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What is “Non-lingual rehearsal”? 

When I first began constructing the concept for this project the biggest challenge I faced 

was finding the correct words with which to define it. I knew I wanted to work with the 

malleability of language in a “language-less” environment but there was no succinct way for me 

to layout the parameters of the workshop space I wanted. In the absence of a preexisting term, I 

coined my own: non-lingual rehearsal.  

A non-lingual rehearsal is an interaction between performers devoid of linguistic 

communication. For the sake of my research I will be using the definition of linguistic as set 

forth by Mairead MacSweeney and Laura-An Petitto. They define linguistic as anything that 

aligns with the “phonological rules of a language (…) used contrastively.” (Husain) For 

something to be used contrastively means that it only functions in one language. Gestures can 

have comparable “levels of linguistic organization” as spoken language but only if they are 

“contrastive” and in accordance with “phonological rules.” (Husain) Contrastive gestures are not 

universal or present in multiple languages. For example, the “peace sign,” as a globally 

recognized symbol that does not belong to any single language, is nonlinguistic by this 

definition. Just because a gesture is non-linguistic does not imply that it does not have meaning. 

On the other hand, just because a gesture is linguistic that does not imply that it has meaning. In 

other words, linguistic and nonlinguistic gestures can be somatic or semantic. Somatic 

expression refers to the psycho-physical realm of feeling. Semantic expression refers to the one-

to-one meaning-based communication. For instance, kissing cheeks is common form of greeting 

in certain cultures (contrastive thus linguistic) and does not necessarily have a specific semantic 

significance (thus somatic). 
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There are in fact four basic categories for gestures as defined by Fatima Husain in her 

2009 article: American Sign Language (which is both linguistic and semantic/meaningful), 

Emblems (non-linguistic yet semantic/meaningful), pseudo-American Sign Language (linguistic 

yet somatic/non-meaningful), and non-linguistic and non-meaningful (NMNL). (Husain)There 

are multiple forms of sign language according to its country of origin. An ASL user from the US 

cannot communicate with a LSF user from France. Sign language is contrastive and thus 

linguistic. It is important to note that Husain was working within an US American context and 

thus addresses American Sign Language specifically. (Husain) 

Husain specifically defines Emblems to be “isolated, stand-alone gestures, not naturally 

occurring as part of a sentence” but that still can be “understood by both signers and non-signers 

within a cultural group.” (Husain) Understanding “within a cultural group” is what Husain 

defines as semantic meaning. (Husain) Gestures like a “thumbs up” or a headshake are in fact 

considered Emblems. They are not words in American Sign Language, no matter how clear their 

meanings are. They have distinct meanings, such as “yes” or “no”, but are not exclusive to a 

single culture. They are not contrastive. They are non-linguistic yet semantic. If a gesture bares 

no specific cultural meaning, then it is considered either pseudo-American Sign language (if it 

still has a linguistic root) or NMNL (if it does not have a linguistic root). (Husain) 

I combine all of these facts to define what I mean by a non-lingual rehearsal. Non-lingual 

rehearsals include any and all nonlinguistic sounds or gestures, whether they are semantic or 

somatic. Any contrastive spoken, written, or signed communication is off of the table for these 

encounters. My practical research consisted of three workshops that were two-hours of 

unmitigated, non-lingual improvisation between performers. For the purpose of my workshops I 

explicitly ruled out official ASL gestures and spoken languages. I tried to leave the decision of 



 

 

6 

 

semantic versus somatic up to my performers. I gave them the general definition of non-lingual 

in my initial instructions (Appendix A) and declined further questions on the matter. I wanted to 

see where they would draw the line between semantic, somatic, and linguistic during the course 

of the workshop. It was ultimately more informative to leave this crucial definition up to the 

performers because their definition of language would tell me a great deal about the role 

language played in their lives and their encounters with the world. I wanted to know the 

relevance of language to them and not how their connections would be shaped by my 

interpretation of language. 

These workshops had no intended product, i.e., a final performance. This was key to their 

success. If I had given a goal to the participants, it would have given a hierarchal mindset into 

the environment. They would have worked on the task until they achieved their goal. They 

would have seen its completion as paramount instead of focusing on their bodies in space. 

Instead of subjecting the working groups to a product-driven thinking, I wanted to encourage a 

“rhizomatic” mindset. The rhizome, as defined by philosopher Gilles Deluze, sets a model of 

non-hierarchical thinking and working where everything is a potential outcome that feeds back 

into the system. (Deluze) There is no correct answer. Or rather, anything and everything is the 

correct answer. (Deluze) This contrasts the traditional hierarchal organization modeled by a tree, 

i.e., with roots down and branches up spreading according to age and size. (Deluze) There was 

no incorrect response to my workshops. I wanted to see what the performers would do when left 

to their own devices in a non-lingual environment. 
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Justification 

In the world of performance, where natural impulses and physical actions are key to the 

art of communication, such methods should take a principle position. Yet over the course of my 

time in the theatre, the majority of rehearsals I have observed, focus on the linguistic and under 

appreciate the non-linguistic interaction between the performers. The typical rehearsal process 

begins with a read through or an exploration of inspirational texts. While it is true that humans 

inherently rely on semantic-linguistic communication to understand their environment, how does 

starting from the text limit our ability to develop the psycho-physical encounter between 

performers? How does it weaken the psycho-physical encounter between audience and the 

performance, especially in a situation where the audience and performers do not speak the same 

language? By limiting our focus to contrastive linguistic communication, which divides cultures 

and people according to language, we compromise our ability to communicate interculturally 

with non-contrastive non-lingual methods. My goal as a theatre practitioner and scholar is to 

bring attention to the non-linguistic forms in creative methodology. Narratives and concepts have 

been the basis for human communication and theatrical performance in major cultures since the 

advent of language itself.  The pressure on verbal communication can inhibit the universal 

human instinct for somatic, psycho-physical, communication and has radically molded the way 

we approach the creative development in performance.  

Some theatre practitioners have already begun to eliminate the semantic sphere of text 

from their work to explore how a deeper appreciation of non-linguistic gestures can inform 

action on stage. In his stagings of Greek tragedies, director Andrei Serban used original ancient 

Greek texts and some Latin and gibberish to break down performance to its linguistic yet non-

meaningful sounds. (Menta) One of his many exercises involved his actors projecting their lines 
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to the walls around them, extending syllables and grinding out consonants to find the tone 

intrinsic to the words. (Menta) These and other activities allowed him to explore the somatic 

meaning contained in sounds and gestures themselves. Serban generated emotions not from the 

literal, semantic meanings of the words but rather the somatic feeling of their sounds. (Menta) 

Serban aimed at fuller theatrical communication by focusing on the sound of the words rather 

than their semantic significance. (Menta) Serban was inspired by his mentor, British director, 

Peter Brook, who underwent a daring anthropological field experiment in Africa with his group 

of actors. Brook wanted to see if human connection could be established through theatre devoid 

of a shared language. Brook and his international conglomeration of actors crossed the Sahara on 

foot, performing in towns across Northern Africa. (Gibson) Their premise was simple; they laid 

out a rug and waited for an audience to gather. An object would be placed in the space (a pair of 

boots was one of the first to be introduced) and the actors were free to improvise around it. These 

“fragmentary improvisations” did not use linguistic gestures or words. (Gibson) By limiting 

themselves to non-linguist gestures and sounds the performers were able to reach multilingual 

audiences of drastically different backgrounds. 

