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SUMMARY

The parallel between theatre and social reality, a Euniliar theme in dramatic texts and sociological
theories, becomes increasingly interesting in view oftheories that reality is socially constructed
through language. The paradox created by this situation motivates the investigation in this
project. A systemic-functional model for theatrical performance is developed as a strategy for
studying the theatrical context more closely.This framework is closely based on Hallidays
linguistic model. It incorporates a set ofunits for theatrical performance and displays some ofthe
'meaning potential' ofthe theatre in semantic networks. One theatrical unit in particular is the
focus ofthe study. Thisisthe unit of “Beat”. Beat is, in the first place, derived from the craft of
theatre, but its definitions and applications are elaborated and clarified within this framework.
The fi-amework also draws closely on similar projects in the visual arts, such as O'Toole (1994)
and Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) and on other semiotic theories of theatre (such as Melrose
1994). Hallidays metafimctional hypothesis is tested in relation to the theatrical context, and both
similarities and points of difference between the semiotic contexts of language and theatre are

discussed with reference to the metafunctions and units.

Throughout the discussion it is suggested that the units and networks offer a valuable resource
for a range ofparticipants in the theatrical context as well as serving the purposes ofthe research.
In the latter part of the thesis, the proposed units and semantic networks are used to carry out
a detailed analysis of a particular theatrical performance, with the aims both oftesting their value
and of shedding light on the central problem. The analysis reveals intricate patterning in the
theatrical performance that yields insight into the semiotic intensity of the theatrical context. The
systemic-fimctional model that is developed for theatrical performance, together with the analysis

ofthe performance, make it possible to offer suggestions as to why theatre is a unique context.
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Chapter 1

The paradox: theatre and reality

PRODUCER: ...And so you'd say that you and this play ofyours that you've been
putting on for my benefit are more real than | am?
FATHER: (with the utmost seriousness): Oh, without a doubt.

(Pirandello, Six Characters in Search o fan Author)
L R

GUILDENSTERN: I'd prefer art to mirror life, ifit's all the same to you.
(Stoppard, Rosencrantz and Guildenstem are Dead)

1.1 The paradox

These metatheatrical exchanges that philosophise on the relationship between the theatre and
‘reality’ illustrate a significant motif that returns in various guises in investigations of theatre,
sociological theory and plays. A survey of such works, as Burton remarks (1980: 172),
produces a number of epigrams reinforcing the paradoxical relationship between theatre and

social life. For example, there is Goffinan's play on the Shakespearean adage:

All the world is not, of course, a stage, but the crucial ways in which it isn't are not easy to specify. (1959: 72)

This neatly presents the nub ofthe issue. There is an instinctive boundary, at least for Western
theatre, between theatre and other social contexts, and yet the parallels and overlaps are so
compelling that distinctions such as "theatre versus life"; "theatre versus reality”; "illusion

versus reality” are difficult to maintain or justify.

The theme of "art mirroring life" in the above quote from Rosencrantz and Guildenstem Are
Dead is a familiar tune. However, as Goffinan's quote suggests, the mirror can be turned
around. Particular sociological and socio-linguistic theories suggest that theatre is a useful
metaphor for social life. Goffman (1959) develops an elaborate theatrical metaphor around

the premise that people in their various social interactions are like 'actors’ who are putting on

1



a 'performance’. In linguistics. Firth uses the metaphor to explain the part language plays in

social roles:

The meaning ofperson in the sense of a man or woman represented in fictitious dialogue, or as a character in
a play, is relevant if we take a sociological view of the personae or parts we are called upon to play in the
routine of life. Every social person is abundle ofpersonae, a bundle of parts, each part having its lines. Ifyou
do not know your lines, you are no use in the play. It is very good for you and society if you are cast for your
parts and remember your lines. (Firth, 1957: 184 [1950])

If the parallels between theatre and social life are so close one might be tempted to suggest
that all of social life is, in fact, a kind of theatre. Yet there are clearly differences between the
context of theatre and other social contexts, as Goffinan's quote implies. The challenge is in

proposing where these differences might lie.

1.2 Theatre ordering experience

The stage has often been a great deal more than a mirror reflecting life and nature...the act of putting life on
exhibition is an act of reformulating reality. (Styan, 1983b: 1)

One hypothesis about the difference between theatre and other social contexts could be that
theatre has a 'design’ or ‘ordering' that contrasts with everyday reality. Theatre is a re-
presentation of reality, a re-organisation of experience rather than a passive mirror.
Reformulating reality in theatre involves re-ordering it. For example, Styan interprets Shaw's
view of the artist's work in this way: daily events and incidents of life are meaningless to us
until they are "arranged in significant relationships.” (Styan 1983a: 65). A dramatist orders
experiences, characters, events and language in an attempt to create a work that interprets the
'monstrous confusion' of life. The theatre can be seen as a ‘construction zone' in which
possible worlds are created through the selection and ordering of aspects of life. This view of

theatre's ordering principles is reinforced by Brockett:

Art differs from life by stripping away irrelevant details and organizing events so that they compose a
connected pattern. (Brockett 1980: 9)



If we propose 'ordering’, or perhaps 'constructedness' as the distinguishing feature of theatre
then we assume that other aspects of reality are essentially ‘'unordered’, a 'monstrous
confusion' of raw experience. It is at this point that theories of the social construction of

reality step in to complicate the proceedings even further.

