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Sound Patterns as Connectors: An
Experimental Production of Three Sisters
The actor is tasked with embodying text in order to portray the characters’ intentions.
This article shows that such a complex task escalates when the actor performs in a second
language. In South Africa, where eleven official languages are embraced, the multiplicity and
crossover of spoken languages is a daily challenge for actors and theatre makers, leading to a
preference for physical performances, which limits the use of text. The production of embodied
sound patterns embedded in a text informed the creative process of an experimental production
of Chekhov’s ThreeSisters. It was createdwith a second-language cast (speakers of Setswana
and Afrikaans) whose over-arching goal was to consider the embodied patterns of pre-linguistic
expressionasa theatre-making tool.When reflecting on theirwork, the actors indicated that their
explorations facilitated a connection with the text in English and generated the relevant
dynamics for the play’s sociopolitical themes to be adequately ‘translated’ to a contemporary
multilingual South African context. Karina Lemmer is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of
PerformingArtsat TshwaneUniversity ofTechnology inGauteng,whereshe teachesactingand
voice. She has directed a number of multilingual productions, including Buried Voices (2018)
and Motlotlegi (2019), and has published in the Voice and Speech Review (2018).
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THIS ARTICLE reflects on an experimental
multilingual production of Chekhov’s Three
Sisters performed at the University of Pretoria
(October 2017), the POPArt Theatre in Johan-
nesburg (May 2018), and the SA State Theatre
(August 2018) during theVavasati International
Women’s Festival. It describes the focused
explorations that were central to the creative
process in a logbook format documenting spe-
cific strategies used to empower actors tasked
with embodying text in a second language.

Three Sisters is the outcome of a study con-
cerned with second-language actors within
the South African context, where eleven offi-
cial languages are used. Such linguistic multi-
plicity means that actors are often confronted
with embodying characters in a language that
is not their first. Although there are several
approaches towards embodying text in con-
temporary acting, the multilingual actor
receives limited attention. The explorations
here described were intended to enable the
embodiment of a second-language text not at
a lexical level but by unlocking the sound

patterns or prosody established by variations
in pitch, duration and intensity, which are
present in all human beings at a pre-linguistic
level. An unlocking approach of this kind
removes the notion of ‘correctness’, enabling
the actor to connect with the emotional pat-
terns embedded in a text.

Whenworking in amultilingual context, an
actor often requires help with the second-
language text when the text as such gets in
the way of performance. Because experimen-
tal attempts at resolving difficulties are pro-
foundly situational, it is not always clear what
role they play in assisting the actor’s perfor-
mance. Furthermore, since such attempts are
woven into the rehearsal process, they subse-
quently raise the question of whether they
actually had assisted the actor. In the experi-
ment discussed here, we wished to determine
whether our exploratory approach really did
help the actor to convey the character’s
motives in a second language. An open view
was necessary, sincemy subjective experience
and understanding could be significantly
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different from those of any given actor. I also
wanted to investigate what the outcome
would be if I relied on the same processes of
trying and testing to guide my directing.

Selecting the Text and Cast, and Organizing
Rehearsals

Since the focus of our exploratory work was
prosody as a creative tool for the second-
language actor and the overall creative pro-
cess, I decided to use a text in which the action
is in the dialogue. In Anton Chekhov’s plays,
action, character, theme, and plot are driven
by direct and indirect discourse.1 All action is
driven by dialogue becausemany pivotal dra-
matic moments occur offstage.2 Conversation
is a driver of action, given that Chekhov’s
characters frequently do not say what they
mean; they may be talking about the weather,
but their mundane talk may well hold a
deeply emotional, layered subtext.3 And it is
precisely this that makes a play by Chekhov
an effective choice for exploring prosody:
pitch, intensity, and duration pertaining to the
spoken word allow an actor to move dramatic
action forward through the inner substance of
the words that are spoken. Chekhov’s drama
reflects the western text-based theatre tradi-
tion, which contrasts with the African para-
digm where storytelling and physicality are
central to theatrical performance.4 Chekhov’s
plays are thus symptomatic of the type of text
that second-language-speaking South African
actors find challenging to engage with.

Chekhov’s is a complex work featuring ten
characters, and it is thematically dense. Our
adaptation focused on the inner and outer
conflict of the three central female characters
and, as a result, the other characters were
removed, enabling the cast and director to
home in on Chekhov’s thematic elements,
which are still relevant to women’s lives over
a century after the work was first performed
in Russia in 1901. Universal themes such as
love, marriage, ageing, and ambition appear
strongly in the work.

