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Let’s 
Put on 
a Show 

Watching a show is lovely. 
Making a show is incredible.  



Creating a show and performing it in front of people is                                                           

                          and                               . The great news is: you can’t get it wrong. If 

you follow your instincts and urges, if you start with things that matter to you, if you 

allow yourself to be entirely genuine and completely ridiculous, you will make some-

thing worth looking at.

Your show will not look like anyone else’s show. There is no model. No one has fig-

ured out how to make art, and that includes us. We want to give you some principles 

and some tools for working, stuff we have learned in 20 years of making perfor-

mances. We want to give you a sense of the ocean and some tips for navigating, but 

when you push away from shore, you will travel to places we can’t predict or know.

Live performance takes as its medium our presence in the world. We find it a brilliant 

counterbalance to a world of clicking, downloading, and shopping. In a culture in-

creasingly focused on bits and dollars, performance reasserts atoms and moments, 

real bodies right here.

We think of live performance as a “non-fiction” art form: everything in a performance 

must actually be done in the moment. You can’t look for the one good take 

or paint over it or photoshop it. You have to do it. Every time.  



When we are starting a new piece, we 

make a lot of stuff. Some of it silly, some of 

it strange, some of it transcendent. We give 

assignments and prompts and see what comes back. We improvise with specific 

structures and images in mind. And then we look for the heat. Heat is our word for 

what is arresting, important, gestating, or vibrating in a piece of performance mate-

rial. It is a little different from asking: what did I like about that (opinion)? And it’s dif-

ferent from asking: what is that about (summation)? The heat could be anything, and 

on any scale: one small movement, a story, a spatial idea, a contrast, a relationship, 

a rhythm. When we find heat, we go toward it, and try to stoke it into a fire.

You do not have to be good.
You do not have to walk on your knees
for a hundred miles through the desert repenting.
You only have to let the soft animal of your body
love what it loves.

 —Mary Oliver



Truth, which is an experience and not 
something easily defined, mostly exists 
in the space between opposites.    

 —Anne Bogart

Art happens when you put things next to each other, especially things that aren’t 

obviously related. Tell a story about getting lost. Interesting. Tell a story about get-

ting lost while being slowly carried across the room. More interesting.

You can do things simultaneously in the space, or you can do them consecutively. 

Try many different overlaps and orders of events; you may be surprised by what 

works.  Before one thing ends, start the next thing. Use interruption and layering. 

We often look for collisions and perpendicularity, things that smash together and 

become more interesting. The piece is a magnet: throw things at it and see what 

sticks. You may not always be able to articulate why something pops:“I don’t know 

why, but having you sing that song underneath the dining room table makes it 

stronger.” Those intuitive moments are often the most evocative.



Once you get a sense of your show (what 

material is in or out, where the heat is), you 

can begin to tune it: edit the material, create 

transitions, and shape all of the materials (performers, space, music, lights) 

into an overall journey from beginning to end.

When we “tune” a piece, we look at the story of the piece and the song of the 

piece.  The story is made up of conflicts and results: what is the struggle or ques-

tion or conflict, and how does it resolve?  The song is the rhythm and flow of the 

piece: how does the rhythm of the piece ebb and flow to carry us forward?  The 

song of the piece is more abstract and non-linear: a loud, chaotic beginning col-

lapses into silence which is broken by a slow build toward the ending.

Every piece has a song and story, and usually one is emphasized more than the 

other.  If you’re having an issue with one, try to solve it through the lens of the 

other.  Very often, we find that tuning the song of the piece also resolves the 

story.  Rhythm is the secret language of performance. 

Lighter, higher, simpler, funnier. How long does each section need to be?  We 

work to balance clarity and complexity.  Too little clarity and the audience is lost. 

Too little complexity and the audience gets ahead of the piece. We imagine letting 

the audience know where we are but not where we are going.  In general, we 

think audiences get underestimated, that our inherent love of journeying deep into 

a piece is short-circuited by our culture’s need to make everything simplistic. Give 

your audience credit for being smart and curious.

