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ABSTRACT

THE MEANING OF MOVEMENT ON
THE CONTEMPORARY AMERICAN STAGE

by John C. Hurd

In spite of the opinion and evidence that movement
makes a far stronger impression on an audience than either
static pictures or sound, there seems to be insufficlent
use of meaningful movement on the American stage today.

The purposes of this study, then, are first to rediscover
the heritage and the present state of theatrical knowledge
and opinion about the meaning of stage movement, and second
to derive principles and methods for taking advantage of
stage movement's powerful potential.

The sources studied are primarily writers and prac-
titloners from the theatre. They include certain selected
well-known and influential authors in the flelds of stage
direction, motion pictures, television, dance, and pantomime.
The observations of the authors chosen are inductively com-
plled and compared according to subject, and, wherever
possible, harmonized to produce opinion norms of stage move-
ment meaning. Additional principles and illustrations are

derived deductively from the norms in order to complete any
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gaps in the classifications.

The data from stage directing sources include such
subjects as composition, plcturlzation, gross blockilng,
fine movement of pantomime and business, the relation of
movement to script lines, and the roles of audience pre-
disposition and aesthetic or psychical distance in the
reception of movement communication. The addlitional data
derived from related theatrical sources by direct adaptation,
by abstraction, and by analogy include such subjects as
camera shots and montage sequences, live television's
immediacy and spontaneity, dance choreography, and con-
ventional and symptomatic pantomime. All the data compiled
and harmonized result in blocking, pantomime, and business
principles and practices that are relatively consistent
with each other and with the sources studled.

A system 1s developed by the study that classifies the
movement meanings into four basic categories: abstraction,
mimesis, metaphor, and symbol. They refer respectively to
meaning derived from formal or aesthetic elements in com--
position, from imitation of natural and cultural body
movement, from borrowing movement 1n the culture analogi-
cally, and from conventionalized movement sign language.

The major findings of the study are three-fold. First,
many directors, to convey meaning, depend upon the still

Plcture and words to the extent that the existing knowledge
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of movement is rarely used to anywhere near its potential;
however, a great many of movement's meanings derived from
the cultural and theatrical heritage, and illustrated in
the study, are already avallable to the stage director.

Second, few 1f any investigations made 1n a theatre
during a performance have tested directly what a theatre
audience understands stage movement either to mean by it-
self or to contribute to script meanings; hence, a great
deal of what 1s known and practiced, compiled by this
study into norms, can be profitably subjected to controlled
testing to discover wherein the meanings 1lie.

Third, even the movement oriented director seems to be
restricted to what is currently practiced or to what is
sclentifically discoverable about present stage movement
meanings, but if he wlll accept the role of creative
artist as described by the study he can to some extent
supplement the known and the discoverable by creating new
movement meanings; he can, by association and familiari-
zatlon, both enlarge and enrich the present meanings
wtil they may eventually reach the proportions of a com-

Plete language of stage movement.
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INTRODUCTION

I. AREA OF INTEREST OF THE STUDY

The central concern of this study 1s to investigate
the meaning of gross movement on the American stage today.
By gross movement is meant the larger pattern that is
usually referred to as blocking. However, gross movement
cannot be studied with accuracy unless 1ts relationship
with fine movement is also investigated. Gross movement is
Intimately related to, and sometimes indistinguishable from,
fine movement, or what is usually referred to as pantomime,
gesture, physical characterization, or business. The
relationship seems to be organic in that blocking may derive
from character movement, and pantomime may be a refined and
detalled treatment of the blocking. Both kinds of movement
may derive directly from the script or derive from the
director's experience and merely be consistent with the
Script. Therefore » the study of the ground covering moves
that are gross movement must include some attention to the
moves that are fine.

The meaning of gross movement is also inextricably
related to the meaning of the still picture. Not only do
the compositional principles of a still picture apply to the
°OMposition of the stage picture in motion, but actual still
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pictures on stage may be an lntegral part of the gross move-
ment pattern. For this reason composition and picturization,
primarily the meaning of still picture composition, need to
be Included in a study of the meaning of movement.

Gross stage movement also bears definite relationships
to, and in many instances borrows directly from, movement in
other flelds of study. The closest related flelds, chore—‘
graphy and motion plcture direction, therefore, are to be
compared with stage movement. All three arts have a common
heritage and indeed use each others' principles, art forms,
and personnel in combination regularly. Practitioners in
one field often practice in the other two as well. For
this reason some comparison of the movement principles of
dance, pantomime, and film with those of theatre can be of
speclal value to the theatre director, both to harmonize
their concepts with his and to gain value from their special
findings derived from the common heritage. Also, because
many directors, choreographers, and pantomimists depend so
heavily on them, some attention must be paid to the
psychologists' contribution to the meaning of gross move-~

ment on stage.

A. Area of Interest in Part One of the Study

The first part of the study is devoted to evolving
norms of movement meaning directly from the field of theatre,

to discover what the present state of opinion and knowledge
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among certailn acknowledgedand influential theatre authorities
1s concerning the meaning of stage movement.

The purpoée will be to correlate, to extend, and to
apply the norms in order to derive conslistent theories based
on those norms. The primary sources used for the norms will
be, in alphabetical order, the published play production and
direction texts of Curtis Canfleld, Alexander Dean, John
Dietrich, John Dolman, Samuel Selden, and Milton Smith.
Secondary sources include nineteen other texts and over twice
that many individual authorities. Their contribution 1is
largely to provide corroboration for, or minority dissent
from, the primary sources chosen.

The method of the first part 1s primarily inductive.
Data 1s collected and correlated by subjects from each of
the pertinent sources. In every case the dataare summarized
rather than quoted in order to present the kernel of the
1dea on each subject and to present that ides for easy
comparison, in the same order and form as 1ts corollary
ldea. Once the data are brought together comparisons are
made, harmonization is attempted, and conclusions are drawn
in an informally deductive method. The attempt is to draw
principles directly from the data or to deduce principles
that are consistent with the data.

The content of the first part of the study is divided
into five chapters. The first chapter discusses how meaning

may communicate, i1f indeed it can, both apart from and within
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the context of a play production; the chapter includes the
setting up of a system of classiflcation to guide the
ordering of the data. The second chapter compiles opinion
concerning the abstract sources of meaning, composition,
and picturization. Elements of composition are covered
under the categories of mass, line, form, balance, emphasis,
and rhythm. The third chapter deals with the principles of
movement in the context of production, including the normal
phases of plotting that movement, while the fourth chapter
covers the actual plotting of that movement in context.
Under the category of movement 1n context are discussed the
meanings contributed by the director's addition of mimetic,
metaphoric, and symbolic movement (terms with special mean-
ings for this study), as well as the meanings contributed to
movement by the context of the play.

The fifth chapter compares opinions on what the audilence
contributes to the meaning of movement. Such problems as
how the audience views, the nature of empathy, audience pre-
disposition, and aesthetic distance are discussed.

Part one is restricted to oplnions from theatre
authorities and comments by the author of the study. The
norms of meaning of movement on stage derlved thereby are
then available for comparison with the flindings from related

flelds,
B. Area of Interest in Part Two of the Study

Part two 1s devoted to comparing the formulated norms

and theories to, and refining them in the light of, opinions



from related sources.

The purpose of the comparlson 1s to enlarge theatre's
movement language through borrowing and adapting principles
espoused by influential writers in other movement flelds.
The sources include authorities from the film art, including
Sergel Eisenstein, authorities from the dance art, including
choreographer Doris Humphries, and authorities from the
pantomime field, including Francols Delsarte. A few
psychologists who have opinions directly bearing on a
language of movement for the stage are also added to the
study.

The method of part two, as with part one, 1is primarily
inductive and deductive, but also analogical. The study
correlates the norms from the theatre sources with whatever
is found pertinent in the related sources, extends the norms
lmaginatively into further principles, and adapts new
principles to theatre use both directly and by the process
of analogy. This process grows out of the metaphorical
relationship of one kind of movement with another and
results, of course, not in proven or even logically certain
principles, but in concepts that are analogically suggestive.
The concepts still need testing both by controlled experiment
and in stage production in order to find out just what 1is
communicated and how.

