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The Rise and Fall of Katharine Hepburn's
Fake Accent

PHIFIEX

When Hollywood turned to talkies, it created a not-quite-British, not-
quite-American style of speaking that has all but disappeared.

By Trey Taylor, The Atlantic, Published Aug. 9, 2013

"Play it, Sam. Play 'As Time Goes By," purrs a moon-faced Ingrid
Bergman in the now-famous scene from 1942's Casablanca. Staccato
t's and accordion-stretched a's lend a musical flavor to Bergman's

m

lilt. "Early" becomes "euh-ly" and "perhaps" unfolds as "peuh-haps.
The grandeur and glamor in her voice, though, is a sham.

No, really. That's not a real accent. It's a now-abandoned affectation
from the period that saw the rise of matinee idols and Hitchcock's
blonde bombshells. Talk like that today and be the butt of jokes
(see Frasier). But in the '30s and '40s, there are almost no films in
which the characters don't speak with this faux-British elocution—
a hybrid of Britain's Received Pronunciation and standard American
English as it exists today. It's called Mid-Atlantic English (not to
be confused with local accents of the Eastern seaboard), a name
that describes a birthplace halfway between Britain and America.
Learned in aristocratic finishing schools or taught for use in theater
to the Bergmans and Hepburns who were carefully groomed in the

studio system, it was class for the masses, doled out through motion
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pictures.

There are many theories as to how it became any sort of standard.
The most probable being that when the silent film era was bulldozed
for the early talkies, so too were those films' famous faces, on account
of their indecent sets of pipes. Silent movie star Gloria Swanson

once notoriously quipped: "We didn't need dialogue. We had faces."

Whether or not this transition from speechless to speech was a
catalyst for an industry standard, Edith Skinner's Speak With
Distinction—first published in 1942—crowned the high-society

accent theater's common tongue.

Katharine Hepburn's society burr was a perfect example of the Mid-
Atlantic accent. "Come round about noon, tomorrow," Hepburn
trills in The Philadelphia Story (1940), a full-bodied pronunciation
that turned her "o's" into "ooh's" that tumbled from her mouth, a
modulation honed by her acclaimed New York dramatic coach

Frances Robinson-Duff.

The Mid-Atlantic accent was very much in vogue until its abrupt

decline post-World War II. Taught in finishing schools and society
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parlors, the accent had become common to off-screen America.
But more people spoke as they do today, with regionally developed
accents like Boston Brahmin or Locust Valley Lockjaw. The rejection
of Mid-Atlantic was also a rejection of classicism. Highfalutin
figures in American society who luxuriated in the vernacular
were edged out by the everyman. "This idealization of the linguistic
behavior of upper class Americans continued, in some Hollywood
films, up to the late '40s and '50s," says Dr. Marko Modiano, senior
lecturer in English studies at Givle University. "It lost its position
with the rise of a new generation of film stars who, like everyone
else, were moving more and more toward the kind of neutral

American English which we hear today in the US."

Nowadays, social media's ability to mass-ridicule a crummy
rendition of a foreign accent means that speech coaches are written
into contracts. Barbara Berkery helped concoct Johnny Depp's
inebriated mumble for the Pirates of the Caribbean franchise, which
has ruefully seeped into Depp's subsequent roles (The Rum Diary,
The Lone Ranger). And just to confuse things, Brits have spurned
typecasting for the role of butler and are increasingly putting on
American accents to win over US markets. Henry Cavill, the Channel
Islands chap who plays Superman in this summer's Man of Steel, did
some heavy lifting to affect a Midwest manner of speech. "Doing an
accent is like going into the gym for a workout," he tells Collider. "If
you pick up the heaviest weight possible and try and clean and press
it, you're going to pull something." For Emma Watson's Calabasas
caw in The Bling Ring, she marathoned through several seasons of

Keeping Up With the Kardashians to match the sisters' vocal fry.