Within our contemporary South African
context, society and class are phenomena that
have had a lingering impact on the historical
inequalities still evident today. Chekhov’s

play considers individual experience within
the context of systemic inequality, and com-
ments on those who isolate themselves from
other social groups. These are elements that
should be problematized in regard to contem-
porary South Africa. The sisters experience
dissatisfaction as outer circumstances and
the influences of patriarchy generate inner
conflict. We also selected Three Sisters because
it features complex female characters suitable
for an all-female cast. We found that prosody,
specifically when expressing emotion, related
to gender.5 We thought, then, that an all-
female cast would remove a potential variable
within the creative experiment and our subse-
quent reflections on it.

A certain degree of homogeneity had to be
established since second-language speakers of
English are likely to display transfer from their
first language in their speech melody.6 It was
therefore important to select actors who
shared a first language. In an effort not to limit
the exploration to one first-language group, it
was decided to use two casts, each consisting
of three actors. Consequently, three actors
who speak Afrikaans as their first language,
and three who use Sesotho and Setswana, or a
combination of Sesotho and Setswana, as their
first language were invited to participate.7

Our overarching goal was to explore crea-
tively the prosodic delivery of a second-lan-
guage text and to let this shape the actors’ and
director’s processes and the performance out-
come. Prosody is complex and intertwined as
it influences, and is influenced by, various
aspects of the communicative act, which
includes social ritual, paralinguistic and non-
verbal expression, age, gender, culture,
power, and affective or emotive expression.8

It is also a competence that is acquired and
applied unconsciously. Thus we thought it
important to allow free creative exploration
rather than conscious application of ‘method’,
and we decided to employ a semi-structured
process rather than work within a precon-
ceived and planned structure. And so an ‘after
the fact’ approach was used in which explo-
rations informed the creative process while
the latter was reflected upon by the cast and
director. Even so, our free process did involve
some aspects that were planned in advance
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such as our adaptation of Chekhov’s text and
our review of relevant literature.

Specific references within the text were
removed and the textwas condensed into four
pivotal scenes that featured conversation
between the three sisters. Our first scene was
the play’s opening conversation concerning
Irina’s birthday and the sisters’ longing for
times past. In the second scene the conversa-
tion escalated as they expressed dissatisfac-
tion with their lives, relationships, and career
prospects; and the sisters discussed their
brother, who had mortgaged their family
home. In the third scene the sisters, having
lost their family home, contemplate their mor-
tality and sense of loss. Finally, we used a
short conversation inwhich the sisters discuss
donating clothes to the poor who have lost
their homes.9

Adapting the text to centre on four scenes
was deliberate because it allowed for different
explorations of each scene during the initial
phase, allowing reflection on how it was per-
formed. Thematically speaking, conversa-
tions were selected that gave us the scope to
speak of privilege and exclusivity, which are
widely considered in South Africa to relate to
the country’s contemporary postcolonial situ-
ation.10

The rehearsal process focused on prosody
activated through gesture, music, drawing,
and words. I purposefully did not plan any
of the time and space aspects integral to direct-
ing, and the actors only received the script on
the day when rehearsals began. This means
that the entire process evolved around pros-
ody-centred explorations going towards the
performed production. Thus it was simulta-
neously an exploration and a rehearsal pro-
cess in four phases. In the first phase the two
casts explored the text separately to enable
independent discovery of the unique linguis-
tic qualities demanded by some of our
attempts. Such a division ensured that the cast
members used their first language spontane-
ously when exploring the first three scenes.
During the second phase, the experiences of
both casts were combined and elements were
revisited to generate a performance. All the
scenes explored were included in this second
phase, as was the final short fourth scene.

Phase 3 saw intensive rehearsals material
accrued for what could be called the final
preparations for the performance. This phase
involved technical aspects such as sound and
lighting elements; I continued my daily jour-
nal. Thefinal phasewas after the performance,
and it included an unstructured reflective dis-
cussion with each actor in which they thought
about and commented on the creative process
as a whole.

Discussions in the form of unstructured
recorded conversations were conducted
throughout. When embodying the character,
the actor harnessed everything that she
had felt, thought, seen, and done to create
the character’s thoughts and feelings. This
entailed an interplay between the objective
demands of a role and the subjective motives
of the actor portraying the role.11 Prosody is a
pre-linguistic intuitive act of expression that
conveys emotional intent.12 Consequently,
these activities are intuitive by definition,
and it was considered most valuable to allow
each actor to express her unique experience
verbally. My director’s journal indicated how
the explorations continually informed the
directing process.