1.3 Language ordering experience

...our 'reality" is not something ready made and waiting to be meant - it has to be actively construed..
(Halliday 1993: 7)

Halliday's view, suggested in the above quote, is that the 'reality’ which communities operate
with is, in effect, a social construction. This particular view follows from the theories of
Whorf and Sapir, but the social construction of reality is also explored in other sociological
and philosophical theories (for example, Berger and Luckmann 1966; Goodman 1978). We
will concentrate on the linguistic theories to show how a new twist emerges regarding the
relationship between theatre and reality. Halliday's systemic-fiinctional linguistics has taken up
this hypothesis because in Whorfs view language is strongly implicated in the construction
processes. The theory proposes that patterns of language, particularly sets of covert
grammatical patterns, may predispose communities to adopt certain ways of seeing the world
and acting in it (Martin 1988a; 244). Language is not viewed as passively reflecting a reality
that is 'ready made', but rather as actively creating and maintaining reality. Thus, according to
this view, language acts as a shaper of experience, constraining possibilities of meaning and
providing humans with a theory with which "to interpret and manipulate their environment.”

(Halliday 1993:8)



The implication of this is that our extra-theatrical social 'reality’ may be as much an
interpretation or theory of experience as the realities created in the theatre. If we accept this
theory, then our reality is not a ‘'monstrous confusion' because it is organised and construed
through patterns in the language. Language designs 'possible worlds' off stage as well as on
stage. Ifthis is so, then we cannot simply propose ‘order’, ‘constructedness' or ‘design’ as the
factors that differentiate theatre from other aspects of life. In fact, it makes the relationship
between theatre and other social contexts even more intriguing. If reality is not something
that is 'waiting to be meant' and language is ‘the agency of its construal’ (Halliday 1993:7)
then theatre mirrors and displays the very processes of reality-construction in which

language is the key agent.

There is another reason that the 'ordering’ hypothesis, in its present form, breaks down.
When we turn to other social contexts, it is clear that there is 'order' of various kinds. The
contexts that are perhaps closest to theatre, such as ceremonies, religious rituals and court
proceedings often have a high degree of ordering in the language, movement, positioning of
participants and use of symbols. Yet do we want to say that these contexts are 'theatre'? In
one sense they are, but even open registers such as conversations, although allowing for
more innovation and spontaneity than discourse of other contexts, can be seen as having a

rough kind of'script' (or conventional design) to them:

...most of the give and take of conversation in our everyday life is stereotyped and very narrowly conditioned
by our particular type of culture. Itis a sort of roughly prescribed social rituk, in which you generally say what
the other fellow expects you, one way or the other, to say.

(Firth 1957: 31 [1935])

The promising feature of'ordering’, it appears, cannot be the distinguishing criterion between
theatre and other social contexts. In fact, the attempt has further reinforced the paradoxical
relationship between them. We cannot proceed as if theatre is 'ordered’ and the rest of reality

is 'unordered’ for two reasons: 1) it is suggested that social reality is actively construed by



patterns of language; 2) other non-theatre contexts can also have high degrees of ordering.
The issue of 'ordering’ will be reconsidered at the end of this discussion. For now, another
direction is proposed. Before taking this new direction, though, it is important to clarify what

is meant by 'theatre'.

1.4 Theatre

Although the term 'theatre’' may seem straightforward, it can be used to mean various things
depending on the context and the terms with which it contrasts. Other terms that may help to
define the 'semantic space' of the term ‘theatre’' are: 'dramatic text' or 'drama’, 'script’, and
'‘performance’. Schechner, in his work on performance theory makes useful distinctions
between these according to the domains of different kinds of participants in performances
(1977; 39). These definitions are to encompass a range of different cultural and historical

styles of performance:

Drama A written narrative text, score, scenario, instruction, plan or map. The
drama can be taken from place to place or time to time independent of the
person who carries it.

The domain of the author, composer, scenarist

Script All that can be transmitted from time to time and place to place; the basic
code of the event. The script is transmitted person to person ...and the
transmitter must know the script and be able to teach it to others.

The domain of the teacher, guru, master

Theatre The event enacted by a specific group of performers; what actually occurs
to the performers during a production. The theatre is concrete and
immediate. Usually the theatre is the response of the performers to the
drama and/or script; the manifestation...ofthe drama and/or script
The domain of the performers; the specific set of gestures performed by
actors/performeis in any given performance

Perfonnance The whole constellation of events, most of them passing unnoticed, that
takes place in both performers and audience from the time the first
spectator enters the field of the performance ... to the time the last spectator
leaves. The domain of the audience; the whole event, including audience,
performers, backstage crew etc.

These relate to each other by being smaller and smaller ‘wholes’ within the performance

whole. Schechner notes that, in general. Western cultures emphasise the drama-script dyad



and Asian, Oceanic and African cultures emphasise the theatre-performance dyad (1977;
39). We will be concentrating on Western styles of theatre for this project, and propose a
simpler division ofthese terms, following Mukarovsky (1977a). Where there is a written text
created by a playwright (or produced by a performing group) this will be referred to
variously as the dramatic text, the drama and/or the script (and sometimes play). The drama
or dramatic text is then viewed as one of the components involved in creating theatre. The
term theatre, used interchangeably with theatrical performance, emphasises the interaction
between a number of semiotic components and systems (such as language, music, gesture
and visual design) and encompasses a range of contexts involved with preparing
performance for an audience: contexts of writing, rehearsing and performing. We can talk
about theatrical performance as a general system of semiotic potential, or we can focus on

particular productions, and how they utilise aspects ofthis potential.