Marathon as they might, though, few of today's actors will ever need
to perfect a widely heard but invented dialect. Mid-Atlantic English
defined an era on screen by lending films an escapist, more-refined-
than-reality allure. As Hollywood's golden age was ushered out,
the accent went with it. Katharine Hepburn and Jimmy Stewart's
romantic spat in The Philadelphia Story offered a metaphorical
damnation of the high-society cinema accent. "Shut up. Shut up. Oh,
Mike, keep talking. Keep talking. 7alk, will you?" Hepburn pleads.
To which Jimmy Stewart's character soberly states, "No, no, I've... I've

stopped." And so, too, did Mid-Atlantic English.




talkie /'to:ki/ n. (FRHARY) BHFEHFY
o (old-fashioned, especially NAmE) a film/movie that has
sounds and not just pictures

moon-faced /mu:n,feist/ adj. [BIfGFY, [BIHET)
© having a round face
o e.g. He was a moon-faced, roly-poly little man. {2 E

e HIREIE AT

staccato /sto'ka:tow/ adj. WriFf), WrZEf)

o with each note played separately in order to produce short,
sharp sounds

o e.g. staccato sounds W ZE 1

accordion /2 ko:dion/ n. X BE

© a musical instrument that you hold in both hands to
produce sounds. You press the two ends together and pull
them apart and press buttons and/or keys to produce the
different notes.

lilt /llt/ n. {P7 AT, JLRAIhEE

© a pleasant pattern of rising and falling sound in someone's
voice or in music

o e.g. the lilt of a Scottish accent Fig == [ HIH7 T4

grandeur /'greendzo/ n. :FH, HEF
o impressive beauty, power, or size
o e.g. the grandeur of the mountains L1 77 R IR

glamor /'glema(r)/ n. (MEFIRIITRA) 1, HX
7

o (= glamour) the attractive and exciting quality of being
connected with wealth and success

o e.g. Forget all you read about the glamor of television. /<

BREPIR LB AT 5

sham /fem/ n. RE#H; %, W ERSO

o someone or something that is not what they are claimed to
be — used to show disapproval

o e.g. The elections were a complete sham. JX X KiETELE

— 375 Ao

affectation / zfek terfon/ n. BERMERE HrEdilE

o a way of behaving, speaking, etc. that is not sincere or
natural

o e.g. His British accent is an affectation. i) 5575 15 1R
W R o

matinee / maetmer/ n. GRE]. HEN) FiE5H, HZ
o an afternoon performance of a play, etc.; an afternoon
showing of a film/movie

o e.g. to go to the matinee & N7 H

blonde bombshell %34
o a sexually attractive woman with light-coloured hair

be the butt of sth. SZFWHIA (2L PF) | B5AN (SUENE)
o to be the person or thing that other people often joke about
or criticize
o e.g. She was the butt of some very unkind jokes. #1525 T

ZITE RS

faux /fou/ adj. A&, il
o artificial, but intended to look or seem real
o e.g. The chairs were covered in faux animal skin. & 7-&

NS B,

seaboard /'si:bo:d/ n. {FIEHIIX, EHE
o the part of a country that is along its coast
o e.g. Australia's eastern seaboard JH AV 25 BRI IX.

finishing school n. F§{E“ AR CNE R L3 ittt 217
N IPHIRALEARE)

o a private school where young women from rich families
are taught how to behave in fashionable society

groom /gru:m/ v. fEffGr R, R, %k

O to prepare or train sb. for an important job or position

o e.g. Our junior employees are being groomed for more
senior roles. FAITATFIZR i A IEAE 4532 4851)1 AR $H B B 22

AIER DT,

dole sth. < out (to sb.) KX, K% (&Y. 5R%F) , His,
161

o (informal) to give out an amount of food, money, etc. to a
number of people in a group

o e.g. Vera was doling out candy to all the kids. 457 IF{E%4
FIrA B2 73 BB

bulldoze /' buldowz/ v. (FHHELAHL) H#EE], F2F
o to destroy buildings, trees, etc. with a bulldozer
o e.g. The trees are being bulldozed to make way for a new

superstore. AR IEBHE AT BR, DG —S0E T,

indecent /m'di:snt/ adj. (7. WIEF) FmbY, GHHX
fery, MR

o (of behaviour, talk, etc.) thought to be morally offensive,
especially because it involves sex or being naked

