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The sense of movement is inherent in every human activity.  To be alive is to be able to respond-- to be moved and to move.... This is why the arts of movement are so important for the expression and perception of human meaning.

                                                         Philip Phenix

                                                         The Realms of Meaning, (1964 p. 165)                                                    

One of the many domains in which kinesthetic intelligence is primarily needed is the movement art of mime.  Mime aims to create believable illusions.   To perform mime, a person needs to have a high degree of kinesthetic awareness.    Mimes know where their body parts are in space, when to start and stop each movement, and how to convey a sense of weight and force. Balance, space, time, force, and flow are some of the crucial elements of the kinesthetic intelligence, which uses over 600 muscles and many more proprioceptors.   To create mime actions and theatre pieces, a mime must also be able to interpret, imitate, and synthesize other people’s (and animals’) facial expressions, postures, and body movements in order to convey characterizations.   Of course, many intelligences, including the interpersonal and musical are needed, but the kinesthetic is primary for the movement arts (dance, drama, mime, and storytelling).

DEFINITION
Mime derives from the Greek word “to imitate everything.”  A mime uses movement to create an illusion of reality and to tell a dramatic story through movement.

Mime can be used by storytellers to nonverbally “describe” characters, as well as, to create the illusion of objects and places.

HISTORY:

Greeks and Romans loved mime, as did the medieval court jesters and the religious Morality play actors of the Middle Ages.  Oriental drama is based on mime and uses gesture in a stylized form.   Renaissance actors of the Italian “Commedia dell’arte” street theatre often traveled from place to place, tacking up their scenarios (outlines of scripts) on the inside of their stages and theatre wagons.  They improvised the drama with mime and frequently inserted short, nonverbal comic bits called “lazzi” which they placed within their scenarios, especially when the audience grew restless.  “Harlequin” and “Colombine” and “Pierrot” are a few of the better-known cartoon-like stock characters who have evolved into some of our present day mimes and clowns.

See the following books for information on the history and ideas of mime:  

Rolfe, Bari. (1977). Commedia dell’arte: a scene study book.  Oakland, CA: Personabooks.

Sanders, T.  (1978). How to be a complete clown.  NY: Stein and Day.

Nobleman, R. (1979).  Mime and masks.  Charlottesville, VA: New Plays Books.  Excellent activities for students and a clear explanation of Commedia characters with good pictures.

Broadbent, R. J. (1901, 1964). A history of pantomime.  New York: Citadel Press.  A classic on the history of mime.

Shepard, R. (1971). Mime: The technique of silent fantasy.  New York: Drama Book 
Specialists.  Shepard has an excellent history of mime section as well as a how-to-do-it text.

WHY STUDY MIME?
Mime is the intersection between dance and drama; it exercises creative imagination, illuminates dramatic themes, and develops nonverbal communication skills.   Students with strongly developed kinesthetic intelligence who are not interested in competitive athletics have found mime a saving grace in junior high school.

Decoding and encoding of the nonverbal message are strengthened through activities in observation, awareness, facial expression, and mime/movement techniques.  Expressive communication is an important factor in today’s business world.  The more alternative movements a person has available, has practiced, the more flexible his/her use of movement will be when new movements are needed to communicate in new situations.  This is a life long skill.

FAMOUS MIMES AND MIME MATERIALS
FRANCE

Francois Delsarte (1811-1871) ascribed meaning to each degree of gesture and posture so that it became known as a systematized “science.”   

For further information see:  

Shawn, T.  (1910, 1954). Every Little Movement: A book about Francois Delsarte. New York: Dance Horizons.  

Jean Gaspard Batiste Debureau  (1800’s till early 1840’s) changed mime from slapstick to theatre with his use of stories with plots.

Etienne Decroux   (1920’s) is considered the father of modern mime.  He was renowned for his skill, even more than his stories.

Jean-Louis Barrault made the story important as he created amazing characters in period pieces.

Marcel Marceau has an eye for human foibles.  He is known for his mime-clown character called Bip and for bringing mime to the United States. 