My own work is a variation upon Brook’s work in Africa. The key difference between 

my workshop and Brook’s performances is the absence of an audience. Apart from myself and 

one member of my thesis committee (Dr. Donna Nudd), no one was permitted to observe the 

workshops. That meant that the performers worked exclusively for themselves and each other. 

Instead of exploring the connection between the actors and the audience in non-lingual 

performance as Brook did, my project exclusively explores the connection between the humans 

on the inside of the performance. Within the frame of the non-lingual rehearsal I was able to 

generate great multitudes of information before choosing a point of focus. In the end my 
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focusing question became: How do performers form connections with each other through theatre 

devoid of language? 

By stripping away linguistics and “final products”, the performers were free to explore 

their basic instincts in a non-discursive way. Eyjólfur Kjalar Emilsson defines non-discursive 

thought as non-inferential, true, and certain. It does not search for meaning in its objects but 

rather “possesses” them “all at once.” (Emilsson) Non-discursive works are a sum of their 

“objects” rather than an individual analysis of each part. (Emilsson) Art is by nature non-

discursive. This is partially due to the fact that artists do not have final say over the meaning of 

their work. The final product is always surrendered to the audience. (Emilsson) The creator 

cannot force their audience to see one specific message, meaning, or goal. Each individual 

audience member sees the “product” as a single whole rather than a collection of its distinct 

elements.  

Educational settings are, by contrast, highly goal oriented and discursive. Despite this, 

performance and art are often used as instructional techniques. Total Physical Response, 

interactive conversations, and script writing activities are typical in ESL and EFL classrooms. As 

a certified TEFL instructor and a theatre practitioner, I can vouch for the value of integrating 

performance into the classroom. By encouraging non-discursive techniques within active lessons, 

students can focus on using the new grammar points rather than simply memorizing the new 

material. For example, TPR activities illuminate the student’s need to produce language by 

having them react physically to prompts. For example, a vocabulary based TPR activity could 

involve the teacher calling out parts of the body and the students pointing the correct part of their 

body. This kind of activity allows the student freedom from language while ironically helping 
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them learn language. This activity shows the value of removing language so that foreign 

language learner can be integrated into a new linguistics system by steps.  

By removing linguistics, I hope to examine the emotional essentials of human behavior in 

performance and analyze the way we communicate them through performance. What 

associations do performers build? Which emotions or ideas do they tend to share in group 

rehearsal settings and how do they share them? And above all, what kind of creative work 

becomes available to us in the rehearsal room when we remove linguistic methodology and focus 

on the non-linguistic? By removing language, I can expose the crucial and influential role it 

plays in the creative process, while also pinpointing its limitations. What matters is not whether 

non-lingual rehearsals can create work that would be impossible from within language, but rather 

whether non-lingual rehearsals can produce work comparable to that which we could produce 

with language. If we can produce the same or fuller communicative performances without 

language, why not make the non-lingual a priority? 
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Methodology 

This project included a total of three non-lingual rehearsals (or workshops). The first of 

which took place this April before the summer vacation. I held the last two workshop in July 

after studying abroad in Florence, Italy.  

I sent out instructions to all of the participants a few days in advance of the workshops. 

To see the instructions please see Appendix B and C. I asked the participants to bring personal 

artifacts with them into the rehearsal space and use them in improvisation while depending on 

their somatic (psycho-physical) rather than semantic (narrative- or meaning-based) personal 

memory. The primary rule was that no language could be used in the rehearsal space. I observed 

how this imposed mutual “language barrier” effected the collective creation, and what kind of 

performance resulted from it. The goal was not to create a traditional production or final 

performance but rather to explore the quality of the encounter between the performers. There 

were between 10 and 13 participants in each workshop.  

Each workshop lasted a total of two hours. From the moment the performers entered the 

space they had to abandon spoken, written, and signed language. For the first hour and a half I 

left the performers to their own devices. They “encountered” each other, the objects present in 

the room, and the space itself. After the first hour and a half I circled up the performers and held 

a group discussion. I asked questions about the performers’ experiences within the workshop, 

trying to see how the lack of language affected their interactions. The entire process, from 

recruitment through the performance response, was repeated at total of three times over the 

course of the semester. That meant that I interacted with a different blend of performers each 

week. This let me see how each encounter affected unique groups.  
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My first workshop involved Florida State University students enrolled in the School of 

Theatre. This preliminary workshop established a baseline for my practical work by illustrating 

the types of interaction that could arise in a non-lingual workspace. I chose to work with close 

acquaintances of mine from within the theatre department. They all came from the same academic 

and social circles. Many of them had taken the same performance and theatre classes. I wanted to 

work with performers that I was familiar with for the first workshop because I trusted that they 

would want to actively engage with the workshop while still taking care to work safely I also 

experienced this workshop from the inside during the first workshop. I wanted to understand the 

workshop from the participants’ perspective so that I could tailor the next workshops to facilitate 

participants’ exploration. By running this initial workshop, I was able to eliminate certain 

unnecessary variables, like music and using a video camera as a prop, to streamline future practical 

investigation. I debuted the new process with the Mickee Faust Academy for Really Dramatic Arts 

in July. Following the suggestion of Dr. Donna Nudd, I approached Mickee Faust, a local players 

company, in the hopes that they would be interested in participating in my project. To see the 

recruitment email, go to Appendix B. They were enthusiastic about my proposition. I conducted 

two workshops with them. After the final workshop, I retreated into the analytical stage of my 

research. First I examined each workshop as an isolated event then I looked at the overarching 

similarities and trends between them.  

There were a few key changes between the setup of the workshops as I streamlined my 

process. For the first workshop I was a participant rather than just an observer. Dr. Nudd 

observed the first workshop and took note of critical moments. For the second and third 

workshops I remained to the side and took extensive notes, mainly to focus in on trends in the 

action. Dr. Nudd participated in the second workshop as a performer. The first workshop was set 
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in a rehearsal space on the FSU campus while the last two workshops were in a Mickee Faust 

performance space. In the first workshop I tested out several props or elements that were cut 

from the later workshops. These cut elements included a camera that was used a prop and 

background music (with and without lyrics). See the Practical Research section of this paper for 

full outlines of each workshop.  

During my time abroad I attended several performances that were not only great works of 

contemporary European theatre, but also interesting resources for my project. I saw six theatre 

performances with Fabbrica Europa, the international performance series in Florence. There 

were three dance pieces (R_Esistere, Resistência, and Vivo E Coscienza), a performance 

installation (Following. Strictly Confidential), and a theatrical performance by the Workcenter of 

Jerzy Grotowski and Thomas Richards (The Living Room). I also spent two days with the 

Workcenter in Pontadera, Italy to observe their rehearsal process. With the exception of The 

Living Room, which was performed in multiple languages including English, none of the pieces 

used language I could understand. They were either entirely non-lingual or used Italian as the 

primary language. 