Reflections on Exploring Gesture in Scene 1

For the purpose of this article, each cast mem-
ber is assigned a code. The Afrikaans first-
language cast is coded as A1, A2, A3, and
A4.13 The Sesotho/Setswana cast is coded as
S1, S2, and S3. Cast members’ experiences of a
specific exploration are quoted in their own
words, as recorded in the reflective discus-
sions. Selected comments from the actors are
included to illustrate outcomes. An audio
recording of the final performance was used
to generate samples of the actor’s text delivery
and it is used here to investigate how prosody
operated in specific scenes.

The pre-linguistic, first prosodic patterns of
the infant babbling phase are connected to
non-verbal expression that includes gesture,
facial expression and gaze.14 This is sustained
as linguistic development unfolds, with ges-
ture remaining a complementary co-expresser
to speech.15 The complementary interplay
between speech and gesture suggests
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body–mind connectivity as meaning is made
and expressed through speech. Phillip
B. Zarrilli describes this as the subtle dimen-
sions of the body and mind working together
in the moment to connect speech-thought,
non-verbal communication, empathy, and
emotion;16 Rick Kemp calls such connected
acting ‘embodied acting’.17 The pre-linguistic
connection between gesture and prosody led
to the decision to explore gesture in the very
first rehearsal.

After a single read through of Scene 1,
I asked the actors to select one of Michael
Chekhov’s six archetypal actions that they
thought best represented their initial impres-
sion of their character. They were invited to
make an intuitive choice regarding the action
as no character analysis had been done. These
actions include ‘I give’, ‘I want’, ‘I reject’,
‘I take’, ‘I hold my ground’, and ‘I yield’.18

This was repeated a few times before different
qualities that represented psychological
values were introduced. The actors were
requested to continue configuring action as
gesture with the line(s), while adding the
qualities ‘lovingly’, ‘carefully’, ‘carelessly’,
‘aggressively’, ‘excitedly’, and so on. Pieces
of cloth were introduced to assign tangible
expression to the gesture as the actors contin-
ued gesturing while reading the scene.

When asked to reflect on the experience, A3
commented: ‘Gestures did have an effect, but
I cannot explain how. At times I felt I was
over-doing it, felt I spoke faster and louder,
but when the gesture was removed, it felt
more natural and I felt the energy was still
there.’ A1 stated: ‘I felt different shades of the
same feeling when repeating the same ges-
ture. I realized I could “give” in differentways
and that changed how I felt and how the text
sounded.’ A2 said: ‘I felt the gesture was
almost going against what I wanted to do,
but it was creating an awareness of what I
was doing and saying. I felt I stopped plan-
ning how I was going to say something . . .
because I tend to overthink how I say lines.’

The Setswana cast reported similar experi-
ences. S1 noted: ‘It helps you just to go and not
think what you are saying and how you are
saying it, just to go with your intuition.’ S2
stated: ‘So now you get, OK, so this is how I

could react with the text; it made me realize
how she thinks.’

These comments potentially speak to the
co-expressive nature of gesture and speech.
Other comments seem to suggest a sense of
ease and comfort with the words and an
acknowledgement that the gesture explora-
tion had clarified the characters’ thoughts.
Based on these comments, it is possible to
suggest that the gesture exploration encom-
passed, to some degree, the systemic process
that integrates thinking, being, doing, and
interacting (speaking), which echoes Liora
Bresler’s definition of embodiment.19 How-
ever, it is important to observe that the actors
were at this point ‘reading’ the text rather than
‘speaking’ it, as had been the case in out the
first rehearsal.

The actors were engaging with written
language – a system of signs and symbols
depicted in words that correspond with the
world and are, therefore, more prone to cog-
nitive interpretation.20 However, connecting
the words, although read, meant that they
were read with the kinaesthetically activated
body, therefore activating intent. Intent is acti-
vated from embodied consciousness, as con-
sciousness is inherently kinaesthetic, present
in the body that is either moving or is on the
verge of moving intentionally.21 Therefore,
although the actors were engaged in the cog-
nitive act of reading, intent was simulta-
neously being activated through the moving
body, which subsequently affected prosodic
delivery and its relationship with words.

Based on my observations and the actors’
comments, gesture exploration and the inclu-
sion of tangibles like clothing provided an
opportunity for exploring the text in an
embodied way, which triggered impulses
and the expression of the prosodic elements
of speech. Analysis of the actors’ use of stress
and intonation in Scene 1 revealed that,
although the actors in the two casts inter-
preted the text differently from a prosodic
perspective, similar words were given prom-
inence.22 These included nouns such as ‘life’,
‘health’, and ‘earth’, and such descriptions as
‘complicated’, ‘kind’, ‘cleverest’, and ‘cynical’.
Since this text was initially embodied with
gesture, it may be noted that physical sensing
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may have had an impact on interpretation,
subsequently influencing the choices the
actors had made.