The content of part two 1s divided into two chapters,
the borrowings from the screen art and the borrowings from

Sources that use, or study, movement without speech,
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including psychology, dance, and pantomime. Chapter one
adapts screen techniques of 1lndividual camera shots, mon-
tages, and the connotations of the screen frame, as well
as the contributions of live television, both directly and
analogically to the stage. It 1lncludes a speclal challenge
to the director to use the analogical method.

Chapter two, movement without speech, adapts certain
empathic psychological principles, meanings derived from
choreography, and meanings derived from pantomime to the
dramatic stage. Especlally noted 1s the strong influence
of Delsarte, as an early clinical observer of behavior, on
the dance and pantomime fields, and the lack of contemporary
clinical study on the language of movement to advance his
beginnings.

Part two completes the comparison of sources for the
derivation of norms and principles. The section on
psychology is admittedly weak for certain specific reasons:
first, because the primary purpose of the paper 1is to ex-
plore the performing arts for the discovery of a unified
approach to current theatre movement meanings; second,
because the primary methods are deductive, inductive, and
analogical rather than clinical or statlstical. The only
purpose for including psychologists in the study 1s to show
from what sources certain theatre practitioners derive their
information and concepts. Ultimately the search among

psychological and statistical studlies 1in the field is not
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very rewarding for this study. To make existing related
studles really pertinent to the language of gross movement

on stage, they, too, would have to be adapted by analogy.
C. Area of Interest in Part Three of the Study

Part three 1s concerned with the possibilities and
problems in developling a language of movement for the stage.
Its purpose 1s to explore the area of more dynamlc meanings
for stage movement and to lnvestigate some of the problems
of audience reception of those meanings. The sources are
the principles and data already employed in parts one and
two of the study and the conjectures of the author of the
study. The method remains largely deductlon and extension
by analogy.

Chapter one focuses on more dynamic movement meanings
In both the abstract and concrete categories. More exciting
movement composition is sought through the principles of
flow and phrase and by the use of balance in time as well
as in space. More dynamic meaning of movement 1n the play
context is sought through certaln speclal applications of
the three kinds of meaning: mimetlc, metaphoric, and
Symbolic. The attempt is made to find human principles,
metaphors, and symbols that contain movement, derive from
movement, and will produce meaningful movement on stage.

Chapter two focuses on the limltatlons and assets of
certain special problems in communicating to an audience.

Aesthetic and psychial dlstance are compared, communication
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1s declared to be an essential ingredlent of expression,

and the director 1s challenged to free himself from the role

of interpreter and to take up the role of creator.
D. Expected Values of the Study

The values of this study are hoped to be two fold: to
provide the director with workable stage movement principles
and to suggest directions the creative director may take
toward increasing the communication possibilities of his
stage movement.

It becomes clear in this study that most of the commonly
accepted opinions of the meaning of movement on stage are
based on long theatre practice, on analogy, on quasi-
psychology, and on culturally accepted symbols; there has
been 1ittle attempt in theatre to give movement meanings any
objective validity. However, this 1s not to undervalue the
study. The theories and principles of movement presented in
this study are most of the logical possibilities implied or
Suggested by America's heritage and current practice in the
meaning of stage movement. The concepts derlve from the
funded knowledge of a representative group of authorities.
The principles therefore should be practical and workable,
because they are based on current practice. However, these
theories make no claim to certainty or even to tested
probability. They may, however, provide principles that

are well worth testing, as well as practicing, lnasmuch as
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they represent the best the performing arts can produce,
short of that same testing.

It 1s the surmise of thls study that meaning 1is
communicated by movement in the way 1in which the funded
experience suggests. It 1s the primary Jjob of testing to
discover exactly what element in a total context of movement
on stage communicates what feeling or ldea to what audience
under what circumstances. At present the kernel of meaning
is probably buried, in many instances, in a husk of un-
necessary convention.

On the other hand, thls study means to point out that
meanings change through usage, and directors can be instru-
mental in making these changes, in creating meanings of
movements through the process of assoclilation and familiar-
1zation, and not merely in discovering what meanings are
already communicated.

The director who accepts the challenge to be a creator
can start by leaning on hls heritage in order to obtain more
exact, more complete, and deeper meanings for his current
uses of stage movement. He may be challenged to keep more
careful and complete control over that movement realizing
what powerful potential it has. He may then extend his
language of movement by direct or analogical application of
movement princlples. Finally he may also wish to conduct
controlled experiments with the princlples derived from

this study, to clear away the debris of non-meaning, and to
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discover exactly whereln meaning lies. In accepting this
challenge the creatlive director may use this study as a
springboard toward restoring to theatre a more significant

use of 1ts unique quality: expressive movement.




PART I
ESTABLISHING A NORM OF MOVEMENT PRINCIPLES
AND MEANINGS



CHAPTER 1
HOW MOVEMENT MAY HAVE MEANING

A, Introduction

Opinions about if and how movement can have meaning
cover a wide range. From the authors chosen for this study
there 1s general agreement that to some extent movement can
communicate meaning, but agreement is not so general con-
cerning how that meaning 1s communicated. Part of the

problem encountered is that the authors consulted do not

use the same terminology or methods. It has been necessary,

therefore, for this study to create a system of classifi-
cation to refléct as closély as possible the mutual intent
of the authors. The system 1s entirely original with this
study although the category names are in common usage, to
Some extent, by the authors studied. However, to serve the
purposes of classification better, each category name has
been given both a more inclusive and a more exclusive mean-
ing than that of any of the chosen authors.

In establishing norms of movement meaning as derived
from certain authoritative and widely used texts on direct-
ing, 1t 1s first necessary to discover to what extent the
¢hosen authors feel movement can have meaning, and then to
derive the system of classification into which those
feanings can fit.

12
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B. Can Picture and Movement Have Meaning?

1. An Opinion Poll of Representative Authors

All authors agree to two basic assumptions: (1) the
stage plcture and movement when carefully designed are
capable of telling the story of the play, and (2) the stage
plcture and movement ought so to functlon. Most authors
expand this assumption to say that unconsclously, to some
extent, all positions and moves have meanings to audilences

and so the director 1s obligated to try to select the moves

that are appropriate to the script. Some even proclaim

that most of the movement and picture meanings can be known.
However, what these plctures and moves actually mean is
usually only hinted at, 1n the broadest of terms, by the
authors. The point is that there is much more general
agreement concerning the obllgatlon of the director to give
meaning to his blocking than there 1s agreement, or even
statement, concerning what the blocking means. To 1llustrate
the point here are some representative oplnions as to
whether or not movement has meaning on stage:

A. K. Boyd feels that every stage movement must create
a positive effect, o help to express the speech, character
or mood of the scene; a move 1s not made merely to avoig
stagnation; further, a move must have meaning in itself R

not merely result in a desirable grouping.l Herschel Bricker

lAlt‘z'ed Kenneth Boyd, The Technique of Pla Production
(London: G, G. Harrap and Company, fgd-, 193%), pp. 75-81
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suggests that the director must plan all moves and stage
plctures 1n advance to insure that each will have mea.nflng.2
Gilmor Brown seems to feel that movement has a definite
function in attention getting but that the meaning largely
resides 1n the grouping of the actors between movements;
however, movements have certain qualities, such as strength,
that can support the verbal play.3

Canfield feels that the initial placement of characters
wlll give expression to the characters' relatlonship to
each other; the audience will connect the initial placement
of characters with the placement of characters at the end
of a scene, or movement, and will see a progression or
change in relationship as told by the changed picture; the
audlence should be able to follow the meanings of a play by
sight alone; though Canfileld is not so sure that stage areas
or moves have inherent meanings.u However, his faith in
the potential meaning of the stage picture is intact, for
he feels that the director's craft 1s mainly to make certain

that the Juxtaposition of characters reveals what the

characters are to each other.5

%Herschel Leonard Bricker ged.) Our Theatre Today
(New York: Samuel French, 1953), pp. 199-245.

