS OF NEW YORK
2. From IOLANTHE by Gilbert & Sullivan
w Y

WHEN YO U;(E LYIN@J AWAKE
WITH A DISMAL HEADACHE

I i
AND REPOSE IS TABOO'D BY ANXIETY,
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2
I CONCEIVE YOU MAY USE
ANY LANGUAGE YOU CHOOSE
o d
TO INDULGE IN, WITHOUT IMPROPRIETY;
W, w a
FOR YOU BRAIN IS ON FIRE--
o Di
YOUK BEDCLOTHES CONSPIKE
OF USUAL SLUMBEK TO PLUNDEK YOU;
Sfer  w
FiBST YOUR COUNTERPANE GOES,
w
AND UNCOVEKS YOUK TOES,
w
AND YOUJ SHEETS SLIP DEMURELY FROM UNDER YOU.
3. From THE MIKADO hy Gilbert & Sullivan
Follow the tape closely here for examples of the different

degrees of New York speech--especially the intensifications that
take place in the Brooklyn and Bronx styles of the dialect.

W

THE SUN, WHOSE RAYS ARE ALL ABLAZE

wy
WITH EVE;(-LMNyi GLORY,
a L Y]
DOES NOT DENY HIS MAJESTY--

w w7y
HE SCO;(NS TO TELL A STORY.
Di
HE DON'T EXCLAIM, "I BLUSH FO}( SHAME,

DI
SO KINDLY BE INDULGENT."
1/
BUT, FIE}(CE AND BOLD, IN FIERY GOLD,
wAy w
HE GLORIES ALL EFFULGENT.

o) or

i b))
I MEAN TO RULE THEEARYH, AS HE THE SKY--
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i or >

WE REALLY KNOW OU, W@H THE SUN AND I
4. From THE PIRATES OF PENZANCE by Gilbert & Sullivan

Follow the tape here for an example of a much softer version
of the New York dialect.

i y a
I AM THE VERY MODEL
a
OF A MODERN MAJOR-GENERAL;
DI
I'VE INFO}(MA TION VEGETABLE,
ANIMAL, AND MINERAL,
i
1 KNOW THE KINGS OF ENGLAND,
N - afy
AND I QUOTE THE FIGHTS HISTORICAL,
a wi
FROM MARATHON TO WA TE;(LOO,
w d wAR
IN O;(DE’( CATEGORICAL;
o d
I'M VERY WELL ACQUAINTED TOO
d d
WITH MATTERS MATHEMATICAL,
Y A
1 UNDERSTAND EQUATIONS
BOTH THE SIMPLE AND QUADRADICAL, -
ABOUT BINOMIAL THEOREM
o1 ad
I'M TEEMING WITH A LOT O' NEWS.--
WITH MANY CHEE;(FUL FACTS

~N ~ad
ABOUT THE SQUARE OF THE HYPOTENUSE.

HAVE AT IT WITH YOUR NEW YORK DIALECT!