See: 

Marceau, Marcel. (1976). The Story of Bip. New York: Harper & Row.   Marceau created beautiful watercolor illustrations and text to describe the genesis of his Bip character.

You can rent Bip films from the University of Connecticut’s Center for Instructional Media and Technology, Gentry Building in Storrs, CT 06269.

Claude Kipnis was a student of Marceau.  In Israel he formed the Israeli Mime Theatre, which he brought to the U.S.  Later in the U.S., he began the Claude Kipnis Mime Theatre and worked with musicians to create mime pieces for “The Sorcerer’s Apprentice” and, my favorite Kipnis’ mime performance, Mussorgsky’s  “Pictures at an Exhibition.” 

See: Kipnis, Claude. (1974). The Mime Book.  Colorado Springs, CO: Meriwether Publishing.

           The original edition has flip-type movie pictures on the edges of the book so when you

           flip them you see Kipnis actually performing several mime illusions such as the walk, and

           lifting a weight, etc. 

     The second edition is the same text as the original but with just regular photographs.  A section on improvisation is an excellent how-to-do-it account of a sometimes-nebulous concept.  Kipnis says, “Improvisation is an open-ended process; it is a controlled search where one is free to feel his way.  One must maintain a state of open readiness if this search is to be rewarding.  Readiness is all!  But do not be ready with something in mind to do, rather be ready to do something, anything.” 

CZECHOSLOVAKIA 

          The Prague Mime Theatre has created a wonderful film called MIME OVER MATTER a story about a man and his ill treatment of his everyday machines, which are personified by other members of the mime troupe.   Students LOVE this film.  But be careful, show it midway in your work with students else they will only want to imitate instead of create.   It can be rented from the University of Connecticut, Center for Instructional Media and Technology, Gentry Building in Storrs, CT 06269.

UNITED STATES          

               Angna Enters performed in the 1920’s and 30’s and directed and taught.  Her book On Mime is a journal of her experiences published by Wesleyan University Press in Middletown, CT in 1965.  I include it because she is one of a few woman mimes of note who have left creative documents.  This might be an excellent biography for a student interested in mime and theatre arts.
              Bernard Bragg worked with the Theatre of the Deaf at the Eugene O’Neill Theatre Center where I used to work.  He is famous for his development of “sign mime,” a synthesis of signing and performance mime that communicates images.

              Robert Rivest uses strong technical mime and rich character development in mime stories.  He also performs symbolic mime pieces. He can be reached at P.O. Box 80563, Springfield, MA 01138 or at 413-747-5004 or 203-745-9136.


Tony Montanaro taught mime for 40 years and taught at Celebration Barn Theatre in South Paris, Maine.  His book, written with his wife Karen is called  Mime Spoken Here: The Performer’s Portable Workshop  (1995) and is published by Tilbury House at 132 Water Street in Gardiner, Maine 04345.  Montanaro shared how to make stage performances more elegant and eloquent through the use of mime techniques and improvisation.  He also made videotapes on basic mime illusions and on improvisation techniques available at Celabration Barn Theatre, 116 Carlyle Rd. Portland, Maine 04103, 207-774-5154.


The Greg Goldston-Johnston School for Mime is usually held at Kenyon College in Ohio but now can be reached at PO Box 06353 Columbus, Ohio 43206 (phone: 614-445-0099).


The following are other useful books on mime. 
             

Hamblin, K. (1978). Mime: A playback of silent fantasy.  Garden City, NY: 

            Doubleday.   

       By far, this is the best book on mime for use by students.  The photographs are large and depict many different mimes portraying characters in action.  Illusions such as creating walls, boxes, animals, balls and tables are shown.  Sections on make-up and tips on performing are useful for students who want to do an in-depth investigation of creating a mime show.  Other sections include warm-ups, objects, movements, characters, and ideas for stories. 

Shepard, R.  (1971).  Mime: The technique of silence. New York: Drama Book Specialists. 