The emphasis in this project will be upon theatrical performance rather than upon the
dramatic text. This is congruent with contemporary work in theatre semiotics (for example,
Birch 1991a, 1991b; Melrose 1994; Whitmore 1994). The dramatic text, or drama, is viewed
in relation to the other components of theatre rather than as the sole determinant of meaning.
This project will consider theatre both in general (as a system of potential in chapters 4, 5
and 6) and in particular (focussing on the interpretation of a particular production in chapter
7). Theatre is viewed as a system that changes and develops over time, and that incorporates

a number of historical and generic styles

A position on the creation of meaning in theatre needs to be clarified also. Where there is a
dramatic text preceding the creation of the performance, it is not seen as having fixed
meaning. As Birch comments, the drama is best seen as "a multiplicity of potential
performances” (1991a: 174). Thus the contributions of a range of different performance

6



participants (playwright, actors, directors, designers and so on), making choices from a range
of semiotic systems interact to make performance meaning. The role of the audience is also
important, for the same production may be interpreted and evaluated in different ways. The
dramatic text sets certain parameters on 'what can be meant', and the performance, interacting
with the dramatic text, creates another set of parameters on 'what can be interpreted’. Within
this semantic space defined by the dramatic text and the performance, there is room for

different interpretations by the audience.

1.5 Return to the paradox: essential components of theatre?

A theatrical text in performance, unlike other forms of verbal art, involves semiotic systems in
combination, harmonising or clashing. Theatre can be seen as the merging of different art
forms: verbal art, music, visual art, dance and movement. Looking at theatre in this way, as a
polysemiotic environment, it may be possible to suggest some component of theatre that is

essential, a crucial component that distinguishes it from other social contexts.

As soon as one starts to look for some quintessential difference between theatre and social
life, Goflfinan's quote once again becomes fmstratingly relevant: we know that “the world is
not a stage"”, that we are not "merely actors playing parts”, but the ways in which social life
differs from performance and theatre are intriguingly elusive. The semiotic materials for
constructing theatre are present in other contexts also. The language of the theatre is also the
language of our everyday interactions; in social life we use gesture, movement, facial
expressions, and create meanings through our dress, our "props"” and individual behaviours. If
one goes through an inventory of theatrical elements: audience, script, actors, directors and
designers, stage, set, costumes, props, music; and elements of the drama: plot, rising tension

and conflict; it is possible to imagine theatrical performances without most of these elements.



Mukarovsky has stated;

The theater... not only has a great number of components but also a rich gradation of them. Can aiQr one of
them, however, be declared huidamental, absolutely necessary for the theater? The answer is "no" if we regard
the theater not only from the standpoint of a certain artistic movement but as a constantly developing and
changing phenomenon.

(1977a: 207)

The other side to this problem is that the same elements found in theatre can be found in other
social contexts. For example, the public speeches of politicians often involve the use of
language that might be said to be dramatic, and selective, carefiilly-timed gestures; a
courtroom interaction, particularly in the more formal settings, demands special use of space,
costume and language that at times is very close to scripted. Both courtroom and a religious
ritual can involve an audience. Even the fact of 'multiple coding’ that might seem to make
theatre unique is shared by contexts such as courtrooms, which can use costume, spatial

design, and language to interactively create the event.

A sense of directedness, or telos may be used to argue for the difference between theatrical

language and everyday language, for example;

A snatch of a phrase caught in everyday conversation may mean little. Used by an actor on a stage it can
assume general and typical qualities... Dramatic speech with its basis in ordinary conversation, is speech
that has a specific pressure on it. The first difference that pressure makes lies in an insistence that the
words go somewhere, move towards a predetermined end. It lies in a charge of meaning that will advance
the action.

(Styan, cited Martin 1991:29)

However, a politician's speech, a church sermon or the language of the courtroom also can

have a sense of momentum, a "specific pressure” to "go somewhere". Studies of generic



structure (for example, Ventola 1987) show that even everyday encounters such as service

encounters have a sense of movement towards some goal.

The discussion thus far has pointed out the various difficulties in proposing differences
between the theatre and other ‘everyday' contexts. Each attempt seems to reinforce the
degree of overlap between theatre and other aspects of social life rather than justifying the
intuitively drawn distinction. The fact that theatre is ‘ordered' actually reinforces its
similarity to extra-theatrical realities rather than setting it apart. Also, it is hard to find any
one feature of the theatre that occurs in all theatrical contexts but not in non-theatrical
contexts. There does not appear to be any quintessential element defining 'theatre'. The
theatre and other social contexts draw on the same pool of semiotic resources. Perhaps, as
Searle has suggested for literature, 'theatre’ is ""the name of a set of attitudes” we take toward

a context rather than being determined by any property ofthe context (Searle 1975; 320).