Although all the actors delivered prosody
according to their uniqueness, there were
similarities from a character perspective.
Both of the actors who played Masha tended
to raise pitch and to lengthen vowels in
order to assign meaning. Both actors who
played Irina tended to use intensity to con-
vey their intent. Overall, it seems that the
Afrikaans cast tended to raise pitch more to
emphasize intent, whereas the Setswana cast
inserted more words and paralinguistic ele-
ments (‘mmm’, laughing, ‘hey’). This poten-
tially indicates the first-language impact on
the second-language text and may also be
connected to linguistic identity, although
several factors may here be at play due to
the intricate nature of prosodic expression.

Reflections on Exploring with Drawing and
Music in Scene 2

Scene 2 was read once, followed by a brief
analysis and discussion of the context and
the transitions for characters from Scene
1. Scene 2was then divided into two sections,
each consisting of four pages of text. The first
section was used in exploration by drawing
and the second used exploration with music. I
decided to split the scene between these two
types of exploration so as to allow the actors to
focus on a smaller chunk of text in each case.
This, I believed, would provide a sense of
comfort with the text while it was being
explored.

Each cast member received four large
sheets of paper and coloured crayons and oil
pastels. I invited the actors to sit comfortably
in a position that would help them to read
the dialogue while drawing. They were then
requested to read the dialogue as a group and
to draw any lines or shapes while reading.
After the first four pages had been explored
like this, they were asked to change the lines
and shapes that they were drawing, using
guidelines such as ‘draw circles in different
sizes’, ‘draw any lines, shorter or longer’,
‘draw small dots’, ‘draw squares and triangles
in different sizes’. I then guided the actors to

read the dialogue again, but this time while
freely drawing any shapes that could influ-
ence how prosodic patterns were embodied.
When the drawings were completed, I invited
the actors to read or speak the scene while
allowing themselves to sense what they had
experienced physically, visually, or aurally
while drawing.

The actors’ ease was noticeable when they
reflected onwhat they had done. A1 stated: ‘It
tookme out ofmyhead,mademe forget how I
say the lines.’ S3: ‘In my head it started to
break the pattern of how I usually speak.’ S1
noted: ‘Forme it wasmore the text, the impor-
tance of the words, the emphasis of the words
– it came out so it went into the text.’ A1
indicated: ‘When I look at my picture, I see
rhythm, there’s like dots and circles, hard
stripes and shorter stripe.’ These comments
suggest a conscious awareness of speech pat-
terns during the drawing exploration.

Cicely Berry used drawing in her work
concurrently with speaking lines.23 Her
approach varies slightly as she asked the actor
to draw something specific such as a house. In
our case, the actor was simply asked to draw
shapes freely. Berry notes that drawing shifts
the actor’s concentration to something precise,
which results in precision being transferred to
speech without effort due to the focus being
shifted from the words to the physical activity
of drawing.24 Based on the above comments, it
seems that the activity did indeed shift focus
from the words. Beyond releasing the burden
of over-focus on the words, which is poten-
tially valuable for the second-language actor
who may tend to place extra focus on the
words rather than let them flow organically,
as would be the case for a first-language actor,
drawing was employed to assist the actor in
examining patterns within the text, a pattern
that reflected both the linguistically embed-
ded pattern and the subtext, or the character’s
emotive pattern. For this reason, the actors
were requested to draw lines and shapes that
were not representative of anything.

Prosody is essentially a sound-pattern
assigned to language to generate meaning;
shaping of sounds into patterns is an innate
human expression that presents intent and
precedes language.25 This refers to ‘the
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manner in which something is said’ rather
than ‘what is being said’, implying that the
overall acoustic pattern of an utterance con-
veys meaning at a paralinguistic level.26 The
term ‘pattern’ recurs in the actors’ description
of their experience of drawingwhile speaking.
Their exploration allowed the actors to dis-
cover the acoustic pattern(s) of the text in their
own embodied manner through the physical
act of drawing; and this enabled them to find
speech chunks that needed to be highlighted,
as happens in connected speech to generate
meaning and to express the character’s
thoughts and intent within the scene.27 The
exploration also has a tangible outcome – a
visual image to which the actor can refer to
recreate the patterns explored. The image
indicated belongs to the final drawings pro-
duced during the exploration (Figure 1).