My time abroad in Italy was fantastic exposure to other practical performance research as 

well as an immersive mixed lingual experiences. The ability of all of the pieces to wait through 

the “silent” pauses indicated to me the necessity of “awkwardness” when communicating 

without language. As a result of this observation I forced myself to wait while the performers 

worked through pauses in my workshops. This ultimately generated more interesting interactions 

than intervening. 
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Theoretical Research  

Since I was interested in performance and communication outside of the language I found 

it crucial to research language studies as well as performance scholarship. Stephen Krashen, 

noted linguist, did extensive work on second language acquisition. His lectures and papers on 

language acquisition versus language learning have shaped my belief that performers can form 

connections and communicate relatively complex concepts whether or not they have access to 

language. (Krashen) Krashen’s various studies support the theory that formal grammar teaching 

has limited effectiveness and that communication based teaching is the most effective form of 

language education. This concept was also examined by Deluze in his work on rhizomes. Deluze 

states that the only way to study language is to “decenter” it. (Deluze) By looking at language 

from within language you severely limit and skew your analysis. This is why I chose to remove 

language from my workshops. By examining performer interaction in the absence of language, 

the reliance on linguistics is set in sharp relief. Deluze argued that while hierarchal analysis of 

language can categorize language it is not a “method for the people.” (Deluze) For example, 

while most fluent English speakers can use all 12 tenses they could not sit down and define each 

of the tenses to a foreign language speaker. Our understanding is intrinsic rather than conscious. 

Language is a collective of gestures, mimetics, cognitive elements, and cultural/social 

perspectives. It is rhizomatic in its ability to flex around the needs of each individual using it. To 

think rhizomatically means to think non-hierarchally. One rhizomatic element of language is its 

ability to blend in the border zones, like Spanish and English in the Southwestern USA, and 

incorporate personal phrases and words to accommodate each mode of coding. Each social, 

biological, and economic group has its own sets of signs and symptoms. 
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Terminology that is crucial to my research are Honzl’s definitions of sign and symptom. 

Mimic signs are conscious actions that are socially constructed conventions. Mimic symptoms 

are automatic physical reactions that come organically from within the performer. (Honzl) They 

are not necessarily social conventions. Mimic symptoms can be copied and reproduced 

consciously as mimic signs. (Honzl) All physical action taken by performer on stage or a person 

in real life can be broken down into one of these two types. A director or performer will combine 

these signs and symptoms to signal a specific dramatic situation. (Honzl) For instance, a 

performer will pull a sad face and point at the sky while covering their head as a signal for rain. 

These combinations were ever present in my workshops. Mimic signs tread the line between 

semantic and somatic communication. They were also the most prevalent form of 

communication in the workshops. 

I turned to Elam Keir for enlightenment about the strange interaction the participants had 

with the props in the workshop space. I observed multiple instances of narratives and characters 

being connected to specific props. For instance, one of the participants grabbed a pair of pliers 

and went about the room, terrorizing his fellow performers (#20 under Workshop 3). This 

character persisted for some time until he abandoned the pliers and moved on to a new character. 

There were multiple occurrences of character and narrative manifesting and dissipating 

concurrently with a physical object. Keir proposes that objects on stage, unlike objects in life, do 

not privilege function over significance. (Keir) He gives the example of table on a set for a 

family room. The table’s reference and representation of the family’s social status or culture is 

more important than its ability to fulfill its traditional “utilitarian function” of holding food. 

(Keir) This was proved a dozen times over during my workshops. There were very few instances 

of the props in the room being used for their intended “utilitarian function.” (Keir) The 
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performers preferred objects that they could easily interpret for their own purpose, like the coffee 

cups. They used the physical properties of the object to create significance in the absence of 

language.  

  



 

 

17 

 

Practical Research 

Outline- Workshop 1 (April 25, 2015) 

The week of march 30th I began to recruit students at Florida State University. I collected 

11 students between the ages of 18-21 all of whom had experience in performance as theatre 

students. Most of them were classmates and also acquaintances outside of school. Once I 

confirmed the participants I sent out the following email in Appendix A on April 2, 2015 to give 

them the final instructions for the workshop. 

I received responses from all of the interested participants.  One of them had to back out 

of the workshop so the total number of participants ended up being 10 on the day of the 

workshop. 

I arrived at the workshop location (LAB 7b- 14) at 8:00 am to set up space. The room 

was between 700-1000 square feet and contained a blackboard, several rolling wood cabinets, a 

fireplace, 10 basic plastic school chairs, blue gymnastics’ mats, a trash can, a broom, and 

rehearsal props left over from previous rehearsals (empty alcohol bottles, hair brushes, assorted 

clutter etc.). Everything in the room was available for the participants to use. For my own part, I 

brought a packet of twenty coffee cups, lids, and a puzzle ball (a Perplexus). I rigged a FlipVideo 

camera on top of one of the cabinets in a corner of the room to take archival footage. I played 

instrumental soundtracks as background sound for the workshop. I assorted the chairs loosely so 

they were facing the camera and scattered stacks of cups through the room. Dr. Donna Nudd 

helped me to set up the space and took notes on the workshop. She sat at the far end of the room 

by the door. About 8:40 am participants began to arrive. They waited in the parking lot until the 

workshop began so that they could continue talking. They stood just in range of the door chatting 

in a loose circle. At about 8:55 am I opened the door and instructed them to enter by placing 
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finger over my lips and motioning towards the entry way. The conversation trailed off as the 

participants moved towards the door in twos and threes. The participants placed their bags on the 

edge of the room near the door. They lingered by the door looking around the space. I moved to 

the chairs and sat in one at the front of the group. The other participants watched me. I smiled at 

them widely and swept my hand over the remaining chairs to invite them to sit. They came over. 

Two bounced over enthusiastically and sat. The others walked over to join us. They all stared at 

me, some eyes sparkled eagerly while others were more reserved. 

I turned in my seat to face the others and waved again. They all waved back. I turned to 

face the camera and pointed it out to them. I waved to the camera, some waved and smiled again. 

I turned to face the participants again and I took my right hand as if to say “And now you” (palm 

up, falling to a right angle at the elbow). There was a slight pause and then Participant 7 picked 

up the puzzle ball and began to try figuring out how it works. Two turned to watch him, others 

picked up a stack of cups and split them up. A few took a bit longer to get started. Eventually 

they left their chairs and explored the full space. 

Over the course of the next hour and a half the participants interacted with the space, the 

things in it, and the other people. A few of the key interactions were as follows: 

1. The coffee lids were separated from the cups and used in a myriad of ways. They 

were placed over ears while participants mimed talking to each other. They used 

spare forks to attach them to each other and roll them across the floor. They were 

tossed like Frisbees. They were modeled as ear covers. At one point they were 

positioned as hair buns during a short reenactment of Star Wars. Another time a 

participant clapped two lids together and galloped around the room with two other 

participants as a reference to Monty Python and The Holy Grail. 
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2. Participant #7 brought all of the chairs together in a circle, edge to edge, and sat 

inside.  

3. Participant #7 remained isolated for most of the time. At one time he rolled out 

the wrestling mats and took a nap. When he wasn’t feigning sleep, he spent a lot 

of time trying to solve the puzzle ball, often just sitting in a chair alone. 

Sometimes other participants would watch him play. 

4. Participants began in total silence. Even their actions were relatively quiet. The 

small noises evolved to louder sounds that soon combined and layered into an 

organized rhythm. One participants made an involuntary noise, then clapped their 

mouth shut and glanced towards me before continuing on. Later Participant 10 

began making noises. The others slowly joined in. Participants matched their 

sounds to each other until there were two sets of noises being made as if they 

were on teams 

5. A participant set up a tower of coffee cups and cleared the space in front of them. 

Another participant grabbed the puzzle ball, cradled in his hand like bowling ball, 

and tossed it down the aisle at the cups.  