One cannot look directly at the truly big human issues any 
more than one can look directly at the sun.  In order to see 
the sun you look slightly to the side.  Between the sun and 
where you are looking is the perception of the sun.  In art 
and in theatre we use metaphor as the thing to the side.

 —Anne Bogart



Collisions and perpendicular-

ity give a piece dimension 

and contrast. Add salt to 

help us taste the sweet.

Every piece has a World, a 

sense of Here that is unique 

to it. Once you know the 

world of your piece, you will 

likely need to cut (compost) 

a lot of the material you have 

made already, even some 

“good” stuff.  Be ruthless.  

It’s the loving thing to do.

Usually, before the world emerges, 

the piece completely loses its way.  

So if you reach a moment when 

the piece seems lost or falling 

apart, you are right on track.

Pretty is the enemy of beautiful.

Anything can be interesting if you look at it right.

The opposite of art is reassurance.

Bring the whole human being 

into rehearsal and into the work: 

body, voice, face, and mind.

Change in rhythm – breaking 
the rhythm – is the captivating 
secret language of performance.

Art begins with questions, 

curiosity. In every rehearsal, 

try to provoke something 

that you have not seen and 

do not understand.



A lot of stuff you make during a 

process (movement, dialogue, 

objects) will not appear in the final 

performance. Compost it. Put it in 

a big pile, knowing that it feeds the 

ecology of the piece.

In time-based art, rhythm 

is everything. Think of your 

piece as a song, as having 

its own music.

Make a piece, 
not the piece.

Putting something next to its 

opposite heightens it.

Make the familiar strange; make 

the ordinary extraordinary; make 

the invisible visible.

Open your arms wider to include 
mistakes, struggles, unexpected 
discoveries, coincidences, and 
catastrophes. Implicate yourself.

Start with what is actually happening in 

the space. Trying to get your performers 

to resemble an image in your head is 

frustrating and rarely fruitful.

Art communicates by 

what it puts in proximity. 

The piece is a magnet; 

throw things at it and see 

what sticks.



  

A rehearsal should be at least 90 minutes long. Two or three hours is usually great. With 

young children, an hour might be plenty.

Set your rehearsal times and keep them sacred. If someone has to leave 10 minutes 

early, end the rehearsal early. Turn off cell phones, ignore distractions. Remove clutter 

from the space and move furniture so you have a little space to move around.

Assign a rehearsal leader for the duration of the process, or trade off being the Rehears-

al Leader. That person makes a plan for the rehearsal, keeps track of time, and makes 

sure the right props and music are in the room.

Someone (or someones) need to plan each rehearsal. Make a list of things to do and 

work on. You may not get to everything. (It’s great to find something you are excited 

about and spend the entire rehearsal exploring it.) Having a list of things to do gets 

things rolling, and gets everyone creating, which is the key. 

A rough schedule of rehearsal:

   

      1) Check in (5 minutes)

      2) Warm up (15 minutes)

      3) Improvise (15 minutes)

              BREAK (5 minutes)

      4) Make new stuff (50 minutes)

      5) Review old stuff (30 minutes)

Dance is the only art of 
which we ourselves are 
the stuff of which it is 
made.   

—Ted Shawn



CHECK IN
Come together in a circle at the beginning. Just breathe and see each other and 

be in the room together. Go around the circle and everyone can say a sentence or 

two about how s/he is doing and feeling. Arrive. This doesn’t need to take long, just 

enough to draw a little line between My Day and This Rehearsal.

WARM UP
Walking Dance. Walk around the space, getting into your own body.  Do a scan of 

your internal sensations, drop your weight into your feet, feel soft in your knees, 

feel your head floating up to the sky.  Then start to see the space around you, the 

objects, the other people.  This can turn into running if you want to get your hearts 

beating. Add some group challenges: 

•	 When	someone	stops	walking,	everyone	stops.	When	someone	starts	again,		 	

 everyone starts.

•	 Walk	on	the	same	beat.

•	 Make	the	space	smaller	(just	half	of	the	room)	and	go	faster.