o e.g. indecent conduct/photos NHIITHN; EFHIREF

quip /kwip/ v. BiAHEZIE, BLabiE

o to say something clever and amusing

o e.g. 'Giving up smoking is easy, he quipped. 'I've done it
hundreds of times." BAHRAZ M, > MXGEBHB, «FHwE
ZRILILEIRT . 7

catalyst /' keetolist/ n. f{L.F, fil
o (technical) a substance that makes a chemical reaction
happen more quickly without being changed itself

distinction /dr'stmkfon/ n. (T ILFHFER) MEIED,
KED, 105G



o a special mark given to a student whose work is excellent
o e.g. He obtained a law doctorate with distinction. fthi PA{fL
S RRGTES T IR A A,

burr /b3:(r)/ n. /NE r &, BiEr, WKEr HOOE G
LLRTETT S VAR ) T O E

o0 a strong pronunciation of the 'r' sound, typical of some
accents in English; an accent with this type of pronunciation
o e.g. a soft Scottish burr F2ZZ ) =0

trill /tril/ v, GEZR) KEIE, KIS

o to make repeated short high sounds

o e.g. A phone trilled on the desk. Fp/A 5 EJHIE T HE
HulE Y o

full-bodied / fsl 'bodid/ adj. (BRI&) WRARHY, IR,
=) B, R

© having a pleasantly strong taste or sound

o e.g. a full-bodied red wine AR L1 %5 TH

modulate /' modjulert/ v. I 77 (BF YA/, 5855, EKE);
A, §EV

o to change the quality of your voice in order to create a
particular effect by making it louder, softer, lower, etc.

o to change from one musical key (= set of notes) to another
o modulation / modjs letfon/ n. Ff, JHEE

hone /hown/ v. Bk, IZk; 88 ($22)

o to improve your skill at doing something, especially when
you are already very good at it

o e.g. He set about honing his skills as a draughtsman. &

FiemHONEE R Z,

acclaimed /o> 'klermd/ adj. 32 HESRAY, | WD
o publicly praised by a lot of people
o e.g. The book has been widely acclaimed by teachers and

pupils. JXARFLEITE A SZHL,

vogue /voug/ n. IH],  KUE], AT, WEE

o a popular and fashionable style, activity, method, etc.

o e.g. Short skirts are very much in vogue just now. & &}
TAEE AT,

parlor /'pa:lo(r)/ n. (FANFEEHY) EEE=, &7
o (= parlour) a room in a private house for sitting in,
entertaining visitors, etc.

highfalutin / harfo'Tu:tin/ adj. 2ERMERERY, FEH), FE
i8]

o trying to be serious or important, but in a way that often
appears silly and unnecessary

luxuriate /lag ' zjworiert/ v. /RUFFE5Z

o to relax and enjoy something

o e.g. He ran a hot bath and luxuriated in it for half an hour.

filik 7 —HLRUK, EFEPARARIRIE 72N

vernacular /vo nzkjolo/ n. (JLIEIEEHIESH) AREIE,
AHIE, TiE A5

o a form of a language that ordinary people use, especially
one that is not the official language
o e.g. Galileo wrote in the vernacular to reach a larger

audience. 7y T ILEHZIREHE, (A HAREE S5 1E

crummy /'krami/ adj. R, KHH, FEFER

o of very bad quality

o e.g. Most of his songs are pretty crummy. 15K Hh A=
FEEEETI,

rendition /ren'difon/ n. FRJ#H, {#ZE; BIFE, ¥

o someone's performance of a play, piece of music, etc.

o e.g. He gave a moving rendition of Lennon's 'Tmagine’. ftf!
RIGHUTEIE T AR ()

o a translation of a piece of writing

o e.g. an English rendition of a Greek poem — & 7 i 15155
BIINEES

inebriated /1'ni:briertid/ adj. MSEFHY)
o (formal) drunk

rueful /'ru:fl/ adj. FE(AY, PRMEAY, HIEM

o feeling or showing that you are sad or sorry

o e.g. a rueful smile |BR—5%

o ruefully /'ru:foli/ adv. FE/75Hl PR HE

o e.g. 'So this is goodbye,' she said ruefully. &G AR
2, RS T 7

seep /sip/ v. 18, BIE

o to flow slowly and in small quantities through sth. or into
sth.

