2009 Alternate ROOTS Annual Meeting

Studio Report: Boal and Bogart

Reporter’s Name: Ethan Sawyer

Studio title and leader(s): Marietta Hedges

Day/time: 2pm, Saturday

How many participants? 20-24 (began at around 14; more came as workshop went on)

Please describe the diversity of the group? Ten females, two males. 
Brief outline of the studio format. Brief introduction, Movement exercises for most of workshop, Brief reflections at end. 

How did the studio content and facilitation align with the ROOTS Annual Meeting theme of Rebirth of a Nation: using art to navigate the intersection of oppressions?

How did you see practices of the following principles occur in the workshop? 

Power: Very equitable distribution of power. Participants were highly involved during workshop. 
Partnership: Participants partnered with one another in collaborative ways.  
Dialogue: Much of the dialogue happened with the body, which seemed perfectly appropriate for this workshop. Participants were also given some time to reflect at the end, which 
Aesthetics: Nothing particular to note. The Faith Center seemed like a fine location for this. Might have been problematic placing it in a smaller space, as there was no way to know how many people would participate and this space allowed for most participants. 
Transformation: Difficult to say. I didn’t have a clear sense at the end of how participants received the work. To my eye, the work seemed pretty deep – participants seemed relatively willing to take risks. This, to me, suggests some inner transformation, but I was not in on any of the post-exercise dialogue, so this is difficult to confirm. 
 
Your sense of the reception by participants. Specific comments here are helpful.

Again, difficult to say. 

Any other comments for the Studio leaders(s)?

I found this to be a wonderfully useful, concrete tool, which was something I was seeking at ROOTS and which I’ll take directly back into my own work with the Day Laborer Theater in Los Angeles. I hope the notes (below) will help others do the same. Thank you, Marietta!

Workshop begins: 2:10pm

Anne’s Background: 

- Actor and teacher at American University

- Has worked with both Augusto Boal and Anne Bogart

- Won’t give too much background; it’s an more experiential workshop

- Workshop will be non-stop moving

- Both teachers use movement as way of being able to move as character and eventually speak as character

WARM-UP

Three minutes on your own: Stretching, physical warm-up

MILLING

Find yourself in a standing position. 

Start to walk around the room. Take yourself on a journey around the room. We’ve all spent some time in here over the past couple days; notice something in the room for the first time. Be interested in the room. 

Avoid temptation to worry about past or future. Be present. The only thing you have to worry about right now is wandering around the room. 

Gently shift your focus away from the room to the other people in the room. 

Who do you know? Who do you not know? Stay present. All you have to do is be interested in the different people in this room. 

Now allow focus to gently shift to yourself. What are you feeling? What are you thinking? Have a healthy sense of awareness. 

Now move around the room in such a way that you are taking up as much space as possible. Grab space, occupy it. Be a space hog! Take care of yourself too. And again, think: how does this make me feel? 

Now move around the room in such a way that makes you take up as little space as possible. And how can we do this? Maybe you don’t want to be seen or noticed. You’re still taking up space because you’re not invisible. How much ground can you cover? And how does this make you feel? 

Now sideways. 

Now backwards. How much ground can you cover? And how does this make you feel?

Good and let that go.

Walk around the room. Where are you holding tension? Can you let some go? How much of the tension is physical? How much mental?

Now choose one person in the group at random and try to keep that person in your peripheral vision. We’ll call this person #1. 

Now add a second person. We’ll call this person #2. 

Without too much stress or strain, how can we keep these two people in our vision? And how does this affect the way you move in the space? 

Now move in such a way so that #1 and #2 are in a constant triangular formation. Really challenge yourself to make this happen. Again, take care of yourself and your colleagues. 

And again, notice: What does this do to spatial relationships?

Now get as close to #1 and as far from #2 as possible. Something terrible will happen if you get close to #2! (Group laughs a lot at this game.)

Now reverse: Close to #2 and far from #1! (Lots more laughter. Interestingly, this appears to divide larger group into two smaller groups.)

Okay, let that go. Walk around. Rest. Catch your breath. (10-15 seconds pass)

FORM A CIRCLE, SQUARE, TRIANGLE, RECTANGLE

Okay, when I say go, as a group – without talking or pantomiming or winking or allowing 1 or 2 people to emerge as the Directors – see if you can get yourselves into a circle. And you’re going to have consensus about a direction you’re moving in. (Marietta repeats this.) And go. 

