Composition for Stage and Performance
21M645  T/TH, 3-5, W16-RRA (Kresge)

9 credits (4.2.3)

Performance workshop examines the theatrical event from the perspective of composition. Studio exercises address the process of developing a theatrical work through an internalized understanding of compositional principles in the theatre.  Principles examined include Image, Movement, Shape, Repetition, Gesture, and Spatial Relationship—uses of Time, Space and Action.

    Complemented by outside readings, video-viewings, short essays, and in class discussions, this workshop provides the performer, director, choreographer, and designer or writer opportunities to engage with large and small group ensembles in the creation of theatrical events.

Prerequisites: Intro to Acting or by permission of the instructor.

jscheib@mit.edu
Contact Information:

Jay Scheib, assistant professor

10-267, office:: 617-253-6961

home:: 617-776-1745  /  mobile: 917-612-2137

jayscheib@jayscheib.com or jscheib@mit.edu
Office Hours

Meeting with me is great: so call me. Whenever.  

( I will try to always be in or around my office: Mondays and Wednesdays 10:30-12:30 )

Description: Composition for Stage and Performance

The Viewpoints are a vocabulary used to describe some of the specific underpinnings of the performing artist (actor dancer performer)—whether solo or in an ensemble. By training with Viewpoints the performer gains a set of tools with which to address the spatial and temporal challenges of a performance event. There are nine Viewpoints: Spatial Relationship, Architecture, Kinesthetic Reaction, Tempo, Repetition, Gesture, Shape, Choreography (Floor Pattern), and Duration. The Viewpoints may be divided into two categories: Temporal and Spatial.

Composition is a means of training but also a means of conducting research—of exploiting otherwise hidden possibilities within a text or within a theme. Composition as a studio practice is the equivalent of sketching. When we sketch we are recording our ideas for later development, we are testing our ideas, or purely pointing at expressive possibilities. Composition in the theatre has much in common with composition in painting or in music, writing, or in the cinema—the montage is instantaneous, the writing happens in real time directly on the stage. Composition is the wielding of an entire theatre, an entire theatrical language to the service of stage expression. It is the practice of drawing together, or sequencing, potentially (personally) expressive elements into a composite whole: a piece of music, a swath of color and an instant of video, a line of spoken text, a burst of laughter, a gesture, and a farewell embrace… These elements when arranged in a particular way could provide for us a composition that moves us to laugh or to cry, or to feel.

As we seek to express ourselves on the stage we are confronted with the potential of the theatre to amplify our perceptions of reality, our interpretation of the necessity of fiction or of tragedy, our understanding of the text of a play. We are compelled to make use of the language of the stage as a means of satisfying our desire to express something essential about our existence. Composition in the theatre is a matter of developing a theatrical language capable of expressing something integral about our lives—whether through a play by Shakespeare, Brecht, Tennessee Williams. Or an original work. 

In the final weeks of the class, students will have the opportunity to assemble various compositional works into a final presentation. These short performances, ranging from 20 to 30 minutes in length, will be presented to an invited public. Instructor and student moderated discussions following each of the works will give further opportunities to learn about what has been made—through the lens of public presentation.

Week 1

Viewpoints Training: Space

Space is divided into positive and negative values. Basic ensemble exercises explore the malleability of representation according to the manipulation of Viewpoints of Space. The Viewpoints of Space are: Architecture, Shape, Spatial Relationship, and Floor Pattern. The first two classes are devoted to a precise examination of the performer’s relationship to the theatrical event from the perspective of the viewpoints of space.

Reading materials discussed.

Selected Readings: Aristotle’s Poetics, Anne Bogart/Tina Landau
Week 2

Viewpoints Training: Time

The second week is devoted to the use of time. The Viewpoints of Time are: Tempo, Repetition, Gesture, Kinesthetic Reaction, and Duration. 


We will continue to introduce the viewpoints, focusing on the Viewpoints of Time.  Experiment: how does the sequencing of physical action affect our perception of an event. What are the consequences of telling a story backwards? Forward? How does an event in space engage or disengage our experience of time?

Reading materials discussed: How do Aristotle’s precise observations regarding the sequencing of events in tragic poetry—reversals recognitions scenes of suffering—suggest a specific structural strategy for the use of time? How is it that Artistotle’s description of dramatic structure remains relevant—discussion of film contemporary theatre etc. 