Weight-sharing. Hold a partner by the wrist or hold both wrists. Keep your feet   

close, but send your rear away from them. This is a counterbalance. If one of you   

let go, the other would fall. Play around in the counterbalance, using eye contact   

and wordless communication with your partner. Also try see-sawing: one person   

up, the other down, then switch. Next try leaning into each other. Keep your feet far   

apart and press your backs into each other. Can you go from leaning into 

counterbalancing and back again?  



IMPROVISE
Improvisation  connects a group of performers, generates new material, and struc-

tured improvisations can be sections in your final piece. The spontaneity and com-

plexity of improvisation is a great lead-in to rehearsing, getting us out of our task-

minded, calculating minds and bodies and into our responsive, intuitive selves. 

Visions* is a great structure to warm 
up with:

Choose a short piece of music, 45 seconds 

to a minute. Put it on repeat. Everyone 

starts on the sides (offstage). Decide an 

order of initiators. The song will play one 

time for each person. The first person initi-

ates the first “vision,” moving through the 

space. Maybe she walks in a circle, rolling 

her head. Or maybe he starts on the floor, 

slowly rising to his feet. Others may en-

ter, always supporting and joining the first 

person’s vision. You may contrast, move in 

unison, come into contact. When the song 

ends, that vision is over, and it’s time for the 

next person to initiate. Try to be specific in 

the vision you propose, and specific in how 

you join/support other visions. 

* “Visions” was a structured improvisation dance created by Richard Bull.



MAKE NEW STUFF
Make a lot of stuff. Get everybody making: people can work individually or in pairs or 

groups. Give everybody a task or assignment and an amount of time to work: 

“Everyone has 15 minutes to create a solo on a piece of furniture.” Don’t worry at 

first about things being perfect or definable. Think of sketching. Give writing assign-

ments, movement assignments, interview assignments, costume assignments, 

singing assignments.

REVIEW OLD STUFF
Regularly review things you liked from previous rehearsals. Keep a notebook just for 

this project. It will contain lists, maps, stick-figures, bits of text, maybe even pieces 

of fabric or color ideas for your visual design. Right down all the stuff you make and 

the assignments you give. Later in the process, you may realize that the monologue 

you wrote three weeks ago would be great overlapping with the dance duet on the 

couch.  

If you make something that might be hard to remember precisely, it’s a good idea 

to videotape it and have the performers write notes to remember: “Two steps, look 

right, roll down, etc.” That way, the performers can refer back to the video and notes 

if they forget.



SET A SOLO based on this 

image: your body is having an 

argument with itself. 

PRECISELY REPEAT one 

simple action 41 times. (Choose 

an action that stays interesting 

to you for that long.) On the 42nd 

time, change it.

SOMEONE IS GOING TO 

“HOUSESIT” for your body 

for a few months. Write a list of 

instructions using the second 

person “you”, everything you do 

to take care of your body.  

For example:

“You sleep on your right side 

with a pillow between your 

knees, curled up a bit.  When 

your neck gets stiff, usually half-

way through the night, switch to 

your left side.”

There are many potential areas 

of instructions: diet, sleep, inju-

ries, illness, medications, energy 

level, caffeine, whether and how 

you get medical care, grooming, 

etc. Read it aloud simply and 

directly.

PERFORM a sheep martial 

arts sequence (you are trying 

to qualify for your sheep brown 

belt). Try to conceal the fact that 

you are a sheep.

YOU DECIDE WHAT beings 

will become when they are 

reincarnated (a bug, a tree, a 

squirrel, a king, etc). Come up 

with a series of questions to 

ask someone who has just died 

that will allow you to make your 

decision about reincarnating. Be 

simple. Don’t be funny. Choose 

an object to interview. Ask the 

questions, pause to listen to the 

responses. At the end (don’t 

decide in advance), announce 

your decision to the object with 

just one word (“Grasshopper.”  

or “Eagle,” etc.)



WITH A PIECE OF TAPE over your 

mouth, tell a story about a difficult mo-

ment in your life.  (We won’t be able to 

understand your words, obviously, but do 

actually speak.)  Take a full breath and a 

half between each sentence (inhale-ex-

hale-inhale).  These breaths don’t have to 

be audible. After a couple of sentences, 

say “Hold on.”  Exit, and get three simple 

props. Return to downstage center, 

continue telling the story, this time using 

your three props to create a puppet show 

connected to the story. Completely relax 

your eyes and forehead throughout: tell 

us nothing about the story with your 

facial expressions.