The goal is that if someone were to walk into the room they would see a group of people walking in a circle. (Group is able to do this within 30 seconds or so.)

And now, without talking, signaling, but working together as a group, how can you turn this circle into a moving square? No stopping, just keep it moving. (Group does this relatively quickly.)

Now turn the square into a triangle. (Group does this VERY quickly. Marietta: “Wow…”)

And then finally turn the triangle into a rectangle. (This takes somewhat longer, perhaps 90 seconds.)

TEMPO

And let go of that and just walk around the room. 

And bring your awareness back to yourself again. 

Start to become aware of how you are moving through the room. 

As you’re moving around the room, see if you can find your own personal tempo. What’s the rate of speed at which you normally move? It changes all the time, of course, but what’s your own personal tempo? 

Now increase your tempo a little bit. 

And pick up the pace a little bit more. 

And a little bit more. 

And even more. 

You should be moving at a pretty high speed now – see how fast your tempo can be in this space right now. 

And slow it down a little. 

A little more. 

A little more. 

Now find a medium rate of speed. 
And now slow it down. 

Now more. 

See how slowly you can move without stopping. 

Good. 

Now play with tempo: fast, slow and in-between.

(Marietta repeats the word “TEMPO” several times here to get the group used to this phrase.)

CARICATURE OF YOURSELF

Now walk as you. 

How do you walk? How do you move? Imagine yourself as the “character” of yourself. Do you swing your arms? Your hips? Where do you carry your weight? Don’t change what you’re doing, just become interested in it. Now exaggerate it. If you swing your arms, swing them more. If you walk on your toes, walk higher on them. Exaggerate as many parts as you can. Now exaggerate them even more. Become a caricature of yourself – a cartoon version – in a fun way. Take it as far as possible, becoming an over-the-top caricature of yourself. 

CARICATURE OF SOMEONE ELSE

Okay, you can let that go. 

Continue moving around the room.

Now think of somebody that you know well. Someone you have a relationship with. Keep walking and don’t let it change the way you’re moving, just think of that person. Probably the first person that came to mind is good. 

Now let go of your own movements and begin to take on some of that person’s physicality. 

And since no one’s going to know whom you’re impersonating, it’ll be easy to do. 

How do they move? Where’s their center of gravity? Do they swing their arms? Be very specific. 

Now begin to exaggerate some of these movements. And have fun with it – they don’t know. Exaggerate it even more now. And think about “How does this make me feel?” 

Now go as far over-the-top, really letting go of yourself as much as possible and becoming the cartoon version of this person. Stay aware of how this makes you feel, and how it’s different. 

GESTURES: EVERYDAY, IDIOSYNCRATIC, SOAP OPERA, WESTERN, FEMALE, MALE 

Begin to think of everyday gestures. Gestures you see people making every day. 

Now start to do some. As many as you can think of. Your own and other people’s. Create a mini-repertoire of gestures. And if you see someone else doing one in the space that you like, you can add that to your repertoire. 

Now add in some of your own idiosyncratic gestures. 

What are some gestures that are unique to you? 

Now add in some “soap opera” gestures.

And now “Western” gestures. 

And now, for everyone in the room, “female” gestures. 

And now, for everyone in the room, “male” gestures. 

And get out of your comfort zone. 

Remember that you can steal gestures from others. (Allows this to go for 2-3 minutes.)

Great, now let that go. Come back to the room. Come back to your body. 

STAGE TWO: CHARACTER

We’re going to move into a second stage of the work now. 

Continue moving about the room and just listen as you move.

Some of the things we’ve been doing are going to find their way in to what we’re going to do.

Choose a character that you’ll work on for the rest of the workshop. 

Could be a character you’re working on, you will work on, or have always wanted to work on. Or if one doesn’t come up, it could be a person you know in real life. 

We’re going to use these things we’ve come up with to explore this thing we call “character.” 

In choosing this person, make sure you’re clear on two things: 

- What does this character desire?

- What is this character struggling against? How is this character being oppressed or prevented from what he/she wants? 