Selected Readings:  Anne Bogart/Tina Landau “Viewpoints,” and  TBA

Week 3

Viewpoints Training: Motion Composition / Social Composition

Work on Spatial and Temporal Viewpoints are synthesized. Exercises concentrate first on very specific combinations of temporal and spatial viewpoints, such as Duration, Shape, and Repetition. As fluency is acquired, music is added to the improvisations. 

Reading materials discussed. 

In-class viewing of image materials: Santiago Sierra, Gregory Crewdson, Robert Mapplethorpe, Charlie White, Mayumi Lake, Boris Mikhailov : Social dimension as a compositional force. Selected Readings: Bertolt Brecht, Aeschylus’ The Persians, Herodotus’ The Persian Wars (chapters 7&8), documentary film Gunner Palace, and Elfriede Jelinek’s play BambiLand

Week 4

Viewpoints Training: Motion Composition

Continued Viewpoints work with music. Themes are incorporated into the Viewpoints vocabulary with a concentration on basic principles of composition. Short compositions are developed based on image materials viewed in class. Music videos are discussed vis a vis the Viewpoints. Tactics for compositional practice are explored through exercises focused on the sequencing of compositional elements. 

(Time permitting we will begin workshopping the music video presentations.)

Discussion of motion and image in Roland Schimmelpfennig’s Before / After.  

Assignment Due:  Please select one music video and obtain a copy.. Additional In-class viewing of image materials: Sam Taylor-Wood, Velasquez, Goya, Caravaggio, Cindy Sherman, Francis Bacon: The knock-off /the Adaptation. Continued Readings: Elfriede Jelinek’s play BambiLand

Week 5

Composition: Composing with Space

Music Video compositions are workshopped with special emphasis on use of space. Compositions are rehearsed in class and outside of class. These are 3 to 7 minute compositions, which must make use of light, color, costume, sound, and video—based on the Music Video selected during the prior week. The music video compositions are made by small ensembles of 3-7 individuals and presented in the studio. Time permitting we will begin the process of making compositions based on Elfriede Jelinek’s play BambiLand
.

Discussion of social space and nomadic space / virtual space vs. haptic space.

Assignment Due: During this week we will present all Music Video inspired Compositions. In-class viewing of image materials: John Heartfield,  Selected readings on space: Foucault, Deleuze, Kantor. Short written response compositions from weeks 5 and 6 (3-5 pages) synthesizing the reading and visual materials and studio excercises.
Week 6

Composition: Duration / Time Specific Composition

Composition is one means of making minor elements major. It is an opportunity to sketch and to react along thematic, analogous, parallel, associative or contradictory trajectories in relation to the text or to a theme. We will use composition as a means of conducting motion based research into either Schimmelpfennig’s play Before / After or Jelinek’s play Bambiland.
In-Class Composition assignment for groups of 2-3: 

Please make a 5 minute composition which directly addresses the following three questions:  “How do people, in Roland Schimmelpfennig’s play behave when confronted by desire?” and “how do people embrace for the first time” and “how far are you willing to go for love?” The composition must contain the following elements: one staged accident, one single gesture or action which has a duration of exactly 72 seconds and during those 72 seconds nothing else may happen on the stage, 1 minute of top speed action, one profound revelation of space, a visual quotation of at least one image in its entirety from the images that we have seen in class and the six lines of text from the play.

You have will have  20 minutes to prepare the assignment. We will then present them and discuss them.

In-class viewing of video materials: Dance theatre works from British physical theatre company DV8., William Forsythe / Frankfurt Ballet (improvisation technologies) DVD
Week 7

Composition: the movement image

During this week we will concentrate on exploring the expressive potentials of Schimmelpfennig’s play from the perspective of image. Our initial focus will be on the creation of static images. We will then move our focus to the making of images that are in motion. How do images in flight remain semantically intact?