STAND AND FACE the audience.  Tell 

the story of a dream you had recently. 

While telling it you will touch and pal-

pate parts of your face, head and arms, 

and then name what each reminds you 

of (interrupting, temporarily, the dream 

story). So you might say “I was in this 

aquarium where the fish are allowed to  

-- bicycle tires – wander around, outside 

the tanks.  And I saw – toothpick – a 

dolphin who seemed lost.” The key is to 

really feel the things you are touching, 

and honestly name what that feels like, 

while telling a continuous story. Don’t be 

funny or interesting. Don’t comment on 

the performance.

PLAY 20 QUESTIONS with yourself. 

Think of something/someone specific. 

Ask yourself yes/no questions. (It 

doesn’t matter if you ask more than 

20.) Try to imagine the actual questions 

you would ask if you didn’t know what 

it was. Look at the audience the whole 

time, even when you are trying to think 

of questions. Breathe one and  a half 

breaths. And break the rhythm (change 

the length of pauses between speaking).

SPEAK THE LYRICS to a song you like 

as a monologue while doing something 

that requires great physical strength. 

Carry some heavy things, do pushups, or 

something like that. Decide who you are 

talking to, and what you want. Mean it.  

A PERSON you love very much is 

about to die. This person has asked 

you, “I have always loved your dancing. 

Please, do a beautiful dance for me. It 

doesn’t need to have a theme or music 

or anything. Just make the most beauti-

ful dance in the world for me.” You must 

love the thing you make. Perform it with-

out commenting on it. The audience is 

this person; perform it for the audience. 



SET A SERIES of seven group stillnesses in your living room (everyone is still, then everyone 

moves to the next one.) In each, the bodies should be in the space and on the furniture in a 

“wrong” way: under a table, upside down on the couch, standing facing the wall. Insert one 

group stillness in the middle (say, after #4) in which everyone is using the space and furniture 

“properly.”

PERFORM A social dance from the year 2781.

   

 MAKE A LIST of 12 Unusual Things That Are In Our Home. One person enters, sits on a  

 chair or couch, and begins reading the list. As s/he reads, others enter and place their  

 bodies on, against, under, or around the speaker’s body.

MAKE A DUET in which bodies don’t 

soften and respond. They collide and 

bang together. Set the movement.

EACH OF YOU make a solo based 

on this image: your body is having 

an argument with itself. Teach each 

other your solos, and combine them 

into a duet. Make decisions about 

unison: one part might be in perfect 

unison, another part in rough unison, 

and in another part you may be doing 

different things.

SET ONE MOVEMENT involving 

contact between the bodies. Repeat 

it 36 times going from tiny/simple to 

huge/extreme.

SET A CONVERSATION in which the 

rhythm of the conversation doesn’t fit 

the content.

MAKE THE TINIEST, most perfect 

unison duet.



Once a week, do something by yourself for at least an hour 
that you are interested in, curious about.

Do it alone.  If you run into someone you know, that’s fine.

You can’t get anything done, i.e. you aren’t preparing for a 
rehearsal or planning a project.

It cannot have obligation connected to it (“I should go see my 
friend’s exhibit.”)

A suggestion (that you may ignore): consider going to time-based 
public events that are not theater/dance shows.  A karaoke night.  
A monster truck show.  That thing where people fight each other 
with foam swords.  Open-mic comedy night.  A parade.  There is 
a lot of “performance” in our culture that doesn’t happen in the 
theater.

“The Artist Date is a once-weekly, festive, solo expedition to 

explore something that interests you. The Artist Date need 

not be overtly “artistic”– think mischief more than mastery. 

Artist Dates fire up the imagination. They encourage play. 

Since art is about the play of ideas, they feed our creative 

work by replenishing our inner well of images 

and inspiration.” 

    —Julia Cameron



1. HAVE A FRIEND WALK YOU AROUND THE BLOCK WITH YOU EYES CLOSED. Pay 

attention to all of the layers you can hear. How many layers can you keep track of? Do 

you visualize the sounds? Which ones are most prominent?