3Gilmore Brown and Alice Garwood, General Principles
J?:Il' Play Production (New York: Samuel French, 19477, pPp.

aCurtis Canfield, The Craft of Play Directin New
York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, n.d.;, pp. 130-165.

Ibid., p. 166.
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To Dean, picturization is the placing of characters
to suggest the mental and emotional attitudes they have
toward one another. If the placing is done successfully,
the nature of the dramatic situation willl be revealed with-
out the necessity of dialogue or movemeni:.6 His is the
most highly developed (and probably also the least
susceptible of the authors consulted to general agreement)
system for the meaning of blocklng.

Dolman states that the purpose of movement should be
assoclated or at least consistent with the main purpose of
the play. He implies that speciflc moves can have meanings
independent of the rest of the context. Good movements
simplify and clarify the script, and some moving compositions
may have meaning only when seen in their full sequence;
1solated or static moments in a movement sequence may be
meaningless. 7

Drummond feels that movement on stage consists of a
Series of meaningful tableaux connected by moving transi-
tions.8 His view, though over simplifled when compared
with that of Dean, Smith, Canfield and others, 1is sti1ll

6Alexander Dean, Fundamentals of Play Direction (New
York: PFarrar & Rinehart, Inc., 1941), p. 203.

7John Dolman, Jr., The Art of Play Production (New
York: Harper & Brothers, 1946), pp. 113-1106.

BAlexander Magnus Drummond, A Manual of Pla Production
(Newlisfork: New York State College of Agriculture, 1937),
pp. .
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substantlally the theory most emphasized by all the authors
studied.

Hewltt feels the actor should achleve a continuously
changing pattern of movement designed to express the
character and thought of the play.9 Hopkins says that
every movement on stage should mean something.lo Arthur
Krows feels that movement should be restricted to what is
vitally necessary to change the stage plctures or to carry
actors on or off the stage,ll whereas most of the basic
texts suggest that movement can be much more valuable when
specilally designed to help interpret the words of the play.

Selden feels that one function of movement is to trans-
late into outer form what is usually only felt as an inner
response.12 In general hls entire book 1s an exposition of
how he feels blocking movement affects audiences or
communicates to them.

C. B. Purdom also feels that movement can and presumably
ought to be in keeping with character and can be planned in
relation to the situation of the play;l3 whlle he also
feels that grouping and moves should contribute to the

IBarnard Hewitt, et al., Play Production, Theo
& Practice (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1952), p. 363.

10srthur Hopkins, How's Your Second Act? (New York:
Samuel French, 1931), p. 15.

nArthur Edwin Krows, Play Production in America (New
York: H. Holt & Company, 1§I'61§, pp. 63-65.

12samue1 Selden, The Stage in Action (New York: F.S.
Crofts & Company, 1941), p. 93.
13chariles Benjamin Purdom, Producing Plays (3rd ed.)
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interpretation of the play.14

2. Implications of the Poll

We can see from thls compilation that there 1s general

(though not unanimous) agreement among the theorists and
directors of the theatre that both the grouping and the
movement of actors on stage can and should have meaning to

support a script. However, the writers who give specific

principles and examples of what composition or specific

movements actually convey are few. For most of the authors

studied there seems to exist a faith that movement has

meaning; for a few there ls an acceptance of meaning from

only subjective proof.

However, there are two basic implications drawn from
the cited opinions: First, that there 1is, or can be, some
definite, decipherable language of plcture and movement that
generally communicates to the average audlence; and second,
that movement and picture must be able to have meaning in
themselves, apart from the words of a script.

The second implication needs some clarification. If
stage movement contributes no meaning all its own to a
total context of a play there would be no point in speaking
of choosing movement that is appropriate to the script. If
the context of the play, largely given meaning by the words

(London: J. M. Dent & Sons, Ltd., 1951), p. 80.

44win C. White, Problems of Acting and Play Production
(London: Sir Isaac Putnam & sons, Ltd., 1939), p. 1i4.
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of the play, gives to movement all the meaning it has, then

any movement would be as appropriate in the context as any

other movement. The movement in 1tself would be neutral

until the context told the audience what the movement
meant. By saylng that movement does contrlbute meaning to
the context of the play the chosen authors imply, then, that
movement does have some lndependent meaning to contribute,
It 1s the task of this study, then, first to try to

discover according to the authors chosen the meanings that
still picture and movement have in themselves, both as
abstract compositions and as parts of non-verbal contexts,

and then to determine how they can help to interpret a

seript, that 1s, what additlonal meaning they can bring to
a verbal and scenic context.

C. Ways Movement and Picture May Communicate Meaning:

Abstract and Concrete. A System of Classification

l. Meaning of Abstract Formal Elements: Composition

and Picturization
Abstract compositional elements, such as mass, line,

form, balance, emphasis, and rhythm, seem to convey mean-

ings to an audience. No doubt these elements originally

acquired meanings by associlation with, or abstraction from,
other contexts known to the audience; however, the result

Seems to be that meanings now seem to lnhere in the abstract

elements themselves.
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In directing a play the director must select com-
positional elements to fit his concept of the themes, moods,
and situations of the script. In order to choose he must
have some concepts of what meanings those compositional
elements will contribute to the context of the play.

This meaning aspect to composition will be called picturi-
zation,

Composition, then, will be considered the subject of
the abstract formal elements of design and their formal
relationships; whereas picturlzation will be considered the
subject of the meanings communicated to an audience by the
abstract formal elements and their relationships.

It can already be seen, from the realization that
formal elements probably originally galned meaning from
contexts, that some overlapping is bound to occur in the

categories of abstract and concrete meanings.

2, Meaning of Concrete Contextual Elements: Mimesis,

Metaphor, and 1 Symbol

Movements that require actors 1n the context of a
stage in order to have meaning seem to derive from certain
relationships: those between actor and actor, between actor
and stage, and between actor and audience. These relation-
ships include posture, direction of facing, and relationship
to stage setting as well as to all the abstract elements of

composition.
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In a sense all of the meanings derived from contexts
are symbolic, in that they stand for something other than
themselves, something that 1s usually in real 1life off the
stage. But the way in which these symbolic moves communi-
cate seems to fit into three categories: mimesis, metaphor,
and symbol. Although all modes seem to be 1n some sense
symbolic, the term "symbol" will be retained for the third
category.

a) Mimesis Defined.--First a plcture or move may mean

itself. Strictly speaking the plcture or move involves an
actor who 1s in a position, or moves in a way, that 1s
supposed to resemble what a real person would do were he
in the situation the play represents. This category, called
plot movement by Canfield, necessary movement by Smith, and
variously, essentlal, dramatic psychological, and script
movement by others, 1s that which directly expresses what
1s necessary to the furthering of the plot. For example,
walking to open the door and to let in an entering character
or sitting down because one 1s crippled, are classified in
this category. Strictly speaking these moves and positions
are a language. They do convey meaning of a non-verbal
variety. They signify more than themselves. They are
8ymbols in that they stand for real moves that would really
be made in similar circumstances in real 1life. Hence, they
are the closest moves possible to the real in art.

Why should this point be made? Because, as most

authors agree, no stage move 1s identical to a real 1life
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move, All are at least somewhat distorted if only to make
perfectly clear, across the physical distance to the
audience, what the real move would be like. So even the
simplest "realistic" movement can be seen to be part of a
language where the move stands for something other than
itself.

b) Metaphor Defined.~-Second, a picture or move may

have an analogical relationshlp to some other movement
already known to the audience. The way the stage plcture
borrows meaning from its analog this study calls metaphor.

The authors studied feel that meaning can be borrowed
in a variety of ways to depict both the psychological
nature of characters and the thematic nature of the play.
For example, all the authors agree that actor positions may
indicate affinity for, or opposition between, characters on
stage. Such meaning is variously described as social,
psychological, or symbolic. The inner or outer emotional
state of affinity, or the verbal context of affinity, is
depicted by character proximity. Similarly, inner opposition
1s depicted by wider separation between characters. Carry-
ing this over into movement, physical approach is supposed
to signify a mental attitude of approach and a physical
withdrawal similarly a mental attitude of retreat.