The first figure is from the final drawings
of the Afrikaans and Setswana actors who
played Olga. It is interesting to note that,
although this exploration was done on differ-
ent days with each cast, without contact
between them, both of the actors chose inde-
pendently to draw only in red only, and both
produced a somewhat erratic pattern consist-
ing of curved lines and circular shapes, with
limited strong edges. There is also evidence of
forceful scratching movements. One could
speculate that a possible undercurrent of frus-
tration with her text resulted in the choice of
colour, as well as the scratching. Yet, at the
same time, each controls her prosodic patterns
to have control and maintain politeness.

The final explorative drawings of the two
actors who played Masha have their own
expressive quality (Figure 2). It is interesting
to note the combination of grid-like blocks and
circular shapes in each case. Each may be a
result of the complexity of the character’s sub-
text, which spans various emotional intents.
The combination of round with strong angu-
lar shapes is evident in the speech patterns
that are described later on. Perhaps the vary-
ing shapes comment on the character, on the
complexity and turbulence of her inner life, as
described by one of the actors who played
Masha: ‘So with the way I drew, not even
paying attention, the lines they are straight,
they have a direction in which they are going,

but at the same time she doesn’t have a direc-
tion in her life, it is complete turmoil, but it is
organized chaos.’

Lastly, there are the final drawings of the
two actors who played Irina, both of whom
selected a combination of short lines, blocks
and circles or curvy lines in more than one
colour (Figure 3). These are referred to when
the acoustic pattern is discussed below. What
these also have in common is the drawing of
smaller shapes that fill the entire surface. One
could speculate on the meanings of these

Figure 1. Drawings by the actors playing Olga. Photo by
the author.
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drawings, but, ultimately, they are simply
outcomes of an exploration. What is poten-
tially worth noting, however, is the fact that,
although the actors are from different cultural
and linguistic backgrounds, each personally
unique and drawing on different days, their
drawings have common elements.

Since the words in the text and the charac-
ters’ subtext were the only factors they had in
common, the pattern in the words, both lin-
guistic and paralinguistic, was translated
visually. It is also potentially valuable to sur-
mise that each actor’s visual image symbolizes
the acoustic and emotional pattern of the text
in a very personal way. Emotions can be
viewed as mental images generated by our
sensory patterns;28 and this suggests that a
visual image can assist an actor to generate
a physical and vocal pattern for conveying a
character’s intent in a second-language text.

The use of music in the second portion of
Scene 2 was meant to assist the actors to dis-
cover emotional patterns in the text rather
than simply in the words. Prosodic

conveyance of emotion does not require lan-
guage content, unlike the conveyance of atti-
tude, which is synonymous with language
content.29 In otherwords, the prosodic expres-
sion of emotion does not require the use
of words. A sound pattern, which may be
equated to music, portrays feeling. Here
music was chosen that might echo the melan-
choly present in the text – piano compositions
by South African composer Franco Prinsloo,
with his full consent. Short tracks that clearly
provided shifts in tempo, rhythm andmelody
were selected.

The actorswere asked tofind a space and to
allow the music to influence how they moved
in it. As soon as they were at ease, they were
requested to read the final four pages of Scene
2 over the music. In their immediate reflection
following the exploration, A2 states: ‘The
music took me to a whole different place, it
stirred something, made me think of all her
sadness, how trapped she is. It gave me a
sense of nostalgia, thought of her parents,
saw them . . .’ S2 noted how ‘the music
brought the emotive aspect of how we could

Figure 3. Drawings by the actors playing Irina. Photo by
the author.Figure 2. Drawings by the actors playing Masha. Photo

by the author.
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be feeling at that particular time’, while S1
said that ‘the music helped bring out my char-
acter, how she reacts to her sisters and what
they are saying’. One could argue that the
addition of music echoes in some way the
pre-linguistic intuitive sound-pattern mediat-
ing intent. Music shifted the second-language
actors’ awareness away from the language
(word-pattern) towards the music (sound-
pattern) to access an intuitive response that
enables feeling and activates imagination.

Reflections on Exploring Phonemes in
Scene 3

Whereas the previous two sessions explored
embodied activities in order to influence the
prosody of delivery, this session dealt with
a more linguistic approach because it directly
explored phonemes and words, and so
speech. The initial exploration was connected
to the previous session as the actors read the
first pages of the scene over themusic that had
previously been used. While this was being
explored, I subtly removed the music and
invited the cast to become aware of the body
in space and in relation to other actors. I pro-
vided verbal suggestions to make the actors
aware of the shapes the body created in rela-
tionship to these actors as well as the architec-
ture, drawing on elements of Anne Bogart’s
‘Viewpoints’ of time and space.30 The View-
points become points of awareness of the ele-
ments that the performer relies on while
working: time; tempo (duration, repetition,
and kinaesthetic response); and space (shape,
gesture, architecture, special relationship, and
topography).31