2. BEFORE YOU GO TO SLEEP AT NIGHT, LISTEN. What do you hear? Your breath-

ing, footsteps outside, street traffic, crickets? Try to pinpoint individual sounds and also 

notice how they all sound together. Do they compose a rhythm or pattern? Notice what 

you start to anticipate wanting to hear.

3. USE A FREE AUDIO RECORDING PROGRAM TO EXPERIMENT WITH FIELD 

RECORDING. Download and open up Audacity (http://audacity.sourceforge.net/) and let 

it run while you work around the house. Listen back and edit into smaller pieces. Try 

putting some of those smaller pieces together in a pattern to create a new soundscape.

4. IF YOU HAVE A SMARTPHONE, FIND A FREE APP THAT LETS YOU RECORD 

SMALL SOUND SAMPLES (Like “Recorder by Retronyms”). You can also use a 

cheap consumer camera with video capability. Sit in the park for an afternoon and record 

some random moments. Listen to them later in a different environment - has the con-

text changed? Did you record something you weren’t aware of? 



5. LISTEN TO ONE OF YOUR FAVORITE SONGS THREE TIMES IN A ROW. Pick out a 

different instrument each time and concentrate on it throughout the song. How does it 

change? How does it work with the other instruments? Is it the same the whole way 

through? Does it stop completely then resume later in the song? How does it work with 

the vocals or main melody? Is it supportive or contradictory?

6. PRACTICE LISTENING TO SPACES WHEN IN CONVERSATION WITH ANOTHER 

PERSON. How long is a pause? Is the speaker leaving space for you to respond? 

Do they end their sentences by changing their tone?

7. WHEN YOU THINK OF USING SOUND IN YOUR PIECE, THINK ABOUT ALL THE 

POSSIBLE LAYERS: recorded music made by you, recorded music you buy, music per-

formed live, actual sounds in the room, recorded sounds, live voices talking, recorded 

voices talking, sounds that belong in a home and sounds that don’t. Record a conversa-

tion and then learn to lip-sync it. Record the sound of traffic and play it loud while some-

one sings live.



 

Once we have something we like – a phrase of movement, some writing, 

an improvisational structure – we work to refine it. Here are some 

principles and provocations:

   

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	 The	audience	can	sense	when	things	are	

        intentional, treated, and shaped. You don’t 

        need to make the perfect or right decision 

        about everything. You just need to make a decision.

 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	 Make	it	more	so.	Find	the	qualities	you	love	and		 	

        bring them out, dilate them, deepen them.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	 Teach	it	to	someone	else,	then	do	it	at	the	same	

        time. What happens when two people do it in 

        unison?  What happens when it is performed by a 

        different body?

 

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	 Make	the	task	harder.	If	it’s	a	phrase	of	movement,	

        do it while explaining a recipe. If it’s a scene 

        between two performers, play the scene while 

        trying to dive into the other person’s body. 

        Challenge is a beautiful performance state.

•	 Trim.	Edit.	Be	ruthless.

•	 Change	the	sound.	Add	music.	Remove	music.	Add	the	sound	of	someone	

 hammering a nail. Add a recording of your “check in” at the beginning of   

 rehearsal.

•	 Add	a	costume.	Add	a	prop.

To be awake on the stage, to 

distort something – a movement, 

a gesture, a word, a sentence 

– requires an act of necessary 

violence: the violence of undefin-

ing. Undefining means removing 

the comfortable assumptions 

about an object, a person, words, 

sentences or narrative by put-

ting it all back in question. What 

is instantly definable is often 

instantly forgettable. Anything 

onstage can be asleep when it is 

overly defined.

—Anne Bogart



•	 Do	it	in	a	quarter	of	the	time,	preserving	only	the	most	essential	things.	

•	 Change	the	space.	Where	is	it	done?	How	much	room	does	it	take	up?	

 Constrict it. Expand it. Do it in the closet.

•	 Give	an	image:	do	that	as	if	you	are	just	learning	how	to	walk.	Play	that	scene	

 as if you are in a gigantic cave, far apart from each other.