     The physical technique of mime is presented by a professional mime mostly through words and drawings which indicate the positions and movements of the body or body part necessary for the illusion being taught.  Make-up tips include setting white face with cornstarch instead of powder.   This is an excellent text for those who learn well linguistically rather than visually.  The Hamblin and Kipnis books have better visual information.

Litherland, J.  (1983). A bouquet of whimsies.  Colorado Springs, CO: Contemporary  Drama Service.  (719-594-4422).  These sketches include five detailed written scenarios for beginning or accomplished mimes.  Titles include The Robot, The Doghouse, and The Backpacker.  Good for grades four and up. 

MIME STUDY TOPICS
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Communication


 Study the importance of nonverbal communication in business and professions.  Lamb and Watson (1979) cite the research of Albert Mehrabian who found that only 7 percent of our understanding is derived from actual words; 38 percent is gleaned from intonation, and 55 percent from body movements.  It follows that sending and receiving (interpreting) nonverbal messages are crucial to effective communication.  The nonverbal level of meaning can be the deciding factor in whether a group votes ‘yes’ or ‘no’ on an issue at a town meeting and, in some circumstances, whether we judge a person to be ‘with us’ or even truthful.  While reason and intellect are important, other factors are also at play and we should be aware of and in control of them.

                In a 1994 article in the USA TODAY, two doctors from the University of Western Ontario were urging doctors to take acting classes in med school.   The classes would help stressed out doctors “so they can at least pretend they’re concerned about their patients’ health.... [with] a perfectly timed compassionate look, or a touch on the hand.”


One of my husband’s relatives who was in her residency at a large hospital had already learned the importance of the movement and dramatic arts.  She said to me at a family reunion, “I’m so glad I spent so much time in theatre classes in my first two years of undergraduate school.”  I was amazed at the time and asked why.  She said that now she didn’t have to practice her lectures to the staff as her fellow colleagues in the residency program did.  She said she had practiced how to get a point across through voice and body movement long ago.  Now all she had to do was to work on the content of her lectures!  

History/ Social Studies


Study the role of movement, mime, masks, and clowning throughout history and in different cultures: Greek and Roman, Eastern, the Middle Ages, the Italian and French  “Commedia dell’arte,”  Native American, African, etc.   Reenact 10 seconds of one.  Simple paper masks might be used when needed.   Other groups tell what is represented. 


English/ Language Arts


Study the use of timing, mime, and physical comedy in Shakespeare’s dramas.


Enact the physical characterization (mimetic action) of characters when reading plays and other forms of literature.


Use Checkov’s “Psychological Gesture” and “King of this Land” and “Wave Craze” to study characters’ essential characteristics, moods, desires.


Study opposites through the mime strategy “Opposite Machine” (Herman, 1981)


Study adverbs through the mime strategy  “Mime Your Manners: The Adverb Game:”  (Herman, 1981).

Writing


Perform a guided mime piece and write about the details of the actions and event. (Herman, 1986).


Have one person perform a mime piece while the class interprets the actions and their emotional meanings in writing.


Each person creates their own mime piece and records the script; i.e. 

The mime walks to stage center.  

The mime turns head to look directly over a shoulder.  

The mime squints and leans toward that direction with hands on knees.

Physical Education


Teach mime warm-ups and mime illusions as you would teach any physical set of skills for athletics.


Perform 1-minute mime skits using at least three different illusions.  For example, use ‘the walk,’ ‘picking and smelling a flower,’  ‘seeing an insect,’ and ‘the run.’  

MIME STRATEGIES
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How to Create a Mime Piece

The Beginning:


A mime drama needs a frame.  The top of the frame is the beginning.  Students can walk to stage center, freeze for a moment and then begin with an action, posture, or facial expression.

The Mime Drama: 

 
One way to create a mime story is to start with a simple action and build forward and backward in time.  For example, if the action consists of eating an ice cream, students can ask themselves questions:  “Where am I?” “What happens before I eat it?”  “How did I get it?” “What kind of ice cream is it?” “How big is it?”    Then a student might ask, “What happens after I take the first lick?”  “How do I feel, react?”