The actors were then requested to focus on
one or two lines of their choice from the scene
without reference to their text. They were
requested to repeat these lines while sensing
the bodyfloating upward, followed by repeat-
ing the lines with a sense that their body was
grounded, sinking into thefloor. This could be
equated to the assertion of strength and light-
ness in the body-mind experiences, or as
described by Rudolph Laban: a way of
actively engaging with the gravitational pull
and overcoming, which leads to sensing
weight.32 The cast continued repeating the

lines, and, this time, I guided them to senses
of the body shrinking and growing. As a
result, the actors sensed the qualities of shape
that Laban calls ‘spreading’, ‘enclosing’,
‘advancing’, and ‘retreating’, although these
specific termswere not used during the explo-
ration.33

The actors were then asked to contain their
inner awareness, thus not making it visible in
the outer body while they spoke the text. The
entire scene was read, and they were asked to
vary their focus between exploring physical
awareness, suggested by the Laban shape
qualities, and ‘playing’ the vowels and conso-
nants in the text. Guided instructions included
the play of sustaining or lengthening vowels
and consonants, and play with pitch to see
what happened when vowels and consonants
in the line were taken up or down. Finally, the
actors read the scene, and I asked them simply
to employ any elements of the awareness that
they had established during the exploration.
A3 commented: ‘I realized that, as my body
changed, my speech changed but it was sub-
conscious, not like the gestures where I con-
sciously did something.’ Similarly, A2 noted:
‘I was speaking the words andmy body chan-
ged, and when my body changed, the mean-
ing changed, and it sounded and felt
different.’ S3 said, ‘It helped me to just go
and not worry about the words,’ while S1
reported: ‘For me, it was the most exciting
thing, it gave texture.’

The actors were tasked with consciously
exploring phonemes, when intent is con-
veyed, since they are normally absorbed in
the prosodic pattern.34 This conscious focus
on segments does not mirror spontaneous
speech, and it may explain why some actors
initially found the deliberate focus on pho-
nemes challenging.However, when these seg-
ments (phonemes) were produced differently
(adjusted in pitch, duration, and intensity),
this influenced the pattern, which altered the
intent. It could be that these were the pattern
adjustments on which the actors commented
above. Thus the actors sensed the vowels and
consonants as expressive without focusing on
correctness, which is a tendency of second-
language speakers.35 Exploration of the pitch
and intensity of the phonemes influenced the
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pattern in terms of how the phonemes were
sensed, resulting in increased precision or lax-
ness to mirror the emotion being conveyed
through the prosody.36

Working in this way may have initiated a
feeling of prosodic patterns associated with
the expression of primary emotions, which
altered the delivery of the text. If so, then the
exploration promotedwhatmay be termed an
organic interrelationship between the body,
voice, emotion, perception, senses, and think-
ing. The actors’ comments suggest that this
was sensed, allowing them to experience the
expressiveness and intrinsic musicality of
phonemes, which generated an embodied
pattern that activated a recognizable emotive
pattern;37 and this, instead of a search for
correctness, seemed to have assisted the sec-
ond-language actors to find intent in the
English text.

Reflections on Exploring Words in
Scene 4

The final exploration escalated from using
phonemes to what may be termed paralin-
guistic signals such as laughing, sighing, and
so on, ultimately to investigate words con-
sciously.38 The session was initiated by the
actors, who were tasked with reading the
scene and inserting a voiced filler or filled
pause such as ‘um’ or ‘mmm’ before or after
each line.39 This was repeated with a paralin-
guistic signal such as an expressive sound ‘ah’,
for example, or a sigh. The actors were then
asked to select any of these insertions so as to
see what had varied between them. After this
was established, I asked the actors to stop
inserting the signal verbally but to sustain
the feeling that they had caught or continue
to ‘think’ it. The exercise was followed by
insertions of different words, which encom-
passed affirmation, negation (‘yes’ or ‘no’),
linking words (‘well’), question words
(‘how?’), and expressive words.