Selden adds to what this study calls the metaphorical
classification two more basic moves: rising and lowering,

or moving with and against gravity. By analogy, the moves
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can mean triumph or submission, overcoming or being over-
come.]'5 Posltlions in metaphor may depict the state of
beilng overcome or of having overcome. The category of
this meaning, depicting inner emotional states through outer
movement, 18 a level of meaning different from mimesis. The
outer form symbollizes the inner attitude; the move or
position stands for the felt relationship. This kind of
meaning is metaphorical because 1t 1s dependent upon a
ratio: of doubtful accuracy--A is to Bas C 1s to D. As
the mind 1s to the felt attitude, the body is to the physical
move, If the mind feels attraction the body moves closer.

Smith adds another variety to what the study calls
metaphor. His terms are symbolic move or symbolic position:.l6
He calls the process translating the psychological-indivi-
dual and the emotional ideas of a scene into physical
sltuations. Translating the "idea" of the scene into
movement is really the second subdivision of metaphorical
movement. The first subdivision concerns the outer
depiction of inner psychological states; Smith's primarily
concerns the outer deplction of ldeas in the play. Often
the two modes overlap. To 1llustrate, Smith lists oppo-
sition, intervention, siding, enmeshing, and pounding. If

two characters are in psychological opposition to each other

15se1den, op. eit., p. 276.

16M11t0n Myers Smith, Play Production (New York:
Appleton-Century Company, 197%), p. 101.
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they move apart and stand in physical opposition to each
other; similarly 1f two ldeas of contrasting themes are in
opposition to each other the characters or groups repre-
senting the conflicting ildeas may move apart and stand
opposed. Opposition 1s closely related to the previously
mentioned aftinity, or advance and retreat.

A character separating two fighters or lovers verbally
may also do 1t physically, deplcting intervention; a
character changing his mind may change sides and stand with
the character with whom he 1s now 1n agreement. These
metaphors can be extended to include a pacing move for
mental vaclllation; a static center position for indecision,
and a hiding movement behind the character he sides with if
cover 1s needed.

Enmeshing, or surrounding, would be appropriate for
elther a group antagonism or a group reverence for an
individual. The body postures, the quality of the moves,
and the context should clarify the specific purpose of the
enmeshing while pounding is a sort of thrust and retreat
move, not unlike fencing.

The dangers of such relationships in the language of
picture and movement is that an audience may not be able to
read back into the move what was its origlinal metaphor.
Whenever a metaphor is employed, without a context, an

audience member may pick his own metaphor by which to read

the move. Obviously then several other factors must be
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present in a move to give it more specific meaning. 1In
general, the way in which the move 1s made, the accompany-
ing business, and ultimately the plot situation may serve
to clarify the metaphor.

For now these examples are sufficient to define the
category. The analogical relationship 1s the important
element that separates metaphor from other modes of
movement meaning.

¢) Symbol Defined.--Third, a plcture or move may stand

directly for another symbol, word, or verbal concept, If a
movement has such a specific meaning of a verbal sort the
movement would be, 1n effect, part of a sign language. Hula
dancing movement, Noh and Kabukl movement, Balinese movement,
deaf and dumb sign language, and certain accepted symbols in
some American modern dance are examples from this category.
Since there does not appear to be an American theatrical
slgn language this third category may have to remain largely
empty except as the director borrows from the dance or
derlves or creates new symbols that may only hold meaning
for one particular production. The category of the literal
symbol is the ultimate in movement meanlng and seems to this
study to complete possibilities for the meaning of movement
in the context of the play.

3. Use of Abstract and Concrete Ways of Communicating

by Picture and Movement

a) Movement to Support.--A director's stage movement
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may support, strengthen, enrich, or underline the surface
verbal meanings of the script. The movement may have meaning
through mimesis, metaphor, or symbol, but the meaning of
the movement 1s elther the same as, or positively related
to, the meaning of the words of the script. In such a case
the words and moves combine to provide a single unified
meaning. The movement supports the words.

b) Movement to Contrast.--A stage movement may con-

trast with the surface verbal meanings of the script. Again
the movement may derlive 1ts meaning through mimesis, metaphor,
or symbol, but the movement meaning will contradict, or some-
how be negatively related to, the surface meaning of the
words of the script. Such a move can be called contrasting
or contrapuntal. Its purpose can be to editorialize upon
the words, to make a comment, rather than directly to support
them, or it can be actually to deny the meanings of the
words., The contrapuntal move can be used where the inner
state, either psychological or thematic, contrasts with the
outer verbal form. As an example, the words may sound
serene while the character is disturbed. In such a case,
the words may sound like an advance but the move can be a
retreat. The words may say, "I'm on your side," but the
positions can show opposition.

The contrapuntal move can be useful in both comic and
ironic situations, but for such a contrapuntal use of
movement and position to work, 1t 1s essential that non-

verbal communication can be in fact posslible; that moves can
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have meanings apart from a verbal context.
D. Conclusion: Summary of Ways of Meaning

All forms of movement and pilcture communication
discussed by the authors studied seem to be encompassed in
the four categories mentioned: abstraction (picturization),
mimesis, metaphor, and symbol. Whatever can be communi-
cated apart from words seems to be done by a movement elther
that partakes of certain abstract, formal deslign elements,
that stands for a movement in real 1life, that 1s derived
from a metaphor, or that is part of a specilal sign language.
Of course there are all degrees of distortion from nature
and elaborate extensions of metaphor to produce both
conventionalized and esoterlic styles, but the same basic

categories of meaning seem to apply throughout.



.
1}
el
Rl
[
L
-




CHAPTER II
COMPOSITION AND PICTURIZATION: ABSTRACT SOURCES
OF MOVEMENT MEANING

Chapter one has suggested the ways in which movement
and picture may communicate meaning. The first of those
ways 1s through the abstract, formal elements of design,
in other words through plcturization, the meaning aspect
to composition.

In general terminology and concepts of composition
there seems to be a falrly wide area of agreement among the
principal writers in the fleld of play direction and
production. Whereas the actual meanling of some of these
compositional elements gilves rise to most of the more
Interesting differences of opinion.

In many instances cited the elements under consider-
atlon were considered by the authors studled primarily as
attributes of the still picture. It is thls study's
contention, corroborated in due time, that most of the
compositional elements can be attributes of the moving as
well as the still picture.

First this chapter will present extended definitions
of composition and pilcturization, and then compile the
opinlons of the authors concernlng analysls and meaning of
the compositional elements.

27
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A. Composition and Picturlization Defined

1. Composition Defined

According to Alexander Dean composition 1s a term
that should be reserved to refer to the structure or
ordering of principles of the stage picture or movement
and not to the meaning or communication values.l Compo-
sitional elements of the still and moving picture then
will include mass, line, balance, form, emphasis, and
sequence.

Still other elements of composition are the spatial-
temporal qualities. They include primarily rhythm, tempo,
and sequence, elements that differentiate a time and space
art like theatre and a time-art like music from a merely
space art such as painting, even though the latter may use
time terminology in a nonliteral sense. The techniques of
combining these elements into a stage picture, both still
and moving, and the elements themselves as the tools of

design, comprise the subject of composition.

2, Picturization Defined

c. _ricturizatlion Defined
Picturization, again Dean's term, refers to the

creation of stage pictures and movement for the purpose of

communicating meaning. It 1s the process of using com-

positional elements for the purposes of meaning rather

1Dean, op. ¢it., p. 137.
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than merely for some inherently pleasing effect. In
plcturization the meaning of the compositional elements
becomes important along with such elements as strength,
weakness, focus, symbol, lmage, assoclation, and phrasing.

The category of plcturization, as well as composition,
Dean uses primarily, though not exclusively, to analyze the
8till picture. For thls reason many applications of these
principles to movement must be taken from other sources or

originated by this study.

B. Composition Elements Analyzed and Defined
According to the Authorities Compared

1. Deriving a List of Composition Elements

The first task of the director who 1s planning to
move a play 1s to discover what tools and techniques of
composition he has at hls disposal. These fall 1nto
categories that are generally agreed upon by most of the
represented authors. Dean writes of line, mass, and form,2
as well as emphasis, stabllity, sequence and balance.3
Dietrich writes of unity, variety, coherence, contrast,
balance and emphasis.4 He also includes in the term com-
positlon the additional connotation of the meaning of the
composition; in effect, he combines Dean's composition and

pleturization into the one term. The term includes the

——

°Ibid., p. 197. 31bid., p. 137.