The Ending:


Students can end with a freeze in a posture and facial expression that shows how they are feeling about the event(s) that just happened.   Counting to 10 while holding this position helps the audience to feel the finality.  This is like the bottom of the frame. 

    A whole lesson can be generated on just what questions are important to ask as one creates a scene about eating an ice cream.

     However, the scene can be created without any questions at all.  The doing and creating can happen all at the same time.  In that case, questions might be used to polish the mime scene and to add more and more detail.

     However, for some people, the verbal analysis really gets in the way.  It is in the kinesthetic realm that the creative thinking takes place; the thinking happens kinesthetically, not verbally.  Aesthetician Rudolf Arnheim once said, “The gestures are the medium in which the thinking takes place” in certain situations.   I know that is very difficult for linguistically strong individuals to understand, but it’s true, nevertheless.              

Mime in Storytelling:

Illusions


When telling a traditional story with words, students can find places to include very brief mimetic illusions such as the walk, climbing the rope or ladder, riding a bike, or riding in a car or on a horse.  They can take the characteristics of animate and inanimate things such as an animal, a marionette, or even a machine.  In many stories there are also numerous opportunities to mime the manipulation of objects such as opening doors and bottles, playing with toys, or using fishing poles, etc.

Reflecting Movements of Animals and Objects in Storytelling


A storyteller can also reflect the movements of an object seen in the story by one of the characters.   For example, when a rabbit runs past, storytellers can move their heads up and down as they reflect the movement of the animal in their own bodies while watching.  Seeing a horse run past can be reflected with a quick sweep of the head while the eyes are focused on the moving animal.

Postures:


Storytellers can suggest a character through subtle, postural changes of the head, neck, shoulders, pelvis, or a simple bend in the knees and feet.

Signature Gestures:


A gestural movement such as twirling a piece of hair while inclining the head slightly toward the shoulder can also suggest a character.  When a signature gesture is used, the audience knows immediately which character is speaking or being talked about.

Practice Tips


A student can practice mime techniques alone, in front of a mirror, or with another person in order to receive feedback.
As a rule of thumb, I ask students to practice each mime piece or storytelling-mime at least 10 times.  For shy students looking over the heads of the audience helps to avoid “following the floor” performance syndromes.

THE OPPOSITE MIME MACHINE
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THE OPPOSITE MIME MACHINE

This machine turns anyone or any concept into its opposite.  The machine is represented by a movable chalkboard or screen, covered perhaps by a piece of material.  The machine makes sounds.  These can be made by students playing percussion instruments at the moment a person enters to the moment the person leaves with the “opposite” characteristic.

GENERATING OPPOSITES

Students brainstorm a few common opposites as a whole class. 

Then they might pair up and continue their brainstorming using a dictionary or thesaurus.

Several students might prefer to work alone.

MIMING OF THE OPPOSITES

Each pair creates mime movements or mime walks to indicate the opposite words.  For example, tall can be indicated by walking with a very tall stature and short by a squatted stature; greedy can be indicated through actions gathering actions while generous can be indicated through giving actions.  

PERFORMING

1. Students can both mime the first word, enter the machine together, and then both mime the second word.

2. Students can divide the work.  One student can mime the first word; the second student waits behind the machine, out of view of the audience, for the first student to enter the machine and then exits while miming the second word. The first student remains behind the machine while the second exits.

3. One student can perform both actions alone, entering the machine, pausing for a second or two and then exit while miming the opposite word.

SOUND EFFECTS

As the student(s) enter the opposite machine, other students play drums or other percussion instruments.  A flexitone and a kokiriko are student favorites. 

As the student(s) exit the machine, the sound effects stop.

POST PERFORMANCE

After all students have performed or after each pair of students has performed, ask the class to brainstorm what pairs of words are being mimed. 

As responses are given, they can be recorded on a chart.  All interpretations should be accepted as valid.  The teacher might say, “Oh, I see how you thought that!” “That’s a creative interpretation.”  The point is to suggest that interpretations of actions, gestures and postures can differ just as we interpret words, poems, and novels in different ways.  Just as words have homonyms and synonyms, so do movements.