Gradually I guided the actors to insert a
word or phrase in their first language. The
scene was read like this a number of times,
varying the insertion every time. Finally, I
asked the actors to remove the insertions but
sustain what they had sensed when they had

made the insertions. The actors also reported a
constructive experience. A1 stated: ‘The filler
felt natural and gave a sense of drive to my
text, [it] felt good in terms of how she thinks
and speaks.’ A3 said: ‘It was really cool and
made the dialogue feel more natural. For me,
specifically, just using the sound before the
line – it felt so natural.’ S2 noted: ‘The different
words made it lighter, it felt more natural to
me.’ S1 said: ‘Naturally I don’t use so much of
the strong words as a person, so using them –

it changed the way I spoke.’
Prosody conveys the intent of the speaker

and information about the utterance itself.40

Used in a conversation, ‘social ritual’ results in
certain utterances being dispensed as habit-
ual, thus assigning specific prosodic features
to how the utterance is uttered.41 For example,
the word ‘really’ could habitually be
expressed with a lift in pitch in the final sylla-
ble to signal questioning. Allowing these
familiar patterns to influence the text altered
the prosodic delivery and emphasized specific
intent. For example, when ‘no’ was inserted,
the pitch emphasis was dropped, which
caused the line of text that followed also to
be produced with a downward pattern,
assigning prominence to specific words that
mirrored the negative notion of ‘no’. The
actors used descriptors such as ‘natural’ and
‘different impulses’ in their commentaries,
possibly suggesting that a given insertion
enabled an interpretation that varied from
their initial interpretation. So the word
inserted guided the interpretation. Even so,
exploration drew on the familiar or, as Arthur
Lessac suggests, on a familiar event, to have
actions that flow from the body’s natural
response and are performed with ease.42

Although different patterns and impulses
were generated, the flow was based on the
familiar, which reduced effort and possibly
provided a sense of the ‘natural’.

The actors also recorded positive experi-
ence when code switches were inserted –

first-language insertions that spanned across
the words or short phrases into the second-
language text. A3 stated: ‘Itwas natural, itwas
very playful. I almost felt that a different side
of the character emerged.’ S2 indicated: ‘The
vernacular word gave me a sense of sarcasm,
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I could feel the character.’ S3 said: ‘It helped
me to just flow, to go with my instinct . . . it
really gave me a connection with my sisters.’
A4 commented: ‘It felt natural, it was auto-
matic. It felt more real, it was goose bumps
connected.’

Language is a marker of identity and thus
the first language is connected to the sense
of ‘self’ and may have an ‘emotional signifi-
cance’.43 Inserting first-language utterances
connects the actor to the embodied self, which
aids the meaning-making of the text. This was
echoed in the actors’ feedback, where descrip-
tors such as ‘connection’, ‘natural’, and
‘nakedness’ were used to describe their expe-
rience of text and subsequently character(s)
when first-language utterances were used. In
the South African context, code switching is
deemed normal and a means of retaining lin-
guistic identity.44 It may be that, for the actors,
this practice was natural and so it enabled
them to connect with the text on a deeper level
than merely delivering the text in English.
Inserting utterances from vernacular lan-
guages into English has become a linguistic
norm and a manner of reflecting membership
of different groups, expressing emotion and
humour.45

This experience is reflected in the actors’
responses in such descriptors as ‘light’, ‘play-
ful’, ‘a comical element’, ‘felt sarcastic’, ‘differ-
ent side of the character’, and ‘connectionwith
my sisters’. Such comments suggest that the
insertion of first-language codes established a
stronger connection between the actors’
expressive self and the text as each line had
sensed intent, which had an impact on the
prosodic delivery of that text. The nature of
the inserted second-language utterances
inserted also affected the prosodic delivery.
In contrast to gesture exploration, there was
a significant difference between the casts in
which words were emphasized, resulting in
different interpretations. This may have been
caused by the ‘code switches’ inserted, which
affected how prominence was assigned.

Post-Production Reflections

The explorations were built upon and inte-
grated into the rehearsal process that followed,

inwhich the two castsworked together.Direc-
torially, the explorations directly informed
the staging. Individual discussions were con-
ducted with each actor after performances.
They were asked to reflect on the experience
as awhole. Thefirst discussionwas conducted
a week after the first performance, and the
final discussion three weeks after the perfor-
mance. Conversation was unstructured to
enable spontaneous reflection, free from
prompting. These conversations revealed that
the actors found the explorative process con-
structive for dealing with the English text. A3
observed: ‘The explorationswere so fruitful. It
stuck with me, it made me understand the
essence of the character without having to
analyze every word. I made it more instinc-
tive.’ S2 said: ‘I feel like all these characters,
they just came about – you didn’t have to say
“OK, let me find something in my memory to
link with” – it just came by itself.’ A3 said:

Explorations and specifically bringing the body in
when dealing with the text gave me a sense of
comfort, to go over the top, and then pull back,
then it felt like speaking with the whole body. The
intensity was there, the body was there, the words
were almost a secondary thing, it just came, which
was very interesting. I liked it.