In-class Composition Assignment for groups of 2-3: 

Please make a 5 minute composition with the following ingredients: Choose 5 images from the images that have been brought into the class which you believe best amplify the world of Before / After. Study the images in their finest detail. What is it exactly about these images that allow them to speak to the world of the play? This composition should be exactly five minutes long. Each image should last precisely 60 seconds. The images must be as exactly copied as possible. Pay special attention to the social dimension of an image’s composition. The image need not necessarily be still but must remain semantically in tact for the duration of sixty seconds. The composition must contain the following elements: an excellent use of All of the Viewpoints; 2 excerpted pop songs, a scandalous use of colour, surprising or shocking use of costume, 20 seconds top speed.

You will  have 15 minutes in class to prepare the assignment. We will then present them and discuss their importance as a means of making a detailed inquiry into the potential the play. We will begin compiling a successful list of images, gestures, spatial relationships, dance phrases… etc a list of things which HAVE GOT TO BE IN OUR PRODUCTION OF BEFORE / AFTER.

We will make short compositions based on recipes written by the class.

Assignment #1 for week 7: Please write a Composition recipe. Use the above written Assignments as your models. Focus the recipe in such a way as to learn something intrinsic about the play and about the interactions of the characters, their interests, their passions, or how the light falls on their faces in the evening—use the recipe as a means of understanding something about the concrete reality of the work.
Assignment #2 for week 7: Please bring to class 5-7 images, which you feel provide interesting perspectives. Images may be taken from magazines, art books, they may be staged photographs taken by you or by friends, or photos taken on the street. We will hang them on the wall in the studio discuss them. And put them to use.

Selected Readings from Pina Bausch, Andre Tarkovsky, Einar Schleef, and others 
Week 8

Composition: BEFORE / AFTER

During week 8 we will present excerpts from Before/After.  Each group will present twice. After each showing the work will be discussed in terms of its compositional strengths and weaknesses. Each group will then have an opportunity to take the results of discussion back into the studio to rehearse. 

Assignment for week 8: Making use of Compositional tactics explored in the class and the Viewpoints Please prepare a 10-15 minute excerpt from Before/After. You may work in any ensemble configuration you wish and you may make use of any variant of Before/After that you choose. (there are a lot out there! In many genres opera, film, numerous plays...) My only stipulation is that Projects must be discussed with me prior to presenting them. I encourage you to use as little text as is possible. I encourage you to develop recipes with which to rehearse the work. Interesting architecture, costumes, colour, music etc………… Think about the whole play, show us only a finished moment.
Week 9

Composition: 

During this week we will see the second round of presentations of Before / After. 

Reading:  Anne Bogart  “A Director Prepares”

Readings will be discussed in the second half of the week.

Week 10

Viewpoints Training: Review

During this week we will review viewpoints training in class. This will be an opportunity to come back to some of the fundamental ideas presented at the beginning of the semester. We will again undertake a detailed physical inquiry into Architecture, Spatial Relationship, Kinesthetic Reaction, Tempo, Repetition, Duration, Shape, Gesture, and Floor Pattern.

Reading:  Anne Bogart  “A Director Prepares” (second half of book) and TBA

Readings will be discussed in the second half of the week.

Assignment for the beginning of week 10:  Please prepare a brief proposal for your final project. Your final project should be a work of approximately 20 minutes (not to exceed 30 minutes). It may be text based or theme based. You may work in any ensemble configuration. In your proposal please discuss the kinds of research you are doing, ideas that you have regarding sound, or light, or costumes, or color. It is your performance. I will also welcome proposals that seek to return to / build upon past works—the music 

video, for example, or to continue with Before/After. Proposal should 3-5 pages.

As with the Before/After presentations we will present each piece at least twice with in-class discussions on their compositional strengths and weaknesses...
Week 11

Composition: Personal Works

The first half of the week will be consist of an open rehearsal/workshop day. 

In the second part of the week we will begin our First round of presentations.

Week 12

Composition: Personal Works

First round of presentations continued…

Open rehearsal/workshop in the second half of the week.

Week 13

Composition: Personal Works Final Presentations
Final presentations will be open to invited guests…

Week 14

In-class viewing of video materials: Pina Bausch’s Two Cigarettes in the Dark and her seminal dance theatre work Café Müller  and Lalala Human Steps.

Required texts:  

These titles should be available for you at the Coop. Please let me know if there are any problems finding them. I will provide additional texts to you as handouts or as in-class readings.
Bogart, Anne: A Director Prepares