	 	 	 	 •	 Give	a	physical	task	or	restriction.	Take	two	breaths	before			

     each line. Do that movement phrase but keep your face 

     hidden.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	 Specify	the	performers’	attention.	Are	they	aware		

         of each other? Of the space? Of the audience?   

         Try expanding attention. Try restricting it.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	 Take	the	talking	out.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	 Add	talking	in.

	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 •	 Have	a	showing.	Invite	someone	

           (or someones) to watch. It will teach you 

           so much about what is happening in the   

           piece.



Structure is how the materials of your piece relate. If your material 

were words, structure would be the syntax, the grammatical rules and 

rhythms that link the words into meaningful text. It is also the deep 

politics of your piece, the way it aligns or doesn’t with expectations and 

assumptions.

Structure tells you what happens when and how that thing changes into the next 

thing.

The simplest structure is an order: this first, followed by that, then that.

1. Despair

2. You

3. Me

4. The world

5. Sun

6. Pebbles

7. Rain

8. Landscape

Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine.

Meanwhile the world goes on.

Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain

are moving across the landscapes

         (Mary Oliver)

Push beyond an order, beyond “Do This Part ‘Til It’s Finished And Then Do The Next 

Part”. Think of the materials of the piece having a party. Who arrives first, who 

suddenly appears, who is interrupted? Cacophony, argument, toast, singalong.



A FEW TACTICS TO TRY:

DENSITY. One thing art does is put 

disparate things in proximity. So do 

more than one thing at a time. Some-

one tells the story about California 

while two others dance their duet 

behind it. Put things together that don’t 

obviously belong together. When you 

find things that seem to resonate, you 

can tune them, adjusting timings to cre-

ate the song you want.

OVERLAP. Start the next thing before 

the first thing ends. Even a few sec-

onds of overlap can create a connec-

tion, a landscape that implicates both.

INTERRUPTION. Rather than end-

ing a section (lights out, thank you and 

good night), have something interrupt 

it. In the middle of a conversation, 

music plays, and a dance invades the 

scene. Very little of life has clean begin-

nings and endings.

REPETITION. Seeing or hearing 

something a second time changes it. 

Tell a simple story at the beginning, 

then tell it again at the end and see 

how it changes.

CHANGE. The first rule of Vaudeville 

is: never follow a banjo act with another 

banjo act. Rather than grouping like 

with like, use contrast and change.

Here’s a useful tool for playing 
with structure:

SEMI-OPEN CANVAS  

After you have made a bunch of stuff, do 

a Semi-Open Canvas. Tell the performers: 

we will run a 30-minute version of the 

piece.  All material is available and you 

may improvise new material. Things may 

happen differently than they usually do: 

a duet is performed as a solo, or a story 

is broken up and told in small chunks. 

You can specify some details: start with 

the duet, make sure everyone does their 

solo material, and we will end with the 

monologue.  It’s important that it get 

boring and messy at times. You only find 

magical moments when you stop worry-

ing about being good. Take notes after-

wards on what you liked: new material, 

juxtapositions, and transitions.

(see “Open Canvas” on page 25.)



TELL ME A STORY
Make a list of questions that begin 

with, “Tell me a story about a time 

when you....”  It could be “when you 

were totally embarrassed” or “when 

you got away with something” or 

“when you realized your life was about 

to change.”  Interview a member of 

your household.  Record it if possible.

 

BODY MAPS
Think of an important moment in your 

life when you held someone’s hand.  

One person – the “body” – lies down 

on the floor.  The other – the storyteller 

– tells the story verbally while using 

the person’s body to illustrate it.  So it 

could be:

“I was on my way to school in sixth 

grade.” FINGERS WALKING UP 

BODY’S LEG

“And I saw my Aunt sitting on her front 

stoop.”  TILT BODY’S HEAD UP SO IT 

IS STARING AT AUDIENCE

Changes in scale are magical. When a 

hand shifts from being a cloud to being 

an actual hand, it opens our perception 

as we conspire to imagine the impos-

sible. Set the story and the movement. 