Overall Reflections

The experimental process set out to assist the
second-language actor with embodying and
voicing a text in English text through explo-
rations that aimed to activate a creative use of
the prosodic elements of speech. The second-
language actors reported a sense of ease
when dealing with the text, which is signifi-
cant, given the aims of this process which
included not inhibiting intent by a second-
language text. Although they did not men-
tion prosody directly, they noted that the
process assisted them to discover the
character(s) through the text. This could be
the actor’s primary goal – to be truthful in
imaginary circumstances by embodying the
playwright’s words to convey the character’s
thoughts and feelings to the audience. Based
on the actors’ comments, it seems that they
emphasized the importance and relevance of
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the text as an ultimate source for creative
expression.

The actor’s creative individuality should be
honed by training the actor’s three basic
expressive tools: body, voice, and imagina-
tion.46 The process followed in this experi-
ment enabled such individuals’ creativity
by activating imagination, body, and voice.
Based on the actors’ reflections, it is clear they
were stimulated to discover prosodic options
in an embodied fashion, which enabled them
to experience the text rather than analyze
it. Going by the actors’ reflective comments,
it seems that the explorations of prosodic
elements of speech generated an embodied
awareness, a connection with text, and the
character’s circumstances embedded in it;
and these helped the actors to be in touchwith
what they had experienced, to be actively
engaged with the ensemble as a whole, and
to translate their experiences to the audience.

The actors are trained professionals, but
what is important is that they expressed their
experiences through a second-language text.
It was the goal of this process to use such a text
as a base for prosody as an intuitive embodied
activity from its very first engagement with
the words. Prosody was not applied theoreti-
cally or cognitively, but drew on a pre-linguis-
tic intuitive level, which is innate and so
universal in humans. In the multilingual con-
text of South Africa, second-language actors
are confronted with the prosodic elements of
speech when they need both to interpret and
to embody text for performance. The strategy
applied here turns that around by starting
with the body and unconsciously allowing
prosodic expression to emerge from the body.
This is then developed to explore phonemes
and words as part of an integrated approach,
culminating in the embodied experience of
text as part of meaning-making.

A sequence emerges when I look back on
howweworked. The explorations developed
as they went from embodiment (gesture)
to consciousness (phonemes and words)
towards establishing embodied conscious-
ness. This was an interconnected journey, so
to speak, that initiated with physically self-
generated impulses, or awareness,47 and con-
cluded with mindfully moving between

observation and immersion while staying
anchored in the body.48 This does not imply
that all cognitive analysis of text is negative,
for it remains essential that the actor achieve
a firm understanding of the playwright’s
intentions. However, engaging the body
and the voice in the very discovery of the text
potentially accelerates body-mind connectiv-
ity in how the text is understood and com-
municated. This is arguably particularly
relevant for the second-language actor in that
it stimulates an active sense of text as a phys-
ical experience instead of a cognitive transla-
tion; and this, the actors had noted, activated
the imagination. Michael Chekhov observed
that the actor should use the imagination in
an effort to develop ‘instinct’ which, rather
than logic, gives responses that are ‘truth-
ful’.49 What is at issue is the interplay
between physical, emotional, and mental
capacities.

What we explored shaped our perfor-
mances. We retained the fabrics we had used
and made our experimental hanging and
packing clothes an integral part of the set
(Figures 4 and 5). Some of the music tracks
were turned into transitions between scenes
and elements. First-language insertions were
retained. This truly situated the piece and
its themes in the multilingual South African
context.

Examining prosody from an acting and
performance perspective throughout this
experiment reaffirmed that it is truly amarker
of uniqueness because it is influenced by vari-
ables such as language, culture, personality,
attitude, situation – the variables are multiple.
It was necessary, therefore, to work with a
strategy that honoured uniqueness rather
than assigned principles based on perceptions
of ‘correctness’. Chris Banfield states that act-
ing is complex due to the varied performance
traditions present in different cultures.50 Yet
concurrently, prosody involves elements that
are universal, like the patterns that depict pri-
mary emotions. In our experiment, we con-
nected embodied explorations to a text-based
theatre tradition while allowing the actor to
infuse what they were doing with their per-
sonal uniqueness and linguistic identity. We
created an interplay of sorts between the
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Figure 4. The actors packing clothes, in performance at thePOPArt Theatre, Johannesburg. Photo: Thapelo Sebogodi.

Figure 5. The full cast in performance at the POPArt Theatre, Johannesburg. Photo: Thapelo Sebogodi.
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universal patterns that denote emotion and
the language-specific patterns that reflect lin-
guistic identity in a framework that enabled
the second-language actor to convey intent to
our multilingual audience.
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