450tn E. Dletrich, Play Direction (New York: Prentice-
Hall, 1953), p. 98.
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"artistic and meaningful arrangement of characters upon a
stage."5 The conceptual basis for the two authors is, how-
ever, very simlilar. They both agree that the meaning of the
composition 1s primary.6

Dietrich also includes in compositlion, rhythm, grace,
harmony, contrast and subordination,7 while Dolman writes
of balance, proportion, harmony, and grace.8 Smith writes
about balance, emphasls, and variety.9 It can be seen that
the same terminology for compositional elements keeps
recurring in all the works studled with only minor differ-
ences in definition of terms; this study proposes the
following 1ist to include all the elements suggested: mass,
line, form, balance, emphasis, and rhythm.

The next task is to determine what these elements are,
trying to avoid for the present the temptation to discuss
what they do, or what they mean. First are the categories
of elements (mass and line) and second are the categories
of arrangement of those elements (form, balance, emphasis,
and rhythm). "Rhythm", except as it 1is found as "sequence"
in the still picture, will be excluded untll a special

section on moving composition.

5;9;9., p. 92. 6EEE§:
7L§1Q., p. 103.

8o1man, op. cit., p. 69.

Ismith, op. cit., p. 98.
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2. Mass in Composition

According to Dean, mass 1s the element of composition
that glves the effect of weight.lo Mass may appear light
or heavy, delicate or gross, large or small. Mass also
glves the effect of size. Of course on stage, as else-
where, the size of a mass 1s a function of contrasting
masses, A large mass 1s such only in relation to a smaller
mass. A heavy mass 1s only such in relation to a light one.

The effect of mass may be attained by several
categories of elements. Color, number, groupling, and stabil-
ity contribute as much to mass as does contrast. Bright
colors may activate an area or grouping such that the
grouping assumes more lmportance in a picture and has more
welght. Mass with a broad base of support can create the
feeling of stability and add a serenity or security to a
mass. Large mass may be created by close groupings of
actors, small mass by separating out individual actors
from the group. And of course scenic elements can create
mass, though they are not of central concern to this study.
Ultimately, mass 1s a function of contrast. A welght 1s
the most heavy or 1light on stage to the extent that 1t
contrasts with another weight on stage that 1s lighter

or heavier.

10Dean, op. cit., p. 198.
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3. Line 1n Composition

The next compositional element is line. It 1is deflned
by Smith as the pattern made by outlines or edges or where
colors come together.l1 Dean adds the 1dea that mass and
line together determine form and shape.l2 Where two
masses meet, where an enclosed mass borders on a background,
where the outer edge of a shape is seen, including the
shape of an arrangement of actors or the shape of scenery
and furniture, there are formed lines in a composition.
These lines have certain categorical characteristics that
are useful in stage movement design. A straight and a
curved line are the basic types and may appear in many
combinations for different compositions. The straight may
be horlzontal, vertical, or diagonal; it may be almost 1n
1solation or in obvious contrast to another line. If
straight lines meet, angles and jagged lines will result;
a straight line may be complete and continuous or broken.
The curved line generally may be a segment of a circle or
a segment of an irregular curve such as an ellipse, hyper-
bola or parabola.

Smith (and others) point out, that lines may also be
formed in time as well as in space by the pattern of move-

ment traced upon the stage by an actor.13 The action may

snith, op. cit., p. 45.
12pean, op. eit., p. 194.
13sm1th, _0_2. -c__j-_‘t_o, po u5°
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describe a curved or straight line, a jagged line, or, in
conjunction with scenery or fellow actors, provide a pattern
of intersecting lines. It 1is lmportant to point out this
means of providing line through movement because 1t is the
beginning of relating principles of still plcture composi-
tion to a less developed area in the basic texts studied,

moving pilcture composition.

4, Form in Composition

When mass 1s bounded by line shape the result 1is form.
Many forms of mass and line, or slze and shape, may be
grouped or patterned together on stage. The overall stage
pattern can be called the form of the composition. The
main components of the stage composition are the forms of
the emphatic elements and the relatively unused space.

a) Types of Forms.--Dean discusses the overall stage

forms as symmetrical or asymmetrical, deep or shallow, and
compact or diffused.l’

Symmetrical and asymmetrical form will be discussed
later under types of balance. Suffice 1t to mention here
that types of balance are attributes of form.

The deep form is one that uses a large portion of the
up-to-down stage space, a shallow form uses relatively
little up-to-down stage space. The compact form refers to
the grouping that allows for relatively slight space

between actors. Dean intimates it usually results in an

On——

Ypean, op. eit., p. 200.
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unstable composition because it does not have a broad base
and because 1t 1s usually grouped 1ln one segment of the
stage. The diffused form has relatively large spaces
between actors and employs a relatively large portion of
the stage. This study suggests that a stage form may be
classified by selecting a polnt anywhere along the continuum
suggested by each palr of variables., Such a combination
might yleld a form of stage composition that was, for
instance, almost symmetrical, relatively deep, and some-
what diffused.

b) Coherence in Form or Sequence.--Dietrich mentions

coherence as an attribute that forms should have,l5
Coherence refers largely to the space relationship between
characters on stage, as well as between characters and
scenic elements. Dean suggests that such coherence can be
achlieved by a form of spatial (or static) rhythm. This
spatial rhythm he calls sequence.16 In effect, the spaces
that separate characters or scenic elements follow some
scheme of units. Spaces are all multiples or divisions
of some basic unit, similar to the module used by
architects. This rhythm of spaces helps to provide a coher-
ence or a sense of all belonging together.

Another basic method of producing coherence 1s

through body position and facing. In brief, the positions

lsnietPiCh, 22. -Q_Lb.o’ po 99'
16pean, op. cit., p. 184,
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of actors, and the direction in which they look will, as

in good palnting, lead the eye around the composition and
then back to some emphatic point.

5. Balance in Cbmposition

Next are the composlitional elements that deal with
the arrangement of form in space and time, starting with
balance. There are two varieties of interest to this
study: actual physical balance and aesthetlic, or apparent

balance.

a) Actual Physical Balance.--Balance may be variously

defined as a state of equilibrium, inertia at rest, or
equal and opposlte forces or masses. It 1s perhaps as
well expressed analoglically by Samuel Selden as any,
though all the texts use the same basic metaphor variously
called the teeter-totter, see-saw, or fulcrum and lever
principle.l7 The basic physics formula 1s weight times
distance equals welght times distance as explailned by
Dietrich.l8 vVery simply, the principle in physics is that
the weight on one side of a fulcrum multiplied by the
distance from the fulcrum is equal to the welght on the
other side of the fulerum multiplied by its distance from
the fulerum. In practice this means that the farther a
welght is from the fulcrum the lighter 1t must be to

balance a weight on the other side of the fulcrum.

17Se1den, op. cit., p. 153.
18D1etrich, op. cit., p. 100,
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In general there are two balanced design types: sym-
metrical and asymmetrical; and two kinds of ways of achiev-
ing the balance: by actual, physical mass, and by the
impression of importance or the impression of mass. The
design types are derived by considering the center of the
stage to be the fulcrum. If the right side is a mirror
Image of the left the stage is in perfect symmetrical
balance. If one side is obviously not identical with the
other but both sides balance, the stage is in asymmetrical

balance.

b) Aesthetic, or Apparent, Balance.--Perhaps of more

dramatic significance than actual physical balance is the
impression of balance. Dean calls this the difference
between physical and aesthetic balance. 1In Dean's
terminology, aesthetic balance is achieved by weight
derived from emphasis.lg Dietrich refers to it as the
difference between physical and psychological balance.

To Dietrich the latter refers to the equilibrium of

contending forces. 20

There may be two different principles involved here.
In one, weight is given by arrangement; in the other,
weight is given by the context of the play. Since this
section deals with compositional elements it is best to

Put off a discussion of psychological weights until

19Dean, op. cit., p. 189.