6. Participants played patty cake, catch, and juggled. 

7. Two of the male participants began a wrestling match on the blue mats. 

8. Four of the female participants and one of the male participants formed a loose 

triangle in the middle room. One of them stood on a chair. They faced the same 

direction. The participant at the front of the group began to move their arms 

deliberately in a lyrical motion. The others behind them followed the movements. 

The movements escalated to bigger whole body movements. They shifted leaders 
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around the group by turning to face a new side of the room. Participant #8 

invaded the space the group was using. He stood in the middle of the group and 

stared down at them. The participants who were mimicking each other froze and 

looked at the invader and raised their eyebrows. One of the participants softly 

motioned for the new comer to clear the area. He walked away and they continued 

their previous activity. 

9. Participants were tossing a coffee cup back and forth when it was intercepted by 

Participant #6 who torn the cup apart. The others dropped their jaws and scoffed 

at him. 

10. Participant #4 spent most of the workshop sitting in a chair, playing with the 

puzzle ball, or watching the action around her. She refrained from making noise 

or initiating activity. 

11. An empty wine bottle became a football in a game of catch. Another time a 

participant cradled the bottle and cooed to it like a baby. Later the same bottle was 

treated as a guitar. 

12. Two of the male participants stepped aside and one got onto his knees to allow the 

other to climb onto his shoulders. Participant #8 looked to another male 

participant and shrugged while pointing to the others as if to say “Do you want to 

try that?” The forth participant shook his head vigorously and Participant #8 

shrugged again before turning to watch the previous actions. 

13. At one point a couple of participants approached the blackboard on the far side of 

the room and began to draw on it. One of them glanced towards the camera and 

then abandoned their activity at the board.  
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14. Participant #10 removed the video camera from its position on the cabinet and 

brought it down to a small huddle of participants. When Participant #10 put them 

in its view and waved for them to look her way, they hesitated then waved back. 

Participant #10 tried to get them to take the camera but they instantly placed it 

facing up on the floor in between their feet. Participant #10 grabbed the mirror 

and held it over the camera. The others wandered away to other activities in the 

room. Participant #10 replaced the camera on the cabinet. 

15. While Participant #7 was lying on the mat, a couple participants gathered around 

him and began to surround him with assorted objects from the room. They 

straddled chairs across him causing #7 to laugh. Participant #1 spotting the burial 

in processes and stepped in. Her eyes were wide and she shook her head “no” 

vigorously. The others continued to pile objects on Participant #7. They laid 

coffee cups all over his body. After they ran out of space to lay the coffee tops, 

there was a pause. Then someone placed a single plastic spoon on his nose. All of 

the participants had gathered to watch by this point. Several of them sat or 

kneeled by his side. Participant #10 began to comb his hair with a plastic fork. 

Participant #10 combed his beard and arms as well. They all stopped and looked 

at him still on the floor and then Participant #9 grabbed a black jacket and placed 

it over his torso and head, concealing his face. A noise from the rehearsal in the 

room adjacent to ours made them all turn their attention to the back wall. 

Participant #6 and #10 went to investigate. They placed their ears on the wall and 

knocked on the stones. 
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16. At one point the music station started to play a commercial, and the instant the 

voice came over the speakers all of the participants began to scream and wail, 

making as much noise as possible to drown it out. 

17. Participants #7 and #10 stood the mat up on its long edge and wrapped it so that it 

was free standing. As soon as the structure was standing #1, #3, and #9 ran inside 

and squatted on the floor. Participant #10 closed the entrance to the fort with a 

chair and began to make threatening grunts at the participants inside while 

whapping her hand with the alcohol bottle like a Billy club. The participants 

sitting inside the mat cowered, clutching their heads and grabbing each other 

while making wailing noises. Participant #7 snuck up to the mat while Participant 

#10 looked away, and freed the participants inside. They ran to the far side of the 

room while Participant #10 pursued them. Participant #7 turned to face Participant 

#10, fists raised and swung a punch at her in slow motion. Participant #10 toppled 

backwards and collapsed on the mat without the punch making contact. 

18. Participant #10 changed the music so that it included lyrics. The first song to 

come on was “Runaround Sue.” The participants formed a conga line and mocked 

partnered swing dances. The next song was to play was “Piano Man” by Elton 

John. Participant #10 had Participant #3 sit in a chair and lay across her lap. 

Participant #3 played Participant #10 like a piano and sang nonsense syllables to 

the tune of the song. The other participant sat and stood in front of her to watch. A 

couple mimed drinking from coffee cups. Others lifted closed fists in to the air (as 

if to hold a lighter or candle) and swayed to the music. 
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19. At about 1 hour and 20 minutes into the workshop all of the participant came to 

rest on the mat. They hummed and yawned. They joined hands. 

20. Participant #8 joined a group sitting in a circle on the floor and spun the alcohol 

bottle. The other participants (#1, #2,#3, #9, and #10) drew back, laughing and 

shaking their heads “no”. Participant #3 shook her head “no” while rubbing her 

throat. Participant #8 shrugged and removed the bottle. 

21. Participant #8 was lifted to the far corned of the room by Participant #9 and #6. 

They laid him on the ground where he lay with his hands folded across his chest 

and eyes closed. The other participants gathered around with their heads bowed. 

They put arms around each other. Some shook their shoulders and covered their 

faces as if they were crying. Participant #7 began to sing “Jingle Bells.” Everyone 

joined in and danced around the Participant #8’s body. 

22. As the hour and a half came to a close, Participant #10 gathered the chairs into a 

circle facing each other and sat. She waited for the others to join her. No sooner 

had they all sat down one of the participants jumps up and began a game of duck 

duck goose. This went on for several rounds before the group came to rest. After 

leading the group in several deep breaths Participant #10 declared the session 

complete. 

 I held a 30-minute discussion following the practical workshop to get feedback and 

impression from the participants.  The workshop ended at 11:00am and we cleared the space. 
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Outline- Workshop 2 (July 11, 2015) 

On July 9th Dr. Donna Nudd, Executive Director of the Mickee Faust Club, sent out an 

email to the Faustkateers of Tallahassee. The Faustkateers are an eclectic group of community 

performers of all ages, races and ability levels.  Dr. Nudd set out the email in Appendix B to 

recruit participants. 

A total of 12 people signed up to participate for the workshop on the July 11th. Five 

participants were between the ages of 18-25, six were between the ages of 40 and 55, and one 

participant was over the age of 65. This included Dr. Donna Nudd who wished to see the 

workshop from the inside this time. I arrived at the workshop location (623 McDonnell Dr, 

Tallahassee, FL 32310) at 10:30 am to set up space. The room contained three 2-foot-high 

platforms, several assorted chairs and stools (one of them rolled), an electrical cord, two traffic 

cones, a broom, and rehearsal props left over from previous rehearsals (empty alcohol bottles, 

needle nose pliers, assorted clutter etc.). Everything in the room was available for the 

participants to use. For my own part, I brought a packet of twenty coffee cups, lids, and a puzzle 

ball (a Perplexus). I rigged a FlipVideo camera to a ladder in a corner of the room to take 

archival footage. I assorted the chairs around the room and scattered stacks of cups and other 

props. Dr. Donna Nudd helped me to set up the space and was actually planning to participate in 

the workshop. About 10:40 am participants began to arrive. They waited in the parking lot until 

the workshop began so that they could continue talking. They stood just in range of the door 

chatting. At about 10:55 am Dr. Nudd indicated that they could enter the room. She instructed 

the participants to stop talking as soon as they entered the room. 
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Workshop 

1. Participants entered the space and sat near the door. Several participants greeted each 

other. Highly physical. Waving hands, wide faces with big smiles 

2. Participant #9 kept a can of soda with him throughout the performance. 

3. Participant #3, grabbed the Velcro paddles that she brought and offered it to the room at 

large. As soon as Participant #6 took hold of the second paddle, participants #9 and #1 

stood up. Participant #9 grabbed a tennis ball from the floor and tossed it to himself. 