Now begin to take on this character’s inner monologue. What is it you want? What’s in your way? What are you struggling with? What’s oppressing you? Really let go of your own thoughts and focus on your own. What are you fighting for? Don’t try and “paste something on your body” from the outside-in, work from the inside-out. Go as far as possible to connect to that need, desire, want. If it helps to whisper some of the character’s inner monologue, go for it. 

Good, so some gestures are connecting to this desire… so let that happen. Not in an artificial way of trying to paste gestures on, but from the inside… connect to that want: What do you want? What do you not have? Allow that to really influence your walk, your movement, your gesture. 

As you continue to connect to that, to move in response to that, see if you can find a full-bodied expression of that want. We’ll call this a “Body Mask” (Boal term). A full expression of that want using your whole body. If the only way you could communicate to another person was through this body mask, what would that be? 

Now move around the room in that body mask. In the best way you can, try and preserve the body mask as you move. Feel free to speak the inner monologue. (2-3 minutes on this.)

Now begin to incorporate some of the gestures from before.

And now stay with your character… slowly let go of the Body Mask and the gestures. 

Think: What is the face that your character shows to society? 

What is the socially-acceptable version that your character shows to society? 

How do you (as the character) present yourself to society? Allow any gestures to arise. 

See if you can whisper some of the internal monologue. What do you (the character) think about when you feel the need to present a version of yourself to society? 

See if you can find a full-body expression of this social version: “socially acceptable body mask.” 

Freeze it. (10-15 seconds)

Now move that mask around the room. (About 30 seconds.)

Allow gestures to come in. Feel free to speak some of the inner monologue. 

Let go of Body Mask, but stay in character. 

What would the character like to be able to show to the world but is not able to show to the world? 

What does this character want to be able to express but is not allowed to?

Let any gestures come up. This is the opposite of what we just did – the opposite of the mask we show to society. What face do we want to show? This isn’t necessarily anti-social. 

Again, connect this to inner-thoughts. Feel free to voice the inner monologue. 

See if you can find a full physical expression – a Body Mask – for everything the character wishes to express to society but is being prevented from showing. Once you’ve found it, gently hold it. Freeze it. 

And now move it around the room, allowing gestures to come back in if they do. And begin to speak the inner monologue. (2-3 minutes) 

Let that go. Return to what that inner desire is – that super-objective, the thing your character wants more than anything. Continue moving if you’re moving. Let that desire dictate your movement: your tempo, your gestures. What is that thing that you’re lacking? 

(Personal Note: All the exercises have flowed together throughout workshop without a break, allowing participants to go deeper and deeper into the characters. Self-consciousness melts away.) 

Imagine that you’ve gotten what you want. The thing you’ve wanted most is finally yours. How does this feel? What does this look like? What is the full Body Mask for this feeling? You’ve gotten what you desire, what you deserve. What does this look like? Once you’ve got it, just gently freeze it. (5-10 seconds.) 

Gently move that body mask around the room. Allow yourself to speak the character’s thoughts. If it just comes out as sound, that’s okay too. 

Begin to interact with other characters. (About 2 minutes.)

Let that go. Come back to the room. Back to your body. 

Find a partner: get in groups of 2 or 3 and sit on the floor. 

Take a few minutes to share your experiences. Any format you want. 

This may have brought up some things for you. Even though you were playing others, Marietta says, I saw you were committed to this and some things might have come up.  Recognizing that this isn’t therapy, some of you may want to process. 

(Marietta allows 3-4 minutes)

Group comes together in a circle.

Marietta: Thanks all for just jumping right in. 

What we just did takes more than a 2 hour workshop. I just wanted to give you a taste. 

- Have worked with Augusto and Julian Boal (Cops in the Head) and Anne Bogart (Viewpoints). 

Have used this to help actors get more in their bodies and out of their heads. Came out of working on Chekhov plays with graduate actors. Found that students were struggling with text. After a semester of working physically and becoming very comfortable with that, found that when they went into text they got into their heads and couldn’t connect text with body. So she took these physical exercises and then brought in text. 

For this workshop, Marietta chose not to talk too much about it because that can put you in your head – just wanted to give you the physical experience. You can make your own applications. 

Taking on role of Oppressor can be revelatory – doesn’t get them off the hook, but can teach us things. 

Session ends: 3:53pm.