o e.g. Blood was beginning to seep through the bandages. Ifll

TG NI IS HIK
spurn /sps:n/ v. S EEHIIESE X .. RE

o to refuse to accept something or someone, especially

because you are too proud
o e.g. She spurned all offers of help. &l I i fE 4 — U EE
B,

typecast /'tarpka:st/ v. 1E (JEG3) ST A — A ) £

o If an actor is typecast, he or she is always given the same
kind of character to play.

o e.g. She didn't want to be typecast as a dumb blonde. {fi <

R REE T FRIS R LR — R,
chap /tfep/ n. LAEIRINRFIEIRED) /IMAT, ZEK

© a man, especially a man you know and like
o e.g. a decent sort of chap —/MIEIRAY/ MK+

caw /ko: /n. (JUHE S SKH)) I
o the loud sound made by some types of bird, especially
Crows

damnation /deem nerfn/ n. Ki#, i AHISK
o the state of being in hell; the act of sending sb. to hell
o e.g. eternal damnation 7K {i]
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L ARSI SORE U5 HhSCrp BRI B B 3]

: a way of behaving, speaking, etc. that is not sincere or natural

: a form of a language that ordinary people use, especially one that is not the official language

2. % X

Which of the following underlined words is closest in meaning to the one in the sentence " Learned
in aristocratic finishing schools or taught for use in theater to the Bergmans and Hepburns who were

carefully groomed in the studio system, it was class for the masses, doled out through motion pictures."?

A. Their main preoccupation is licking and grooming themselves.

B. Her hair is always perfectly groomed.

C. The horses are all well fed and groomed.

D. The eldest son is being groomed to take over when his father dies.
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JUEI - A (Katharine Hepburn, 1907 4F -2003 ) EEEZFEXNIFEMZEA,
A AT RIEIKS NG RN, MBI ACE R — N PRIMEIEE A=, (R 2 e T A <
BH RIS 2 — WRIRENR — N2 ash R, NLHEFEGESNAF], RS E
FRAEIR A N NR AT, FATHRER, W28 — A M RN B B2, MR
[V SRS TR 22 Hp, MR IHIR B N i Sie 38 B AL A (R RO AR e 20, it R A e [ F
M EE T« REHER N RARNLEAZE 7, 229, BREHE 2 REZTH
W la, R1EE 4 RBITRRAELFEMAR, BRI R Z N LEG, (il 66 F
HIMFZAETE, el 44 SR, than:  (EESIEH) (A Bill of Divorcement) . ({52
R 2)  (Morning Glory) . /NAN)  (Little Women) . (B2 %71E) (Bringing Up
Baby) %, NHEHMAETEIR. SR, HAREDEESERE, 5, HARUEIMESR
A 5T AR m B 2RI A, RO T 20 tHEESEE < IRt II4ER.

AR RE, HAT RS (Midatlantic Accent) XM LI@EIREETE
5iE RP KRG, HFRESKPEHIE (Transatlantic Accent) , BATT 20 L W)EE L
Bia5REA, BRI REFAEN LEAN—MRE, HEEZME, BEEP "MK
R, RENEESERE, PREFOSEHRE=E, PRVE DS AW,
ERE LEEEMEXTEN i/ B, e BN o/ F, XMHERZRERNL S B0
S AR BN PR R, A, W ZRGERE BRI AR O, HRPEED
B2 BT ATIAIAREL, 1927 47, GF3RIBH < A b dam ” 2 ORI EI 2 A,
HANFEAMES (FE|RE)  (Roman Holiday) . (FRiEA=+R) (Casablanca) . (L
MEEN)  (Gone with the Wind) ZEH{w A H KPR & B S 9K I,
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