We might ask at this point whether it is important to distinguish theatre from other social
contexts. Several arguments can be put forward to suggest that an instinctive boundary is
maintained and reinforced, at least within contemporary Australian culture. Theatre is a
craft, with its own training institutions, practices, and discourses. Although not every actor
or director learns the craft in an institutional environment, some form of apprenticeship is
necessary. The boundaries between theatre and other forms of social ritual may be explicitly
reinforced when they are in danger of becoming blurred. For example, a theatrical team
wanting to stage a production that included a wedding in a Sydney church received a
crushing response from members of the clergy. They were banned from using the historic

church, and the ban was justified by comments such as:

... the reality of the Christian marriage should be separated from the drama of theatre.
(Archdeacon Huard, 1992 quoted in The Sydney Morning Herald)



1.6 Meaningless legs

Although the actor, the sermonising minister and the politician may share some of the overt
features of performance, ultimately, their 'success’ is judged according to different criteria.
For example, it is hard to imagine in which context other than theatre a participant can be

accused of having 'meaningless legs'. A critic of Sir John Gielgud reportedly said:

Mr Gielgud from the waist down means absolutely nothing. He has the most meaningless legs imaginable.
(Gielgud cited Veltruslgr 1984: 405)

Thisjudgment of Gielgud is on the basis oftheatrical conventions that demand that the actor -
body and voice- be an effective 'sign-system'. Every move or gesture can be a source of
meaning. Here perhaps we have a potential difference between theatre and other contexts.
Even the most 'ordered’ contexts such as courtrooms and religious rituals may contain
elements that are not meaningfiil in terms of the central activity of the context. A random
gesture from a member of a church choir (such as a turn of the head, or a yawn) does not
have the same meaningful consequence as the same gesture in a scene in theatre. A barrister,
for all her theatrical delivery, can have ‘'meaningless legs' without jeopardising the
‘performance’. In contrast, all elements on stage are under a semiotic pressure - which is not
the same as the teleological pressure discussed above. The training of the actor includes an
awareness of the need for the 'semiotic intentionality’, that Veltrusky (1984: 403) suggests is
one of the features that distinguishes acting and everyday behaviour. Veltrusky claims that in
social life, bodily behaviour does not constitute a coherent semiotic system, whereas it does in
theatre (1984:435). We could suggest that this semiotic intensity extends also to elements in

theatre other than the acting as part of a hypothesis about theatre's uniqueness.
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1.7 Towards a solution

This insight derives from the wealth of Prague School work investigating theatre as a
semiotic system. From this body of work a number of insights emerge that could form the
basis for hypotheses about what makes theatre a special context. Another such insight
offered by the Prague school theorists is the emphasis on the interrelationships between
components (such as language, music, acting and so on) in theatre rather than on the
individual components themselves. Just as in the Saussurean theory of language any word's
meaning results from its value in the total system (is defined relationally), the meaning of
any unit or component in the theatre must be considered in relation to its place in the vast
Saussurean matrix of relations created not just by the linguistic system, but by a number of
visual and auditory systems simultaneously. For Mukarovsky, "The essence of theatre is...a

changing flux of immaterial relations which constantly re-group™ (1977a;210).

1.8 The Quest

The principal aim of the research here is not to eliminate the distinction between the theatre
and non-performance contexts, but rather to find some theoretical basis for this distinction
that can be tested on particular instances of theatre. The idea of 'ordering' although treated
above as a relatively fmitless feature for distinguishing theatrical contexts will in fact not be
abandoned, but will be redefined. The insights from the Prague School work suggested
above re-orient the exploration of ordering. It is not enough to propose orderingper se as a
distinguishing feature. However, perhaps the intensity that makes all choices of gesture,
stance, vocal expression, visual design and so forth candidates for meaning in theatre is
related to a peculiar kind of ordering and semiosis that makes theatre different. In line with
Mukarovsky's suggestion above, the focus will be on the relationships and interactions
between the various contributing systems rather than on any one component in particular.

The interest is in the theatre system as a whole and it AM3uldbe particularly valuable tobe ableto

1



model some of the possible relations so that performances can be analysed in terms of this
interactive dimension. Pavis notes that "any ordinary text can become dramatic once it is
staged” (1993:34). It is what happens in the 'staging’ that is of interest here: how, through the
interaction between linguistic choices and other staging decisions, a piece oftheatre is created

rather than an everyday interaction.

Issues of reality construction are also of interest. We can frame the aims of this project in
relation to these issues:

1) How do the orderingprinciples ofconstruction in theatre differ from those of
other social contexts?

2) How might the processes o freality construction in theatre mirror the ordering
principles that construe social realities?

One important aspect of this project lies in the claim that theatre puts on display the kind of
processes through which it is claimed our social reality is constructed. An analysis of theatre
may be useful for understanding how these processes work outside the theatre, not just
through language, but also through other aspects of human experience, such as somatic

(bodily) and visual experience, for as Brockett notes:

A play... shows events as though occurring at that moment before oiu eyes; we absorb them in the way we
absorb life itself - through their direct operation on our senses. (Brockett 1980: 9)

By studying theatre we may learn more about how what we 'absorb' and the processes we

participate in can construe a reality for us.