*Optetrich, op. cit., p. 102.
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plcturization. Aesthetic welght, however, can exlist in
pure pattern apart from context. A bright color may
"weigh" more than a dark, even though the latter is part
of a larger mass. A color or shape that contrasts sharply
with its background may also "welgh" more than a larger
mass that does not contrast as sharply with 1ts background.
Contrasting shapes, line patterns, "busy" compositions may
all "welgh" more than less internally contrasting masses,
Warm colors may welgh more than cool.
l-Apparent Stabillity. Stable as opposed to unstable masses
may weigh in different senses. Dean feels a mass that
appears top heavy may appear unstable and hence have a
potential for movement, have a more exciting appearance
than a mass that is bottom heavy, or stable.?l For this
reason for balance a top heavy mass may "welgh" more than
a bottom heavy mass. However, psychological weight may
well involve different principles though with similar
results. The psychologically stable mass (such as a group
of satisfied, resting characters) appears heavy 1in the
sense of dull, complacent, or unmoving but probably will
not weigh heavily in the stage balance. It does not have
the weight of potential.
2-Apparent Weight of Moving and Static Masses. Another

aspect of apparent balance concerns the relative welght of

21Dean, '_2. Cit., p. 177’
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moving and static masses or characters. According to
Dietrich, the dynamic or emphatlc character may outweigh
the static character.22 However, it still remalns to
decide to what extent the moving character 1s dynamic and
emphatic. To declde with any accuracy the subject of
emphasls must first be discussed; but suffice it to say at
this point that movement attracts the eye and generally may,
under certaln circumstances, create more weight for
aesthetlc balance than no movement; however, the moving
character may also be psychologlcally weaker than the
stable character and possibly "weigh" less, though attract-
ing the eye more.
3-Apparent Balance in Time. When movement 1is introduced
into the problem of balance the fileld 1s open to conjecture.
One fairly consistent principle seems to involve a balance
that is achieved in time rather than in space alone.
Canfleld speaks of scenes progressing from one stage area
to another with a special area set aside for a particular
scene, 23 Obviously at any particular moment the stage may
be off balance as only one small section is being used.
However, given the duration of the play, each area is used
and the director may achleve a balance in time. A useful
device to suggest schematically how such a balance 1is
achleved is imaginatively to place all the scenes on the

stage at the same time and see if the result is an

22Boyd, 920 CIto, P. 102. 23canf1eld, 22. cl s P. 134.
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aesthetic, physlcal, and psychological balance. This way
the imbalance of a moment 1s resolved in time rather than
in space.
4-Apparent Physical Balance. There are several observa-
tions appropriate to balance of movement 1n time. One is
a tendency, polnted out by Canfleld and Dietrich, of
thinking of a section of the stage as temporarily being

2k In essence this means that the audience

the whole stage.
may not feel a stage 1s unbalanced 1f the small portion
being used at the moment 1s in balance, the portlion that
provides the environment for the small scene. Such an
environment may be bounded by the actors, a furniture
arrangement,'lighting, or by scenic elements, and the
area may temporarily appear to be a stage withln a stage.
In effect, thls small scene tends to pull the center, or
fulerum, of balance over to ltself and to eliminate the

rest of the stage as far as having any effective weight

is concerned.

6. Emphasis in Composition

Within the balanced form composed of mass bounded by
line certain elements can achieve relative degrees of
dominance. This attribute, called by various authors
focus, directing of attention, as well as dominanée, will

be called in this study emphasis. It 1s achieved by many

241p1d; Dietrich, op. clt., p. 99.
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subordinant elements of arrangement grouped for this study
as centrality, convergence, stage area, contrast, sequence,
space, isolatlion, stage level, body position, and restor-

ation of balance.

a) Emphasis by Centrality.--The most usual cause of

focus 1s centrality. The center of any composition, be
it a triangle, semicircle, or line, has potential for
emphasis. Of all these the apex of the trlangle is most
emphatic because 1t 1s also at the center of converging
lines.

b) Emphasis by Convergence.--The triangle is the

figure used by all the authors studled as the basic form
to provide maximum emphasis. The apex of the triangle is
emphatic because it 1s at the crossing, or convergence, of
two lines, and because it 1is usually at the center of the
composition. The trlangle may be regular in shape or
broken up into a series of small groupings, arranged
either symmetrically or asymmetrically, and still maintain
1ts emphatic convergence.

¢) Emphasis by Stage Area.--In Dietrich's discussion

of emphasis he groups the elements under the heading of
"econtrol of attention"2? Prominent in control is the
relative dominance of the various stage areas. He ranks
them in order of dominance as being down center, up center,

down right, down left, up right and up left.26 Dean

®pietrich, op. eit., p. 113. 261p1d., p. 108.
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designates the areas the same way27 though he 1is more
concerned with dramatic qualities the areas express than
with thelr relative dominance. The principle expressed by
both authors, and others, 1s that the closer something is
to the audlence, and to the center of the stage, the more
dominant 1t is. This princliple does not account, however,
for the suggestion that right is stronger than left. BRoth
authors relate this to the Western habit of reading from
left to right; thus the eye seeks the left (stage right)

first, making 1t a stronger area.
d) Emphasis by Contrast.--Contrast 1s an element that

Dietrich suggests may make for emphasis even when the con-
trasting element is not in a domlnant stage position.28
Such contrasts may consist in part of multiplicity vs.
isolation, bright vs. dark, movement vs. still, tall vs.
short, or fast vs. slow. Basically, however, the point is
that the single element that is different from the rest
1s the emphatic element.

e) Emphasis by Sequence.--Identified as the static

aspect of rhythm, sequence may take on two basic roles in
terms of emphasis: negative and positive. Negative use of
1t may be had vy breaking up a sequence. If a group has
regular internal sequential space relations, something out

of sequence is emphatically contrasted.

27Dean, op. cit., p. 212.
28
Dietrich, op. cit., p. 103.




H
P
P

ot




42

A positive use of sequence may be had by the use of
repetition in the sequence. Repetltlion sets up a rhythm,
and the rhythm sets up an expectancy of continued repeti-
tlon. The last element in a sequence can be emphatic both
because it 1s expected and because it breaks the sequence.
The last person in line entering a room, the downstage
left end of a diagonal line, or the third movement in a
series of three movements can all be very emphatic.

It may be pointed out that emphasis through repetition
in a sequence may requlre combining with other means of
emphasis in order to be the most effective. For example,
the elements in a sequence may contrast in size with the
last element being the largest. A sequence of elements of
the same size could result in monotony rather than emphasis.

f) Emphasis by Space, or Isolation.--Space 1is an

important aspect of sequence, but 1t is also important in
setting objects apart from the rest of the composition, in
isolation., If a space 1s also part of a sequence of regular
spaces then rhythm can add to the emphasis by 1solation.

The rhythm sets up an expectancy; a sudden break in the
rhythm, with a large space, sets up a vacuum, or unfulfilled
expectancy. A final element appearing after the vacuum,
then, has an emphasis derived from both rhythm and isolation.

g) Emphasis by Stage Level.~--Stage level refers to

helght above the horizontal plane of the stage. Subject to

the;udnciple of contrast, generally the authors studied are
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in agreement that a higher element is dominant and a lower
element 1s subordinate. Colby Lewls shows how Leopold
Jessner used this particular form of emphasis so blatantly
that critics accused him of underestimating the intelligence
of the audience.29 His use of steps to arrange compositions
in ascending order was his chief claim to fame. Be that as
it may, level 1s an effectlve way to achieve focus, when
used in conjunction with depth and contrast.

h) Emphasis by Body Position.--A body position can

achleve strength or effectiveness to the degree that it is
facing the audience. Of course, its degree of emphasis will
depend upon its contrast with other elements in the com-
position, including the direction other actors are facing.

