Dr. Elizabeth Gibbons: The Spectrum of Teaching Styles for Dance


Units of Action and Motif Writing

The Units of Action are the symbols used in Motif Writing, a form of dance notation which allows latitude of performance: dancers can do each action in a wide variety of ways.  The symbols can be used in the same way as Action Words, as a way to enable students to contribute to choreography of a dance work, or as a way to introduce the symbols used in Labanotation (Kinetography Laban). For more information on Motif Writing please see Your Move: A New Approach to the Study of Movement and Dance by Ann Hutchinsons Guest (1983)
.  

Spatial Organization
Although all are symbols and concepts from Motif Writing, sometimes the concepts and symbols for Spatial Organization are used separately from the Units of Action and sometimes together (notice that the symbol for spatial progression is the same as the locomotor Unit of Action but is written horizontally in one instance and vertically in another instance).  
A Few Suggestions
When introducing students to the symbols, I’ve used episodes in Cued Response, Guided Discovery, Convergent Discovery and Divergent Production.

1.  Write a class score.  Have students call out symbols and write them, very large, on the board.  The whole class will do the same score, but it will look very different on everyone.

2.  Do group scores.  Divide the class into groups of 3-5 students; have each group develop its score and do as a group dance.  All members of the group might do the same action but in different ways, or they can do the same action in unison.  For example, for the “elevation” symbol, one person in the group might do a jump, another person might do a hop, another  leap, assemblé or sissonne; or everyone in the group could do the same elevation in unison.

3.  Have each individual do a score and develop a dance to go with it.  Then take up the papers and give each score to a different person or assign partners and have partners exchange scores.  Each student now creates a new dance to a new score.  I often select student pairs at random and have them perform their individual solos simultaneously; the class members observing the pairs offer suggestions on changing facing, timing or actions to blend the two into a duet.  

Guidelines for using Motif Writing

1.  Like Labanotation or Kinetography Laban, write from bottom to top, reading “up” the page.  Start with a double bar line and finish with a double bar line; the double bar defines the beginning and end of the score.

2.  The length of the symbol (not the width!) gives the time element: a very long symbol is done for a longer time than a shorter symbol.  Time is relative and open to students’ interpretation. 
3.  Symbols should not touch; leave a little space between symbols for clarity.

4.  Two symbols side-by-side show simultaneity: two things are happening at the same time.  For example, turning while jumping or twisting while traveling.

5.  A single parentheses or bow which ties two symbols together indicates a blended action: an expansion which smoothly becomes a fall, a turn which blends into a twist.  
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SPATIAL ORGANIZATION




















Curved carving on a circular pathway

















Carving a curve with a straight body design, finishing in a curved shape




















Carving a curve with a curved body shape

















Projecting a bigger curve

















Straight spatial projection during straight spatial progression

















Straight pathway ending in spatial tension

















Curved spatial progression ending in a curved body design

















Curved body design moving on a circular pathway

















Straight body design moving on a straight pathway





A few examples….
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Spatial Tension





UNITS OF ACTION: Motif Writing
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Action.  Movement takes place, change occurs.  Activity unspecified.





Pause.  No movement takes place, no change, holding still.  Retaining a situation, a tension, a gesture.





Locomotion.  Travelling, going.  May be running, walking, crawling, rolling, sliding, etc. 





Axial movement.  Stays in place;  may be gesturing, nodding, etc. 








Elevation: take-off, flight, and landing.  May be any of the five basic elevations and their variations:  hop, jump, leap, assemblé, sissonne. 


 





Turning, revolving.  May be spinning, rolling, somersault, turning to face a new direction.  Any degree of turn from a fraction of a turn to multiple turns. 








Twisting; part rotates while part is held.  May be a twist in the torso, turning out the leg(s), rotating arms, head, hands, feet, etc.  





Transfer of weight: supporting, balancing.  May be stepping, kneeling, lying, handstand, standing up.








Contracting: becoming smaller or more dense.  May be bending, curling in, closing, shrinking, crouching, making a fist.  








Expanding: becoming larger.  May be stretching, extending, growing, lengthening, elongating, reaching out, opening a fist, stretching the spine.  








Falling, moving beyond the base of support, temporary loss of balance.  May be on any level to any other lower level.








Inclining, leaning, tilting. 





Blended action: the contraction blends into the axial action (5)





Simultaneity: twisting while traveling (4)





Short transfer of weight (2)





Long axial symbol (2)





Long expansion symbol (2)





Double bar lines at End (1)





Double bar lines at Beginning (1)





Guidelines for using Motif Writing


Like Labanotation or Kinetography Laban, write from bottom to top, reading “up” the page.  Start with a double bar line and finish with a double bar; the double bar defines the beginning and end of the score.


The length of the symbol (not the width!) gives the time element: a very long symbol is done for a longer time than a shorter symbol.


Symbols should not touch; leave a little space between symbols for clarity.


Two symbols side-by-side show simultaneity: two things are happening at the same time.  For example, turning while jumping or twisting while traveling.


A single parentheses or bow which ties two symbols together indicates a blended action: an expansion which smoothly becomes a fall, a turn which blends into a twist. 
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Example of a Motif Writing score



























































� Be aware that differences exist in use of symbols among Guest, Preston-Dunlop, and others who teach Laban studies. 