1.9 Method of attack
There are several ways in which the processes of semiosis and intense ordering in theatre

could be investigated. One of the most promising of these is to use the systemic-functional



linguistic theory, which has been applied to a range of problems of language and culture and
issues of covert patterning. The advantages of using this approach will be elaborated as the
thesis unfolds. It will be argued that the theory offers a number oftools and concepts that are
applicable to semiotic practices other than language, an approach that has been demonstrated
through the works of O'Toole (1994) and Kress and van Leeuwen (1996). Another reason for
attempting this project is to test the power of the systemic-functional theory as a way of
exploring meaning-making in a range of cultural practices. The proposal here is to develop a
model for theatre based on the systemic-functional framework that will display aspects ofthe
meaning potential of theatre and will offer a way of conceptualising and analysing the
processes of semiosis in theatre. With a tool such as the systemic-fiinctional model, it is
suggested that the 'ordering’ principles oftheatre can be investigated more closely.

Thus the thesis is ajourney during which the systemic-functional model is used as a guide to
the semiotic territory oftheatre. The journey begins with a survey of the theoretical concepts
and philosophical underpirmings of systemic-functional linguistic theory in chapter L
Chapter 2 sketches out some of the theoretical territory and research in the field of theatre
semiotics, concentrating on the work ofthe Prague School. This chapter sets out some of the
insights that have contributed to the development of a model for theatre in this thesis. The
discussion moves then into proposals for the theatrical model, including a set of theatrical
units and networks displaying some of the meaning potential of theatre. Chapter 7 puts the
networks and units to the test and carries out a detailed exploration of the 'ordering’ in a
theatrical performance. Along the way, concepts and ideas have been proposed, tested, and
rejected or refined. Different ways of conceptualising and modelling have been considered.
The discussion attempts to reflect the twists and turns of the conceptual journey, with its
challenges, highlights and discoveries. The journey has just begun, yet already the emerging
insights suggest the value and potential of the systemic-functional approach for enriching the

understanding and experience of theatre.
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Chapter 2:

Enter Systemic-Functional Linguistics!

The physical universe in which people live may be independent of its inhabitants, but the picture of it
that communities operate with is as much an artefact as a work of Action... My hypothesis is that to
say that language is a shaper of reality is to say that language is instrumental in sustaining this
suspension of disbelief

(Hasan 1996: 16)

2.1 Introduction

The assumption that the day-to-day ‘reality’ ofa community is constructed semiotically lies at
the heart ofthe paradox presented in chapter 1. If, as Hasan suggests in the above quote, all
of our social experience is as constructed as awork ofart, then how do we justify the sense
that these aesthetic contexts - in this case theatre - are somehow different or unique? A theory
ofa semiotically mediated social reality (following Sapir, Whorf, Berger & Luckmann,
Halliday and others in the systemic-functional tradition) means that we cannot simply appeal
to the artifice ofthese contexts as criterial for their ‘aesthetic-ness’. Some other criteria need

to be proposed.

In the last chapter it was suggested that a close investigation of the 'ordering principles' of
theatre may yield some insight into the problem. It is desirable to find an approach that helps
to limit the dimensions of the problem in some way, and that allows a systematic investigation
into the unique characteristics ofthe theatrical context. Systemic-Functional Linguistics, in
the tradition ofHalliday’s theory of language and approach to language description, seems to

offer a methodology that can achieve both.

This chapter discusses the systemic-functional theory of language; its philosophical and social
premises; its concepts and tools; and its applications for language description and research

into sociolinguistic problems. The central concepts (such as ‘system’, ‘structure’, rank scale’,

15



‘metailinctions’) will be discussed in some detail here as they closely inform the model and
descriptive framework for theatre proposed and developed in this investigation. A key
conceptual and descriptive tool ofthe model discussed in this chapter is the ‘system network’.
The advantages o f applying the systemic-functional model to the theatre, given the ‘problem’
that forms the central thesis ofthis work, will be elaborated in the next chapter, and the

development of system networks for theatre will be proposed as the most useful way forward.

The systemic-functional model of language has been analogously applied to contexts ofthe
visual arts with great success by O’Toole (1994) and Kress and van Leeuwen (1996).
O’Toole’s frameworks for painting, sculpture and architecture, and the proposals made by
Kress and van Leeuwen for visual design will be reviewed also in this chapter, as they
illustrate the efficacy and power ofthe systemic model for describing aesthetic contexts where
the expressive medium is not language. These innovative applications ofthe metafimctional
model for nonlinguistic media have proved invaluable in guiding the development ofa similar
framework for theatre (which incorporates a range of semiotic systems including visual

design, choreography, and language among others).

Before the systemic-fiinctional model is reviewed, it is perhaps necessary to pre-empt the
discussion in chapter 3 by considering why a linguistic model has been chosen to inform a
theatre performance framework rather than an approach derived from traditions oftheatre
theory and analysis (most recently in the area of ‘performance semiotics’). These theoretical
traditions share a heritage with the systemic-functional model of language in the ideas ofde
Saussure and those ofthe Formalist and Structuralist Schools. It will be argued that,

insightful though many ofthese approaches are, they do not offer a satisfactory methodology
for the detailed and systematic investigation of theatrical performance contexts in the way that
the systemic-functional model does. Also, although this is certainly not the first attempt to use
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the insights from linguistic theory to propose a framework for theatrical analysis (for example,
Elam 1980), there has never been a more helpful and promising linguistic model for this

purpose than the systemic-functional model.