Participant #8 grabbed a traffic cone and held it upside-down between her legs, clearly 

asking people to toss the ball into it. 

4. Participants #2, #4, #5, and #10 sat to the side watching the ball tossing between the 

others. 

5. Participant #6 placed a cone on her head and stood in the middle of the room, Participant 

#11 knocked on the cone. #6 lifted the cone and, seeing no one, replaced the cone on her 

head. #11 knocked again. #6 began tapping through the space with the cone on her head. 

Participants #9 and #11 poked softly at her with a broom and their fingers before edging 

out of the way. #6 placed her palms on #8’s back. They shuffled around the space in this 

way. #3 placed her fingertips on #6 back and followed as well. The train broke and #6 

was positioned in the center of a small circle. #6 placed her hands in the hair and face of 

#1. She felt her features, they hug and swayed. #1 sat #6 down and lifted the cone from 

her head. 

6. Participant #7 took a rag and began to clean under participants’ armpits on the side lines. 

7. Participants #2 put her hands to her head forming horns and charged Participant #7. #7 

held a rag for her to charge.  
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8. Participant #9 and #11 both took a moment to play with the puzzle ball. They sat on the 

side of the action by themselves. 

9. Participants #2, #7, and #8 began to kick a coffee cap across the floor between the three 

of them. 

10. Participant #10 moved two stools on the raised platform and gathered a stack of coffee 

cups. He stacked the cups on top of the taller stool and sat on the shorter stool. He formed 

a pyramid of cups. 

a. This all happened in the first 5 minutes. 

11. Participant #5 roved around the room to collect coffee lids, and then laid them in a 

perimeter around the action. 

12. Participant #7 snuck up to #10 and collapsed his pyramid of cups. After she left, he 

returned to making his pyramid. 

13. Participants #2, #4, and #6 joined hands and pressed their feet together in the middle of 

their circle, much like taking a step in mid-air. They passed a coffee cap between them, 

gripping it with their toes. 

14. Participant #1 took a moment to stretch her back and swing her arms back. 

15. Participant #10 retreated to the staircase with his cups to build pyramids. Participant #7 

followed shortly after him. He held a hand up to her and she returned to floor level. #7 

glanced back at #10 and grinned. She picked up a tennis ball and jiggled it in her hand, 

eying #10. She tossed the ball at him and destroyed his pyramid. She laughed and he 

tossed cups down at her in retaliation. 
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16. #9 held a cup over his ear and looked to #1 pointedly. She grabbed a cup and held it to 

her ear. They pressed the cups together and listened. #1 jumped back and slammed her 

hands to her hips, scandalized. #9 dropped his hands too.  

a. This was 10 minutes in. 

17. #6 got onto the far right platform and gingerly slid her foot into one of the traffic cones. 

She used a second cone to support her. She began a single person kick line. The others 

gathered in front of the platform to watch her. #8 joined her on the platform and kicked as 

well. #3 stood to the left of the platform on a raised step, she also joined in the kick line. 

#1 joined in from the floor. #9 began clicking his fingers in rhythm. When the kicking 

fell out of sync the group fell apart.  

18. #7 sat in a rolling chair. #2 began to swing her in the chair and pushed her to the middle 

of the room. #6 grabbed the chair and spun #7 around while #7 went limp in the chair. #1 

and 9 joined in and adjusted her arms so that she would not slip free. They pushed her to 

the wall and pulled her slowly to the ground. They grabbed her arms and legs and lifted 

her into the bathroom. The others waved to her as they shut the bathroom door on her. By 

the time they had moved her to the floor all of the participants were watching them. # 7 

reentered the room and bowed to the others while the others clapped. She presented 

herself with her arms raised and head lifted. #9 dropped to the floor and bowed to her. 

They all bowed to #7. #8 poked #7’s shoulder investigatively. #7 swatted her away. #4 

poked her from the other side. #9 threatened #8 with a broom. 

19. #10 began to circle the group placing cups on the other participants’ heads. As soon as 

the cup was placed on them they stood or sat very still. 
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20. #11 found a pair of needle nose pliers and began snapping them in front of his face with 

an evil grin on his face. #1 held cups over her breasts and shimmed up to the others, 

provocatively. #11 pointed the pliers toward her and pinched a hold of one of the cups. #1 

tossed her hands high and spread her face in a silent scream.  

21. At about 15 minutes in #8 began singing or moaning through a traffic cone.  

22. #9 used a traffic cone as a spy glass. 

23. #6 sat in a chair by the bathroom and stuffed tissues all over her body, in her ears, mouth, 

and hair. #3 and #11 watched her.  

24. At about 16 minutes in #9 and #1 began building a monument out of the traffic cones and 

a broom. 

25. #2, #7, and #10 placed cups over their hands and began stopping and clapping their cups 

together in a layered rhythm. #8 began to shake the puzzle ball and step in time. #3 

banged her soda can on a metal chair. #6 stood up, still covered in tissues and began to 

dance hesitantly, waving her tissues up and down. They moved toward the monument 

and began to raise their hands towards it. 

26. Participants found an electrical cord and began jumping rope. When people stopped 

coming to jump, participant #4 grabbed the end of the cord and wound it around her 

body. #12 spun into her from the other end of the cable. #4 broke free of the cable and  #6 

draped the rest of the cable over #12’s shoulders and tied her wrist. #7 placed a Velcro 

pad on #12’s head and vibrated it. #12 shook violently as if she was being electrocuted. 

#6 unplugged the cord ends and the vibration stopped. They repeated this process three 

times. 
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27. #9 sat in the swivel chair and #8 pushed him around the room while he pretended to 

drive. They collected other participants on to his lap before they all toppled to the floor. 

28. #6 broke a stool. They all began pointing fingers and blaming each other for the accident. 

They all turned on #6, surrounding her until she gave in. 

29. #1 and #9 began waltzing around the room to the beat of #6, #7, and #12 pounding on 

stools. #11 stabbed the broom on the floor in rhythm. The “musicians” proceeded around 

the room. #8 made a “wawawawa” sound. #1 danced at the back of the group. 

30. Participant #6 and #7 fell to the floor and flailed their limbs in the air.  The others 

gathered chairs around them. #11 threw caps at them then grabbed a broom and stirred 

the air above the “pot.” #7 escaped and proffered a broom to #6 and pulled her free. 

31. #7 braided #10’s hair. #4 joined in. 

32. #3 brought out a tray of chocolates and offered them to the other participants. 

33. #8 roved around the room in the swivel chair sweeping aside debris. #2 stole the broom 

from her and strutted with a cone on her head. #8 cried into #6’s stomach. #12 ducked to 

check on #8. Others began to take photos with invisible cameras like #2 was a model. 

The other’s poked and prodded #8 while she cried. #7 held the traffic cones over her 

breasts and went over to #6. #6 lifted her head and seized one of the cones and placed her 

mouth on it. #7 tried to pull away but #6 wouldn’t let go. #7 raised her eyebrows in panic. 