TOLERANCE FOR INTERPRETATIONS

 The mimes might be quick to say,  “No, that’s wrong” to a student’s interpretation.  By acknowledging and encouraging different views, we encourage tolerance for interpretations.

MIME ACTIVITIES
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Alphabet Mime (Grades 3 - 12)
Each student (or pair) chooses a letter(s) of the alphabet.  They brainstorm many nouns or a verbs beginning with the letter.  How many words can you think of in 5 minutes?  This is your fluency score.  Choose the most unique word(s) and create a way to show the word through mime-movement.

After a minute or two of practice, the teacher announces the performance:  An Alphabet of  Mime!  A student places a large sign on an easel: “A is for....”    From a semi-circle, the student who has the letter ‘A’ moves to the center and performs a movement to represent an ‘A’ word.    ‘Apple’ might be communicated literally through apple picking, rubbing it off and biting into it.  After performing, the student freezes and counts to 10, then returns to his/her place in the semi-circle.

Older students might add humor, satire, puns and transformations  (‘Ball’ for ‘B’ might become a dance scene).   The whole performance could be based on homonyms and/or homophones.

Mime Your Manners:  The Adverb Game

The students brainstorm adverbs that end in the ‘ly’ form  (graciously, elegantly, slowly, etc.).  These are listed on the board or a chart.  One or two students volunteer to leave the room. The class decides on one of the adverbs.   The volunteers are called back to the room and give the class a verb to perform. Volunteers might say,  “Perform writing a letter in the manner of the adverb.” The class pretends to write a letter in the manner of the adverb that the class chose when the volunteers were out of the room. The volunteers then guess the adverb being performed.  If they do not guess it the first time, they assign another action verb for the class to perform, such as, “Eat your dinner in the manner of the adverb.”   The volunteers have three chances to guess before the class tells them which adverb they were trying to represent.

Private Faces
The class forms a circle and faces either in or out towards the wall.  If the class is not used to mime exercises, you might want them to face out to avoid lack of focus.   The leader calls out adjectives that students will mime in their faces: happy, sad, angry, fearful, proud, frustrated, etc.  Students contribute adjectives, also.   They hold their hands, palms facing inward and flat up to their faces.  As the word is called, all the students open their hands like curtains to reveal the facial expression of the word.  Then the curtain closes again and the next word is called. If a writing tie in is needed, students write about the feeling or the situation “behind” the facial expression they were using to define one of the words.   To coin a phrase…  “A facial expression is worth a thousand words.”   

THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF WORDS

Author Unknown
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 Movement in Learning

NARRATOR: Come with us to the wonderful world of words, in the land of our Imagination.  Words are beautiful--

One: Vermilion.

Two: Mellow,

Three: Periwinkle,

Four Shallow,

Five: Wonder,

Six: Cellar door.

NARRATOR: WORDS ARE MAGIC

Two: Abra-ca-dabra,

Four: Rumplestiltskin,

Six: Fee-fi-fo-fum,

Three: Double, double, toil and trouble, fire burn, and cauldron bubble.

NARRATOR: WORDS ARE FUN.

Five: Sachet,

One: Moisty,

Six: Jingle,

Four: Pebble,

Two: Serendipity

Three: Pumpernickel,

Five: Swashbuckling.

NARRATOR: WORDS MAKE UP THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF YOUR IMAGINATION WHICH IS PEOPLED WITH ALL SORTS OF CHARACTERS--

Four: Kittens,

One: Frogs,

Three: Geese,

Six: Lions,

Two: Elephants,

Five: And even hippopotamuseseseses.

NARRATOR: AND YOUR IMAGINATION TAKES YOU EVERYWHERE--

Three: Petunia’s farm,

Four: Brier patches,

One: Lake Okeefenokee,

Six: Circuses,

Two: And Faraway jungles.

NARRATOR:  THE WORLD OF THE IMAGINATION,

The world of words, where does the power lie?

One: In your mind’s eye.