Previous attempts tended to focus on formal comparisons between theatre and language (for
example, in the search for a theatrical unit analogous to the ‘phoneme’), prompting the sharp
reminder from critics that “theatre is not a language” (for example, Melrose 1994; 12). The
systemic-hmctional model offers a systematic way of approaching meaning systems, and
herein lies its great strength as a metaphor for investigating other semiotic systems. The
model's incorporation of social context into the theory of language is another ofits strengths.
With this linguistic model, one does not have to assume that theatre is similar to language in
terms of specific structures or particular kinds ofunits; the metaphorical possibilities are more
abstract, and can be in semantic (metafunctional) rather than formal terms. Even Melrose,
despite her scathing critique ofthe ‘logocentricity’ (1994) of many previous projects in
theatre semiotics endorses Halliday’s theory of language as a possible procedure for pursuing
important questions in this area (Melrose, 1994; 255-282). Chapter 3 will outline traditions
and contemporary applications of analysis and theory in theatre semiotics, and will discuss
both the useful insights and the limitations of these approaches in more detail. The framework
and networks presented for theatre in chapters 5to 7 (and ultimately the proposed solution to
the central paradox) do draw on insights from these theoretical traditions, as well as on
literature from ‘the craft’. However, the systemic-fimctional model was necessary as a

guiding metaphor throughout.

2.2 The Systemic-Functional Theory of Language: Philosophical premises
Halliday's systemic-fimctional theory, with its roots in Firthian and Hjelmslevian traditions

embodies a view of language as a resource, and asfunctional. These principles influence
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every aspect of the theory, as will be seen in the discussion below. Strengths ofthe systemic-
ilinctional approach include its explicit theory ofthe relationship between social and cultural
contexts and the semiotic system oflanguage, and its applicability for research into socio-
linguistic problems. These philosophical underpinnings ofthe theory will be elaborated below

as its major concepts are outlined.

The social construction ofreality

Systemic-functional linguistics adopts a perspective on language that views it as actively
construing reality rather than passively reflecting it. The beliefthat language actively shapes
reality is an inheritance from the theories of W horfand Sapir. In 1939, building upon Sapir's
claim that the language habits ofa community affect their interpretation of experience, Whorf
compared the different ways that language analyses reality in Hopi language and Standard
Average European. Whorfargued, for example, that concepts such as 'time' and 'matter ' are
"not given in substantially the same form by experience to all men, but depend upon the
nature ofthe language or languages through the use ofwhich they have been developed.”
(1956:158 [1939]). Through integrated "fashions of speaking” the language ofa particular

culture constructs typical ways of analysing and reporting experience.

There are several important points to be made about the ways in which linguistic patterns
construct interpretations of experience in W horfs theory. Firstly, Whorftakes the argument
about linguistic patterning beyond morphology and lexis and into the patterns ofthe grammar.
Martin notes that as the grammar is concerned with more general meanings than morphology
or lexis its "world-building power" would appear to be greater (1988a: 244). Playing perhaps
the most important role in the linguistic ‘design’ of reality are the categories of grammar that

Whorfspeaks of as 'covert’ or ‘cryptotypes' (1956 [1937]). These patterns generally remain
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beyond the limits of conscious attention. This is significant to the theory because, as Halliday

notes,

...only the interplay of diverse semantic forces, largely hidden from view, would be powerhil enough to slant
us towards one rather than another among the 'possible worlds' into which experience could be construed.
(1993: 12).

It is proposed that language construes reality through sets or syndromes of grammatical

patterns and features rather than isolated patterns or features (W horf 1956: 158 [1939]).

Systemic-functional theory takes up the issue of reality construction, and Hallidays model of
grammar can be used as a tool for exploring the patterns ofthe 'hidden grammar’, or
‘cryptotypic patterns' of the language. Systemic work in this area includes Martin's exploration
ofthe cultural construction of reality through 'grammatical conspiracies' in the grammar of
Tagalog (1988a). Hasan has studied the differences in characteristic ways of meaning between
middle-class English and Urdu, suggesting that the ‘semantic distance' across the two
languages is relatable to cultural differences between the communities

(1996: 194).

There is some debate as to the kind of'reality’ that is implied in W horfs theory. Martin
suggests that there is a distinction to be made between claims that language is a guide to
reality (where language predisposes ways of seeing and hearing the world) or social reality
(where language predetermines the perception of social processes and problems) (1988a:
244). Martin focusses on the latter, but in relation to the former it is interesting to note

Hasan's comments on the issue of language and physical perception:

Asking whether the English physical eye perceives the same colour distinctions as the Hopi eye would be
totally beside the point, as Whorfwould have been the first to point out. The stone-ness of the stone and the
cloud-ness of the cloud are both real and evident to human physical senses. However, this physical
apprehension of the real and concrete does not bar the Indian from seeing the stone as divinity, or the Hopi
from taking the cloud as animate. (1996; 194)
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In other words, a symbolic way of seeing the natural world constructed through language is
not incompatible with concrete sensory perceptions of the same natural world. In a different
discussion, Hasan argues that it is meaningless to argue about whether language changes the
quality of our physical experience, for raw experience that is not shaped by language is