34. #6 used the cable to cordon off a corner of the room. #8 joined her in warding off in #9. 

35. #9 turned down the lights so that the participants were plunged into darkness. All of them 

began to make screeching and yowling noises. Some howled. #11 pulled out a small 

flashlight. When the light hit the painting of the T-rex on the back wall the participants 
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screamed. #11 turned the lights back on and crowed like a rooster. #9 laughed and the 

others clapped. The yowling continued minimally after the light returned. 

36. At the end of the hour and 30 minutes I gathered the chairs in a circle and sat in the 

middle of the room. The other participants migrated towards me and sat. They played 

duck duck goose in the same way the participants in the first workshop did. 

37. Eventually the action paused and I began the group discussion.   
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Outline- Workshop 3 (July 15, 2015) 

The third workshop, scheduled for the Wednesday July 15th from 7:00-9:00 pm in the 

Adelaide Schnittman Hall, recruited 11 participants from the email sent out by Dr. Donna Nudd 

to the Mickee Faust Players on the July 9th. Three participants were between the ages of 18-25, 

two were between 30 and 45, two were between the ages of 45 and 55, and three participants 

were between 55 and 65. The room was organized in the same manner as it was for the workshop 

on July 11th. There were three 2-foot-high platforms, several assorted chairs and stools (one of 

them rolled), an electrical cord, two traffic cones, a broom, and rehearsal props left over from 

previous rehearsals (empty alcohol bottles, needle nose pliers, assorted clutter etc.). I brought a 

packet of twenty coffee cups, lids, and a puzzle ball (a Perplexus). I rigged a FlipVideo camera 

to the side of a ladder in a corner of the room to take archival footage. I assorted the chairs 

around the room and scattered stacks of cups and other props.   

The participants were met at the door by Dr. Nudd before they entered to give them brief 

instructions. They were told that the workshop would start from the moment that they entered the 

room. The workshop proceeded as follows: 

 

1. The group entered in ones and twos and began to fill in the space. Participant #2 

extended her hand towards the room and raised her eyebrows at me as if to say, “We 

can go anywhere?” I nodded and she proceeded to motion the others into the room.  

2. Participant #1 went straight for the puzzle ball and sat down on a platform to play 

with it. The others explored the space timidly with their hands close to their sides, 

shrugging at each other. #6 began to sweep a corner of the room. 
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3. #7 picked up a ball and began to toss it between her hands experimentally. #3 started 

throwing balls at #4 who responded by trying to catch them in the stacks of cups she 

had picked up. Eventually others started tossing stray Ping-Pong balls for her to 

catch. #9 started to offer water and and snacks that he had brought to the workshop.  

4. #2 fanned #8 with her hand fan. Once #8 moved on, #2 moved around the group 

fanning the others before taking the puzzle ball offered to her. #2 kept her fan with 

her for the rest of the workshop. 

5. They sat in a loose group tossing Ping-Pong balls and stacking cups. #8 and #5 stood 

up when the balls started to bounce out of reach.  

6. #6 began teaching two others “The Cup Song” made popular by the movie Pitch 

Perfect. #2, #3, and #10 looked on as she modeled the games. This later devolved into 

a game of “tea time.” Then they began trying to toss the ping-pongs into their cups. 

Then they covered their ears with the cups. They later returned to practicing “The 

Cup Song” game. Later #6 picked up two cups and placed them rim to rim with a ball 

in the middle. She shook the cups over her shoulder with two hands like a bartender. 

She then poured the ball out for the others to “drink.” They toasted and “drank.” 

7. On the platform, #8 began trying to play baseball by hitting a Ping-Pong with a 

broom. 

8. #2 used a cup to place a ball on the top of a traffic cone. She then batted the ball away 

with her fan as if she was playing tee-ball. Then she replaced the ball on the cone and 

began tapping the sides of the cone trying to rumble the ball off of the traffic cone. 

9. At about 11 minutes into the workshop #3 began to create a figure on the platform out 

of a traffic cone with a broom sticking out of the top. It should be noted that this 
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figure was very similar to the one created in the previous workshop. #8 joined in her 

efforts by placing balls and other small objects in the bristles of the broom. #2 joined 

in as well. #11 wandered and watched them work for a while. They arranged chairs in 

front of the platform, creating an aisle leading to the figure. Several participants sat in 

the chairs as #5 took to the platform to add Ping-Pong balls in the broom. All of the 

participants turned to watch her work. #2 went onto the platform and shimmied, the 

others clapped quietly. She threw her hands to the sky and struck a few poses. She 

tossed her hair and smiled. She paused then did a mild tap number and the others 

dispersed.  

10. #4 stayed in her original spot on the floor and continued to stack cones on her own. 

11. The participants took a traffic cone and placed it on their heads then held it to their 

ears. 

12. #8 brandished a cone at #3. #3 considered her and then looked at the other cone 

nearby. She picked it up and matched #8’s stance with the cone but would not attack. 

She raised the cone and tried to place it on the head of #8. She then lowered it to the 

floor. #8 straddled her cone between her thighs with the wide end toward the front. 

She thrusts her hips in a sexual motion. #10 took the cone from her and held it over 

his groin with the point out. He raised his hand as if to say, “See, this is the correct 

way.” #8 took the cone back and placed it back as it was before between her legs. She 

then handed #10 the other cone and he held it in the phallic position from earlier. 

They brought the cones together between them in a pseudo sexual act. Later the two 

cones were held to #8’s chest over her breasts. She laughed and then put the cones 
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down. She did a short impersonation of Madonna with peace signs in response to #3’s 

prompting. 

13. #6 mounted the platform and removed the broom from the traffic cone. She raised the 

broom high and pointed magisterially at the others beckoning them towards her. They 

approached one at time and she christened them with her broom. #6 spread her arms 

wide so that #7 padded down them down. #4 ran up and fixed a black plastic leaf into 

#6’s hair before retreating off the platform. #6 broke character with a shimmy, kick, 

and smile. She dropped the broom and exited the platform. 

14. #8 demonstrated a short dance combination to #3. At first she did the whole 

combination and then showed each step individually while #3 mimicked her 

movements. The others watched from the side then slowly fell into line beside the 

first two to learn the dance. Some participants never left the sidelines. They finished 

the dance and #8 saluted them as they break off. 

15. The participants began to stretch (touching their toes, breathing in and raising their 

arms before swan diving to their toes again). All of the participants joined in the 

breathing until they moved on to a more challenging yoga combination that involved 

getting to the ground (the morning salutation). 

16. #1 laid on her stomach with her feet in the air. The others copied her position. #8 

remained standing with her arms akimbo. #6 jumped back to her feet and mirrored #8. 

Others alternated between the two positions. #3 sat cross legged and created a 

clapping beat on the floor. Others added their rhythm to hers by stomping and 

smacking the floor. They tapped chairs with tools and banged the broom on the floor. 

#8 started to sway and stomp to the beat, letting her hair fall in her eyes. 
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17. #8 grabbed the box of cookies and offered it to each of the others by holding it under 

their chins for inspection. To deny the cookies the participants raised a hand to chest 

height and shook it left to right, palm facing out. 

18. #10 stood at the edge of the circle and raised his hands to attract the attention of the 

others. Once they were all looking at him, he pinched a Ping-Pong ball between his 

forefinger and thumb and showed it to the others. He then juggled the ball in one 

hand. He then added a second ball to the pattern. Then he stood on one leg and 

attempted to juggle without falling. He was not very steady. The others clapped. 