1) Emphasis by Restoration of Balance.--In movement,

restoration of balance is a device which can stand more
investigation as an emphatic tool. Several authors, in-
cluding Canfield, mention a stage scene which was planned

to be obviously unbalanced. The area which needed "weight"
to complete the balance was an area of vacuum. The audience
felt something belonged there. When the director placed
something there 1t was for the moment very emphatic. As
Canfield points out, however, unless the audience is drawn
to notice the vacuum no expectancy 1s bullt and hence the

emphasis value 1s not so great. This principle has far

29Colby Lewls, "Leopold Jessner's Theories of Dramatic
ProduCtion," Q.J.s.’ VO].. 22 (April, 1936)’ p‘ 2030



beoea d
vLl
o ac .
dens

&

-y

"
™




4y
reaching implications for the whole theory of the meaning
of movement on stage. It suggests that balance may not
be as important to the stage plcture as imbalance; that
imbalance seeks balance and hence imbalance is more po-
tentlal and excliting; hence more emphatic, than balance.

J) Emphasis Contrasted with Strength and Dominance,--

At this polnt 1t may be well to seek a differentiation in
terms. Strength, dominance, and emphasis may all be some-
what different qualities in the achievement of attention.
A figure in l1solation may have attention but be weak as a
character because of context, body facing, or weak stage
area. To be more explicit, there are many kinds of weak-
nesses and strengths that relate to, but extend beyond,

composition and will be discussed under plcturization.

T. Summary: Composition Elements Used in Comblnation

All the compositional elements, when used together,
can provide an interesting and aesthetlcally pleasing stage
plcture. The design will have the rhythm, sequence,
stability, and balance of masses and line, with an emphatic
center of interest required for any, even the most abstract,
of art. However, for theatre, the authors agree, composition
1s only a minimum, The picture, still or moving, must help
to tell the story of the play. These composlitional elements

must have meaning that relates to the meaning of the script.
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C. Picturization: The Meaning of Composition

1. Introduction: Ways Abstract Elements May Contribute

Meaning

Abstract formal elements may communicate meaning through
still pictures or through movements. Hence picturization
will be considered to have two divisions: at rest and in
motion, though Dean tends to retain the term for the still

plcture.

a) Still and Moving Picture Contrasted.--Alexander

Dean states that movement comprises the moments of pictur-
ization in their ever changing aspects, that picturization
derives its principles from palnting as movement does from
dance, 30

However, there are aspects to the meaning of still
plctures that do not have parallels in moving pictures,
even as there are meanings of moving pictures whose unique
characteristics do not find a parallel in the static.

In fact an opinion somewhat opposed to Dean's ought
to be kept in mind throughout this section. Dolman states
that the time dimension in the theatre art must be taken
into account in composing the stage picture, because often,
parts of a moving composition in isolation are dead and

meaningless although significant in sequence.31 Of course

30Dean, op. e¢lt., p. 223.
31Dolman, op. ¢it., p. 116.
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Dolman does not deny the value of a significant still
plcture on stage. He merely points out that moving com-
positions are not simply serlies of meaningful still
pictures.

Dietrich states that the only real difference between
the technique of the palnter and that of the play director
1s a difference in depth.32 This view 1s based on a prior
statement by him that the primary purpose of movement 1s to
dissolve one picture in order to form another, hence the
basic art of the director is the art of the still picture.33
Yet later he suggests that the sole purpose of movement 1s
the projection of meaning, either intellectual or emotional;
and again, that without motivation no movement can be mean-
1ngfu1.34 Although Dietrich does not discuss meanings of
abstract elements, the implication is that the still picture
may communicate meanings through abstract compositional
elements in context, but that movement primarily requires
motivation for meaning, hence communicates primarily
through psychological mimesis.

It seems that picturization at rest and in motion can
both communicate, but how much of that communication is
contributed by abstract elements 1is still in question.

b) How Much Meaning Abstract Elements Can Contribute.--

Opinions about how much meaning can be contributed by

32D1etrich, op. eit., p. 98. 332212;: p. 91.
3%p14., p. 120.
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abstract elements varles a good deal. They range from
Dietrich's, who, as has been seen, feels that very little
meaning 1s conveyed apart from context, through Selden's
view, that rules of deslign are more apt to be a hindrance
than a help because of the variables,35 to Dean's, who
assigns a "family" of meanings to each abstract line
element.36 Selden does not, however, explain what either
the rules or the variables are; however, from his context
this study deduces that his "rules" would be those that
assigned definite meanings to abstract compositional
elements and his "varlables" would be the many colorings
that context would give to the meanings. Dean recognizes
the importance of these "variables", as will be seen, and
80 glves a wide varlety of possibillitles of meanings of
abstract forms to suggest that they may contribute variously
according to context.

Canfield also tends to be careful in his assignment
of meaning to abstracts, such as line and stage area. He
feels that Dean assigned specific meanings that were
really only subjective and hence couldn't be argued.37
However, Canfield makes no attempt either to refute Dean
or to establish that Dean's meanings are subjective. It

seems that the director needs more than either a simple

35Selden, op. cit., p. 65.
36Dean, _2. 2&.’ p. 197‘
3canfield, op. eit., p. 135.
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affirmation or denlal, but Canfileld's readers generally
have to go to other authors for the meanlng of design; his
concern, as 1s Dietrich's, 1s with the organic relationship
of movement and picture to the script in the context of the

play.

¢) Abstract Meanings Separated from Contextual Mean-

ings.--The problem becomes one of separating the meanings
of the compositional elements from their play context and
from other contextual ways of communicating to investigate
the meaning of the abstraction by itself.

This study has already suggested that for a movement
to have meaning in a context the movement must have a
contributory meaning all its own. Otherwlse any movement
can mean anything a given context means, and there 1is no
valid reason for choosing one kind of movement over another,
0f course this study recognizes the vital role of context
to give a total meaning to a picture or movement, but the
study contends that general meanings are contributed to
contexts by design elements and that the context makes
those meanings specific.

d) Sources of Abstract Meanings.--The problem of sepa-

rating abstract meanings from contextual ones is not easy,
for it seems apparent that meanings of abstract elements
must derive from association with prior contexts. 1In other
words, whatever meaning abstract elements have seems to have
originated from mimetic, metaphoric, and symbolic associ-

ations. For example, Dean refers to the meanings of
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abstracts as the effects of composition upon emotion, but
the kinds of meanling they have, as will be seen, are large-
ly assoclational.

However, the difference between the source and the
abstract 1s important. Though deriving from mimesis,
metaphor, and symbol the meanings of the abstracts now seem
to inhere at least to some extent in the abstracts them-
selves without apparent awareness by the audlence of the
original source.

It should be noted, though, that the communication
process 1s analogical. Even the pure empathic communication
of abstract elements, the direct motor effect on the audience
member, 1s in a way analogical. The appearance of 1mbalance,
for instance, may create a motor reaction in the audience,
but the process is still symbolic. It must start with the
visual; imbalance must be seen and recognized. As Dolman
points out, a physical imbalance may actually be felt, but
an apparent imbalance has to be learned; it is a symbol of
physical 1mba1ance.38 Only after learning the symbol does
the audience have a motor response, but a response often
without conscious thought. The abstraction has acquired a
meaning that is now all its own.

Whatever the source of its meanling, and however in-
exact that meaning may be, the compositional element seems

to be the most basic unit of plcture and movement. Meaning

32polman, op. cit., p. 11.
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seems to inhere in the compositional element, and the
director seems to be able to discover that meaning and to

use 1t to contribute to the context of his play.