‘unknowable':

...the experience that cannot be articulated is like the Einsteinian thesis from the point ofview of Newton: it is
not an "impossibility* per se, but to those located at a particular point, itis the imknowable, the unsuspected.
(1996: 32-33)

2.3 Concepts and Tools of Systemic-Functional Theory

2.3.1 System

The centrality ofthe concept o f‘system’ in Halliday’s theory emphasises the paradigmatic
aspect of language (choices within language) rather than focussing only on the syntagmatic
axis (structures of language). That is, the theory presents language as a meaning resource

for its users - a set of options available to members ofa culture for making meaning, rather
than a set o f‘rules’ to be followed. (Martin 1992; 3; Halliday 1978: 192). This
conceptualisation reflects the concerns ofthe systemic-functional theory with sociolinguistic
questions, and with the relationship between language and the social system which it
constructs, transmits and symbolizes. Halliday’s term for language viewed as resource is
meaning potential (Halliday 1978: 192). The meaning potential is what speakers (and hearers)

can do (or ‘mean’) in particular situations.

The notion of ‘choice’ is vital in the theory, and demonstrates the emphasis on a view of

language as a resource for its users:
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The speaker of a language, like a person engaging in any kind of culturally determined behaviour, can be
regarded as carrying out, simultaneously and successively, a number of distinct choices. At any given
moment, in the environment of the selections made up to that time, a certain range of further choices is
available.

(Halliday in Kress 1976: 3 [1969])

These choices - the meaning potential of a language - are represented as sets of options
available in particular environments, as ‘systems’. The concept of ‘system’ “formalizes the
notion of choice in language”. (Halliday in Kress 1976: 3) The technical definition o f ‘system’
is derived from Firth’s use ofthe term to mean “an enumerated set of choices in a specific
context” (Kress 1976: xiii). Any feature or ‘element’ in Firth’s system is contextualised by
two kinds ofrelations: 1) the relation between the feature and the type of context in which it
appears; and 2) the relations between a feature and all ofthe features (choices) that may
occur in that context or environment (the paradigmatic context for a term/feature). (Firth
1957: 48). The use ofthe term ‘context’ here does not refer to the theoretical concept of
‘context of situation’ developed in the systemic-fiinctional model, rather it specifies the intra-
linguistic environment “vithin which any set of choices are available. Kress points out that
Firth treats the relationship in 1) above in terms ofthe structural/syntagmatic context in which
the system operates, but not in terms ofthe system’s context of other systems in which it
operates (1976: xiv). The concept of system underlying Halliday’s theory is also
foreshadowed in Hjelmslev’s use ofthe term (Halliday in Kress 1976: 91; Hasan 1996: 74)
and also in de Saussure’s conceptualisation of language as “a system of pure values” or

system of relations (1983).

For Halliday, the ‘system’ becomes the key concept for a theory of language as function in
context, and thus: “unlike Firth... who gave equal status to the concepts of system and

structure in his model, systemic linguistics gives priority to system.” (Martin, 1992: 4). The
fundamental characteristic of the functional grammar. then, is that it is conceptualised as a

system of choices, a network of paradigmatic relations.
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Halliday defines a system as: “...a set of options, a set of possibilities A, B or C, together with
a condition of entry. The entry condition states the environment: ‘in the environment X, there
is a choice among A, B and C’.” (1978:40-41). A system is the representation ofrelations on
the paradigmatic axis of a language, and the ‘function’ of any feature in the system is defined
by the total configuration, that is, the ‘value’ ofany choice inthe system is defined in relation
to other possible choices. Halliday’s development of Firth’s concept allows for any system to
be related to other systems ofthe language in a way that Firth’s theory did not (see above
discussion). Entire systems within the language can be represented as engaging in sets of
paradigmatic relations with other systems (that is, the ‘elements’ or ‘terms’ in the paradigm
can be systems, as well as individual features), just as the paradigmatic context for particular

features or terms within systems can be modelled.

The ‘entry condition’ specifies the context or environment in which each system operates, and
is crucial in the modelling of interrelationships between different systems. As Nesbitt and

Plum explain:

The entry condition of a system is itselfan option in a prior system. So the environment of choice is always
that of choices already made. In this way systems form networks of systems organized according to the logical
priority of certain options over other options” (1988; 7)

Thus, whereas Firth’s entry condition (environment) for a system was structural or
syntagmatic as noted by Kress (see above), Halliday’s is paradigmatic. (Halliday 1978:41).
This principle can be illustrated with an example from the system network of the grammar of
English. The Mood system with [interrogative] as its entry condition has two contrasting
options: [WH] and [yes/no] ([polar]). However, the entry condition [interrogative] is itselfa

term in another system - that is, it represents a choice in a prior system whose entry condition
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is [indicative] and contrasts with another option in this system: [declarative]. This situation

can be represented diagrammatically in the form ofa system network:

A-declarative...
[-indicative- FWoH
Clause------- A e-interrogative-------- i

L-imperative... -yes/no

(Note that [indicative] has clause as its entry point. This network represents only a small part of the system
for Mood and is extracted from Halliday in Kress 1976: 14 [1969])