The body should cooperate to make 

the movement tasks easier (you aren’t 

a corpse), while always allowing the 

storyteller to initiate.

 



The primary tool in a creative 
process is interest. Interest 
can be your guide. It always 
points you in the right direc-
tion. You cannot feign or fake 
interest or choose to be inter-
ested in something because 
it is prescribed. It is never 
prescribed. It is discovered.

—Anne Bogart

OPEN CANVAS
Give your performers a simple, provocative starting point: “arrivals,” “taking care of 

your body,” “learning and teaching.”  

Set out the structure of the Open Canvas:

 We will work for a long time, at least 20 minutes, ideally more. You can specify   

 how long.

 Performers can move, talk, sing, interact. All is permitted.

 It can and should get boring and flat and strange. Agree to push on through the   

 boringness.

 Clichés are permitted.

 Say yes to the choices of other performers.

 Multiple events can happen in the space at the same time.

 Someone can play music and sound when it feels helpful.



LANGUAGE OF DANCE
Three people: one mover, one describer, one repeater. Repeater closes her/his eyes. 

Mover does a short improvisational movement phrase, 20-30 seconds. While mover 

is moving, describer describes in words what the mover is doing as precisely as 

possible.  “So she begins standing up with her shoulders hunched....and now she’s 

reaching her right arm up to the ceiling and she starts shaking her head back and 

forth....” etc. When mover is done, repeater opens her/his eyes and does exactly 

what s/he heard. This structure gets at the gaps between event and description, 

between movement and language. The lapses and reinterpretations are the point.

VARIATION 1: Change how you 

describe: literally (“arm reaches up”), 

imagistically (“she is reaching for the 

heavens”), or narratively (“she is a su-

perhero and her powers are growing.”)  

The repeater will have more room to 

interpret depending on how you de-

scribe.

 

VARIATION 2: Have more than one 

repeater.  It’s fascinating to see how 

different people interpret the same 

instructions.

 

VARIATION 3: Record the instruc-

tions. Repeater leaves the room, 

describer talks into a tape recorder or 

digital recorder. Repeater comes back 

in, recording is played back, and repeat-

er does the movement in real time.  

The repeater doesn’t have to memorize 

the description, so these dances can 

be much longer, one or two minutes.

 

VARIATION 4: Audience describer.  

Get a volunteer from the audience (or 

a friend/neighbor) and ask her/him to 

play the role of describer. You can some 

wonderfully unpredictable descriptions, 

and the repeater often has to be very 

imaginative in recreating the dance.

The one important thing I have learnt over the 
years is the difference between taking one’s work 
seriously and taking oneself seriously. The first is 
imperative and the second disastrous.
               —Margot Fonteyn



TRANSLATOR
One person tells a story physically without talking. Gesture, acting it out, invented 

sign language, mime. A second person (who doesn’t know the story) acts as “trans-

lator,” explaining to the audience in words what the story is. Even though the stories 

will disagree, don’t play that (that’s what we call playing the obstacle.) Both people 

continue their stories as if everything is going great. Try to find a rhythm of trans-

lating that is believable: maybe the mover does some gestures, then waits for the 

translator to catch up. Maybe the translator searches for just the right word for a 

section that is difficult to translate. 

It is actually not difficult to make everyone in any audience feel 
and think the same thing at the same time.  It is not difficult to lock 
down meaning and manipulate response.  What is trickier is to 
generate an event or a moment which will trigger many different 
possible meanings and associations.  It takes craft to set up the 
circumstances that are simple and yet contain the ambiguities and 
the incongruity of human experience.

—Anne Bogart





The enemy of art is assumption: 
the assumption that you know what 
you are doing, the assumption that 
you know how to walk and how 
to talk, the assumption that what 
you ‘mean’ will mean the same 
thing to those who receive it.  The 
instant you make an assumption 
about who the audience is or what 
the moment is, that moment will be 
asleep.

—Anne Bogart















“Talent” is a myth. 
Forget talent. 
Think about focus. 
And courage. 

If you can focus your 
attention on stage and in 
rehearsal, and if you have 
the courage to go wherever 
the process leads, you’ll 
be riveting.
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