2. Plcturlization at Rest and Its Suggested Meanings,

According to the Authors Selected

The elements under consideration are the same ones,
and presented in the same order, as in the previous section
on composition. They are mass, line, form, balance, and
emphasis with rhythm still considered in its "at rest"
aspect of "sequence". Although each picturization element
1s considered in its "at rest" aspects, most of those
aspects apply to plcturization in motion as well, and will
only be discussed in this section. In most instances the
overlap 1s assumed rather than stated. In the sectlon on
balance "at rest" and "in motion" aspects will be considered
together because of the lntegral nature of the material.

a) Mass at Rest.--Not many authors suggest meanings

for mass, probably because most of the meaning that mass
has is derived from how other compositional elements are
combined with it. The shape, outline, color, form or
contrast of mass really give mass most of its significance.
In effect 1t 1s the raw material of composition. If 1t has
any meaning at all it 1s probably in terms of degrees of
felt weight. Dean considers mass to be the effect of

weight.39 On stage mass may only be so many square inches

———

3pean, op. eit., p. 198.
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of differentiated space, but the space connotes the presence
of an object of a certaln size, and that object and its size
connote a certain welght, in part dependent upon the size of
the mass. Obviously how much welght 1s connoted 1s a
function of many other compositional elements, but without
the contribution of mass to a composition there would be no
impression of measurable welghted space for the other
elements to modify.

b) Line at Rest.--Dean, Smith, and Dolman make the

major contributions to the meaning of line with Dean
presenting the most complete analysis. For this reason his
ldeas will form the basis for this analysis with other
opinions presented only as they dissent from or add to
Dean's.

According to Dean the horizontal line 1is restful,
oppressive, calm, dlstant, and languid; the perpendicular
line 1s high, grand, dignified, regal, forceful, impressive,
frigid, spiritual, ethereal, soaring, and aspiring; the
disgonal 1s moving, unreal, vital, artificial, arresting,
bizarre, and quaint; the broken horizontal line is casual
while the broken vertical line is violent; the straight
line is strong, stern, formal, severe, simple, close (near),
and regular, while the curved line 1s natural, intimate,
qulescent, free, graceful, flexible, and cozy.40 Each of

these 1line types can be combined to produce composite

——

4., p. 197
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qualities. Or several lines may be used in combination, such
as a curved horizontal line with a straight vertical; some
contrasting combination of the qualities also results.

Smith takes line meanlngs one step further by identi-
fying different kinds of curves and Intersections of lines.
He agrees substantially with Dean when he writes that a long
stralght line 1s serious, a vertlical line 1s noble and
dignified, and a horizontal line 1s earthy and stable. He
adds that long slow curves are sensual and fanciful while
sharp curves, arcs, and segments of a circle are mostly
comic; jagged lines and sharp angles are exciting and
dramatic.41

Dolman suggests, in agreement with Dean, that the
curved line 1s effective for grace. He adds to Dean's idea
that straight lines are formal by suggesting that both
straight lines and segments of a circle are too forced and
unnatural, requlring artificial tenslons to maintain them,
while slow curves are more natural, graceful and empathl-
cally satisfying.42 Substantially, the rest of the basic
directing and producing texts agree with the above general
format or are silent on the subject. The dissenting opinions,
not stated here, do not contribute more to the meaning of the
line but largely voice cautions not to put too much faith in

claims for exact meanings, and give warnings that there is

———

“1snith, op. cit., p. 46.
uzDOlman, _0_2. CIt.’ po 71‘
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little experimental proof of the contentions.

The line meanings of Dean need a sympathetic and imagina-
tive interpretation to be of any positive value to the
director. There are seeming contradictions in the 1list;
there are qualities that do not seem to fit together; the
list appears too set and dogmatlic, even as Selden or Canfield
might point out. The key to the variety of meanings may be
that Dean realized that the abstract lines needed to be
related to specific contexts in order to carry one of his
specific meanings. At least such an interpretation brings
order to the list. A line employed in a stage setting
usually becomes the outline of a speciflc object. If the
line is a horizontal one, for example, it may partake of
one of the qualities Dean lists largely because of the con-
text. For example, it is an horizon and so distance 1is
suggested possibly along with calm, earthliness, and repose.
From this simple example, it can be seen that many seemingly
very different "meanings" of the lines and pattems, as
expressed by Dean, are really dependent upon theilr context.
His is in effect a sampling of the range of meanings a line
can have in context.

Dietrich's thesis 1s herein justified, 1t seems. To
have as specific meanings as Dean suggests may well require
a context beyond the abstract line pattern, otherwise each
viewer chooses his own association.

On the other hand, Smith and Dolman try to suggest a
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general meaning for line that is less dependent upon context.
Even here, however, a great deal of unconscious assoclation
is employed. For example, the horizontal may be calm be-
cause 1t 1s associated with the horizon. The straight line
may suggest severlty as 1t is associated with the straight-
laced personality. The curved line may seem cozy as it is
assoclated with a friendly enclosure, or it may produce panic
if assoclated wlth a trap. Hence, by conjuring up an image
of what the line reminds us of, or by feeling about the
abstract line the same as we feel about the object from
which it was abstracted, the audience may feel emotion from
a line. The original source for the line may lend 1ts
connotation to the stage plcture or stage move. The curved
line may connote "enclosure." When given the specific con-
text of the scene, the line then becomes more specific in
1ts connotation, because certain possibilities are eliminated.
The image, from which the audience abstracts, more closely
parallels the situation of the play. The context then gives
the audience the clue as to which of the meanings of Dean is
closest. The "enclosure" becomes either "cozy" or “trap."

Yet, 1t can be seen that Dean, Smith, and Dolman all
Suggest that a certain family of trailts is inherent in line
formation. If they are right, in at least some general way
there are line patterns approprilate and inappropriate to
certain contexts. As Smight might put it, the straight 1line
Seems more serious, the long slow curve more graceful and

sensual, and the tight curve more comic; the Jagged line is




ri

N
-

\
4
PRy
.




55
more exciting.u3

The writer of this paper has tested abstract line
patterns with many groups of students and community groups to
try to find out if there 1s any objective truth to the 1ldeas
above. Always the famlly of tralts suggested by these
authors 1s expressed by the audlence, without a context
necessary. The tests were no doubt without proper controls
and subject to a varletyof interpretations, but the results
were too conslistent to discard the theories as mere subjec-
tive Judgment on the part of a few directors.

One reason for the consistency has already been
suggested: consistent assoclation with objects of that
particular line pattern. There seem to be two general kinds
of association that would account for the connotative meaning
of any symbols; they are: cultural association, and psycho-
logical nature. In fact both are probably inextricably
related. A certain line pattern may have come to have a
certaln meaning culturally because of a relatively consistent
use 1n association with certain baslc moods. A curved line
may be learned as comic because many cartoonists employ it
in comic drawings. On the other hand, the drawings may be
more comlic because they employ sharp curves. It seems
difficult to say which came first without fairly extensive

Inter-cultural tests. To establish any real, basic universal

43Sm1th, op. cit., p. 46.
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meaning for abstract lines it seems some correlation would
have to exist between the nature of our senses and the nature
of the line.

Here, then, are some proposals that may start con-
Jecture about a third reason for consistent meaning of line.
Lines may have meaning partlally because of the nature of
sight and also partlally because of human motor responses.
When the eye follows a curved llne, there is no felt
interruption to the flow. The smooth continuity may affect
motor responses, may set up an expectancy that is satisfied;
it 1s restful because it is anticlpated. A broken line of
irregular variety may destroy what the eye expects, or not
even allow an expectancy to occur. The result 1s apt to be
a restless feeling. A sharp angle may unexpectedly interrupt
a flow, or reverse an eye movement. The unexpected may be
exciting. The above conjectures about association by
metaphor, assoclation by soclal conditloning, and emotional
response by motor response to eye movement, may in large
part provide a basis for the meaning of abstract line.

To examine further the valldlty of abstract line's
meaning will require the assistance of related fields, or of
Special tests. Conjectures here have already gone beyond
the purpose of this section, what the selected theatre
authorities have to say. At this point it seems that the
normal expectancy of theatre people 1ls that certain line

shapes and patterns can produce certailn emotional responses
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in an audience and that, when combined with concrete
plcturization and movement, they tend to imbue these concrete
elements with thelr metaphorical, connotational, habituated,
and innate meanings.

The kind of treatment that each author accords to the
meaning of other formal entities 1s similar. Therefore there
1s no need to repeat the analysis of the different kinds of
meanings Involved or the general approach to the relative
subjectlvity of assigning values, Suffice 1t to present the
views.

c) Form at Rest.--The authors studied classify emphasis

and balance to some extent as attributes of certain types of
form. For this reason there is some overlapplng in cate-
gories though balance and emphasis wlll each be covered in
separate sections.
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