19. For a moment, #10 picked up a folding chair and held it defensively between himself 

and #11. #11 raised his hands in the shape of claws. 

20. They played a game of limbo with a broom handle. Each person put on a show of 

difficulty, frustration, or indifference just before ducking under the broom. 

21. Numbers #6 and #2 took hold of an extension cord and punched a coffee cup onto the 

plugs at both ends. They stretched the cord to opposite ends of the room and held the 

cups to their ears or mouth as if having a conversation on the phone. They then 

started arching the cable in wide circles like a jump rope. The others watch on the 

sideline before jumping in. They took turns jumping rope. 

22. #6 grabbed the broom and, with her eyes closed, she began to tap around the room. 

The others scooted out of her path. She eventually tagged #8. She handed her the 

broom and #8 started to search the room until she tagged someone. This game 

continued for some while. 

23. About 45 minutes into the workshop the participants began a game of duck duck 

goose. To indicate who the “goose” was the runner tapped their head faster than the 
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others. This was not a perfect system because sometimes the distinction was not great 

enough between the two taps. 

24. The participants set up a game of Double-Dutch around an arrangement of cups on 

the floor. Each player jumped through the course in a slightly different pattern. 

25. About 1 hour into the workshop, #8 began to sing. She egged the others to join in. 

Soon they were all singing along and clapping (they used nonsense syllables rather 

than the actual lyrics. 

26. Suddenly, #8 raised a finger in the air and gathered the others together in line, all 

facing the same way. They all linked arms and started to attempt a kick line. They 

followed until #8 broke ranks and then they gave up on the kicks. 

27. #6 ran up on the platform with the broom and stuck it in the top of the traffic cone. 

She body rolled around the make shift pole while the others watched. She bowed 

clumsily and took pantomimed money from the others. She existed the platform and 

left the center of attention. 

28. Two participants raised their arms in the air, creating an arch between them. #1 and 

#10 passed under the arch, holding hands while the others clapped. They waved 

goodbye to the others. After a pause, #1 cradled her arms as is holding a baby and 

offered it to #10. He recoiled confused. #6 stuck her head in to the crux of #1’s arms 

and started to cry. They passed the baby between them, unsure what to do. They were 

bewildered. 

29. The participants formed a loose circle and began to pat their thighs and shrug in 

rhythm. They then began to dance the Macarena.  



 

 

37 

 

30. They tossed an imaginary object between them. Each person physicalized the object 

as a slightly different size, shape, or weight. 

31. Participants chased each other around the space. They held their hands like claws and 

screeched as they ran after the victims. 

32. The participants spent the last ten minutes of the workshop trying to organize a line 

dance. Participant #8 took the lead and modeled the dance once. She pushed people 

into formation and gestured them along. The others followed her instruction but they 

were too rushed to do the dance correctly. They stepped foreword when directly but 

continually turned to Participant #8 for more information. 

33. At the end of the hour and half, I stood and moved toward the participants with my 

chair. They immediately stopped what they were doing and gathered chairs into a 

circle for the discussion. 
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Conclusion 

Entering the analytical side of this project was like diving into an ocean of disconnected 

and unquantified data. Even though I tried my best to note all of the crucial moments from the 

workshops, the task of perfectly capturing them on paper was ultimately impossible. First of all, 

there was simply too much information. From the second I began to write I had to filter and sift, 

choosing which moments were “important.” This bias is doubled because I then had to describe 

these visceral non-linguistic moments in “objective” linguistic terms. Every word colors the 

events in my subjective voice. Even so, I tried to be as “objective” as possible. By being plainly 

objective however I found that my words were not describing the events in an effective manner. 

Either I was subjective and able to paint a vivid image or I was objective and unable to explain 

the nuance or effect of the moments. This was a conflict throughout my thesis as I transitioned 

from observation to analysis. I chose to focus on the methods of communication that the 

performers used in the rehearsal but there were other elements of the rehearsals that struck me as 

important that I will discuss at the end.  

Eliminating linguistic communication forced the performers to find new methods of 

communication. The primary option all of the actors initially turned to was the physical material 

in the room. Props and their bodies acted as sign amplifiers. Characters and narratives were 

connected with specific props. They used props to signal information to their fellow performers. 

The objects flexed to the needs of the performers. Their utilitarian function was pushed aside for 

their potential significances. A cable became a jump rope and an electric shock therapy tool. A 

broom became a sign of a neat freak or the center piece for a ritual monument. These actions 

strongly reflected Keir‘s predictions about the role of objects on stage. (Keir) One major 

difference from Keir’s theory however was that the characters and narratives also conformed to 
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the restrictions of props. Without language as a means of supporting their stories, the performers 

had to rely of physical objects to sustain messages. If an object did not lend itself to a specific 

role intrinsically, the performers were less likely to use it for that improvisation. They were also 

inspired by the physical properties of the objects. That is why the same objects were often used 

in similar ways across the different workshops, such as the cups being stacked or wrapping 

people in the cable.  

Mimic signs were the dominant form of communication in the workshops. They became 

the primary form of emotive communication. The performers pulled faces and overdramatized 

their movements to demonstrate character and feelings.  The performers created recognizable 

tropes, motifs, and stereotypes using combinations of signifying objects and mimic signs. The 

mimic signs communicated emotion while the objects set the parameters of the scene or 

interaction. 

Emblems were primarily used for communicating basic information. For example, “yes” 

or “no” were demonstrated with a shake of the head, while a wave greeted another character. 

However, Emblems were ineffective when it came to demonstrating character. None of the actor 

ever tried to communicate character with just a repeated thumbs up or down. Subjective 

emotions and characters were left to mimic signs, and the performers only used Emblems to give 

objective information. 

Mimic symptoms were not a primary mode of active communication. The performers of 

course sent unconscious signals throughout the workshop, as we do in daily life, but they never 

used symptoms to actively convey information. Without language, the performers began to filter 

out unconscious symptoms from the signs that were being used to actively communicate. 

Symptoms give power to their observer not their possessor. The possessor (the one displaying 
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symptoms of emotion) is not choosing to show his or her emotion, but does so unconsciously and 

unintentionally. The observer (one who sees the symptom) on the other hand can choose whether 

or not to recognize a symptom and react to it. He or she can give the unintentional symptom 

agency. The observer has power because he or she has the power of choice. In a scene, the 

observer may be another actor on stage but the possessor can also observe him/herself and 

change an unconscious symptom to a conscious sign. This means that the actor is responsible for 

recognizing unconscious physical symptoms and choosing whether or not to they should have 

influence on the action of the stage. For example, if an actor begins to shiver while performing a 

scene in a cold theatre he or she can either choose to incorporate the unconscious physical 

symptom into their intentional signals or they can ignore it. If the scene is set on a beach it may 

be a better idea to repress that particular symptom. If the actor were to find him/herself sweating 

in the same beach scene he or she would be remiss to ignore that natural bodily reaction.  The job 

of the actor is to filter the already present unconscious symptoms around them. He or she should 

only generate conscious and inauthentic signs as a last resort.  

In addition to the methods of communication in the rehearsal there were several trends 

within the workshops that struck me as interesting but I feel require more research to decipher 

full. Nevertheless, I feel that these observations are worth mentioning.  

In the non-lingual space there was a clear reduction of narrative length and back-story. 

“Fragmentary improvisation” was the preferred form for most of the performers. (Gibson) 

However several longer form narratives did present themselves (the burial ceremony in the first 

workshop, for example, #15). I was a participant in that particular improvisation and can attest to 

the fact that that there were few moments in the workshop as intimate or impactful. These longer 

narratives required more familiarity and trust between the performers. To sustain the moments, 
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they had to be willing to stay connected and present. They could not disconnect or retreat 

because the narrative would die. This was easier to do among a tight nit group with a lot of 

history. I suspect that long form improvisations could be used in rehearsal to expose performers 

to deeper forms of intimacy in rehearsal. 

The performers also tended to rely on highly recognizable and simplistic stereotypes and 

references. It is important to note that very few of these stereotypes were negatively charged. 

They simply were. These clichés or stock narratives and characters were very useful to my 

research because they indicated key patterns and trends in performer behavior. The more the 

narrative showed up the more deeply ingrained it was in the performers’ culture. Depending 

upon the demographics of the workshop, performers had more or less in common. Participants 

that were close in age shared more source material (drinking games for the younger participants, 

for instance). The more common the cliché the more people could understand it. Sex and 

childhood games (like Duck-Duck-Goose or sexual mimicry) were consistently used as source 

material for the improvisations. This is because they are such basic shared experiences. Actors 

commented in discussions that the workshops felt like “adult playtime.” By removing language, 

the actors instinctually turned to a time in their pasts where language was less dominate, the 

animalistic stages of childhood and basic human interactions (sex, aggression, kindness).  

One participant said that she felt herself choosing to either be “sweet” or “sour.” If she 

chose to participate in the scene her basic choice was whether to be an antagonist or a 

protagonist. She could be “sweet” to the others or make their lives hell.  On a basic level, it 

seemed that there were in fact two decision made by every participant each time they 

encountered a new improvisation, object, or person. Their first choice was whether to engage or 

not. If they chose to engage, they then were faced with the options of “sweet” or “sour.” For 



 

 

42 

 

example, if a Participant 1 was stuffing tissues into a box as if trying to steal them right under 

Participant 2’s nose, Participant 2 could simply observe the situation and not engage or join the 

game. If Participant 2 joined the game, he or she could choose to either stop Participant 1 from 

stealing tissues or help them steal the tissues. It is crucial to note that a binary like “sweet/sour”, 

while helpful, can also be limiting. I use the terms “sweet” and “sour” to indicate the two 

extremes of a spectrum. They are broad classifications. Between the two “tastes” there will be a 

myriad of flavors that lean toward one pole or another depending upon the actor’s intention. For 

instance, what if the Participant 2 chose to serenade the tissues making it difficult for Participant 

1 to steal them? Participant 2 may not have intended to impede Participant 2’s efforts but they 

are still acting antagonistically towards them. Would this be “sweet” or “sour”?  

 Each participant was also faced with a similar decision each time they encountered a new 

object. They could pick up a coffee cup and turn it into a rocket, they could crush it, or they 

could walk away after looking at it. These choices appeared multiple times for each 

improvisation. The participants were never bound to the choices they made. A performer could 

go from “sweet” to “sour” or choose to disengage from a scene at any time. These decisions were 

always accompanied by a conscious sign from the performer making the decision. The 

“sweet/sour” dichotomy is thought provoking but not the ideal method for discussing acting. It is 

much too simplistic and could stifle the actor’s creativity if they were given those terms 

rehearsal. However, it is interesting that the participants classified their interactions in this way. 

It was an effective way to streamline communication and simplify the improvisation process. I 

suspect that these interactions would become more complex overtime if the rehearsals were 

repeated with the same performers and they would eventually abandon this system of thought. 
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Appendix A: Instructions - Workshop 1 (April 25, 2015) 

Hello Performer,  

 

Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this performance based research workshop.  

 

This workshop will not require public performance (however Dr. Nude will be observing the 

process) and participants are only required to attend a single two-hour session.  

 

This workshop is examining the absence of Semantic (meaning based) Language in performance. 

The only rule of the workshop is that no written, spoken, or signed language can be used for the 

duration of the encounter. Our encounter begins the moment you arrive at the rehearsal space and 

ends around 10:30am at which point we will discuss our experience.  

 

Date and Time of the Workshop:  

Saturday March 4th, 2015  

LAB 7b- 14 (a.k.a The Kitchen)  

502 South Copeland Street  

9:00am-11:00am (please arrive early so we can begin promptly)  

 

Things to Bring:  

-clothes suited to physical movement (devoid of text)  

-interactive personal items (optional, devoid of text)  

-water/snacks  

-communication devices must be off for the duration of the workshop.  

 

If you have any questions or concerns, please email me directly.  

 

Thank you once again for participating. I look forward to seeing you on March 4th. Please 

respond to this message to confirm that you are going to attend.  

 

Sincerely,  

Ellen Boener 
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Appendix B: Interest Email- Workshops (July 11 & 15, 2015) 

Subject: FREE workshop (sign up today!) 

From: Donna Marie Nudd  

To: Faust Cast <faustcast@yahoogroups.com>;Boener, Ellen; 

 ...  

Wed 7/8/2015 7:04 AM 

 

Hey ho, Faustkateers, 

 

Just a reminder, if you are interested in this FREE workshop, please let me know by noon, 

tomorrow, Thursday. 

 

So far, we have 14 interested --five registered for Saturday workshop, four registered for 

Wednesday workshop, four who could make both times (so I'll schedule them tomorrow), and 

another one who couldn't make either but would be interested if a third option becomes 

available.   

 

Each "Non-verbal Play" workshop is limited to 12 participants.  So we still have room for each 

day/time.  Logistics and description again below.  

 

Saturday Workshop, July 11, from 11-1 pm, Adelaide Schnittman Hall. 

Wednesday Workshop, July 15, from 7-9 pm. Adelaide Schnittman Hall.  
 

"This workshop explores language based communication by removing it. Participant will enter a 

"play" space in which no semantic, meaning based, language can be used and work with their 

fellows to communicate and "play." The workshop will last about 2 hours and include a talk back 

session. We are looking for people with all levels of experience who are willing to put their best 

foot forward and simply see what happens." 

 

If you graciously said you could make either date/time, I'll let you know tomorrow evening. 

 

Yours in Faust, 

Donna 

 

 

--  

Donna Marie Nudd 

Professor, School of Communication, Florida State University 

Executive Director, Mickee Faust Academy for the ReallyDramatic Arts 

dmnudd@gmail.com 
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Appendix C: Instructions- Workshops 1 & 2 (July 11 & 15, 2015) 

Hello Performer, 

 

Thank you again for agreeing to participate in this performance based research workshop. 

 

This workshop will not require public performance and participants are only required to attend a 

single two-hour session. 

 

This workshop is examining the absence of Semantic (meaning based) Language in performance.  

 

The only rule of the workshop is that no written, spoken, or signed language can be used for the 

duration of the encounter. Our encounter begins the moment you enter the doors of the Adelaide 

Schnittman Hall and the non-verbal play finishes up around 12:30pm at which point we will 

spend the last half hour discussing our experience. (Please arrive early so we can begin 

promptly) 

 

Things to Bring: 

-clothes suited to physical movement (devoid of text) 

-interactive personal items (optional, devoid of text, example: Cups, ball, chair etc.) 

-water/snacks 

 

FYI: 

-communication devices must be off for the duration of the workshop. 

 

Thank you once again for participating. I look forward to seeing you at the workshop.  

 

Sincerely, 

Ellen Boener 
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