2.3.2 System Networks

For any set of systems associated with a given environment it is possible to construct a system network in
which each system, other than those simultaneous at the point of origin, is hierarchically ordered with respect
to at least one other system. (Halliday in Kress 1976: 93 [1966])

The tool developed for the representation of a language (or subsets of a language) as sets of
interrelated systems of options is the system network. The ‘potential’ associated with a
particular environment of choice can be mapped paradigmatically as a network of relations,
and this network of oppositions models the ‘valeur’ of the features it represents. As
Halliday’s quote (above) suggests, a characteristic of these networks is that the sets of
paradigmatic options (systems) are organised or ordered into relationships of either
simultaneity or hierarchy. The ordering of systems in a network takes place along what is

known as ‘a scale of delicacy’. ‘Delicacy’ is the name given to a scale of abstraction
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concerned with depth of detail - the more ‘delicate’ something is, the finer are the distinctions

being made (Halliday in Kress 1976; 62).

The relevance of the concept of delicacy for system networks relates to a point made above,
namely that the entry points for systems can themselves represent ‘choices’ made in a prior
system. Conversely, this means that the terms in particular systems have the potential to act
as entry points for further systems, and “each time a systemic feature acts as an entry point
for a new system, this constitutes a further move in delicacy” (Hasan 1996: 108). The
principles of ordering and delicacy can be illustrated using the simplified Mood network from
above. The systems defined by the entry points of [interrogative] and [indicative] respectively
are in a hierarchical relationship, as the entry point [interrogative] is itselfa term in the
[indicative] system. This means that the system with entry point [interrogative] is more
delicate in the network with respect to the [indicative] system. On the other hand, the systems
defined by the entry points [interrogative] and [declarative] respectively are in a different kind
of relationship. These systems represent options that are available simultaneously, and thus

they have the same degree ofdelicacy in the system network.

The system network, as discussed by Hasan, is a means of presenting a hypothesis about
the relations in a specific area of linguistic description (Hasan 1996; 106). Viewed in this
light, the network has value as a heuristic for research, it provides both a means for
constructing hypothetical semiotic space (forming a hypothesis about the ‘potential’ ofa

particular part ofthe system), and also a tool for the testing ofthe hypothesis.

The network can be used at all levels or strata of language to model the potential at that level
as a network of options. Elaboration of networks at the semantic stratum has been relatively
recent in systemic linguistics. The development of such networks has been motivated
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primarily by the desire to address questions ofthe relationship between language and the
social system (for example Turner 1973; Halliday 1973; 1978; Hasan 1986; 1996; Hasan and
Cloran 1990). While these approaches are all influenced by Bernstein's sociological theory,
Halliday's approach to semantic networks is a context-specific one, while Hasan (1986: 62)
argues for the possibility ofa "relatively 'context-independent’ semantic network" that would
account for the semantic potential ofa language. Hasan presents such networks (1986; 1996;
Hasan and Cloran 1990) and applies them to the investigation o f semantic variation in
mother-child talk as a sociolinguistic phenomenon (Hasan and Cloran 1990; 95; 1986).
Martin notes that "...in all known speech communities meaning-making is unevenly distributed
according to ... the discourses of class, gender, ethnicity and generation.” (1992: 576). The
results of Hasan's important study, which found different 'semantic styles' to be associated
with gender and class differences, suggest the power of semantic networks as a tool for

exploring this 'uneven distribution of meaning-making'.

Development of networks for systems of register, genre and context has also begun. For
example, Martin presents tentative networks for genre (1985a, based on Ventola's
distinctions) and context (1992). The 'networking' ofthese systems is in its early stages, and
can be complicated by issues of dynamic and synoptic modelling. Ventola comments on the
problems ofthe synoptic network models for genre, arguing that a dynamic model (such as a
flowchart) is also necessary to capture the process aspects of genres (1987: 66-67). With
respect to his context networks of 1992, Martin explains that the networks are 'indelicate’
because the hypotheses represented in the networks (suggested oppositions) had not been

substantiated or fully tested through research (1992; 514).

25



Concepts relevant to presenting and testing a system network as hypothesis

Hasan suggests that concepts relevant to networks as hypotheses relate to either the
systematic formalisation of the details ofthe hypothesis or to validating the details ofthe
hypothesis. (1996: 106) Networks formalise hypotheses about linguistic relations and values
by presenting sets of interrelated systems of options associated with a particular environment.
The concept of'environment' is cmcial to the network because it "...furnishes the frame within
which what the speakers can 'do’ - what they can mean, what they can say -has any
significance." (Hasan 1996; 107). It provides a frame for the potential ofthe system,
specifying the environment within which certain ‘choices' are available or possible and
oppositions are significant. There are two kinds of'environment’ for systems in networks.
First, there is the 'point of origin' ofthe network, which specifies the initial environment of
the system. For example, in the fragment ofthe Mood network above, the unit 'Clause’ is the

point of origin.

However, because networks can be elaborated in delicacy, systemic features can themselves
represent ‘environments' of choice. In the mood network example above, it was noted that the
feature [indicative] specifies a new environment of choice, the 'potential’ o f which is
represented by the options [interrogative] and [declarative]. These environments are called
‘entry points'. Entry points may be the environment for just one system of choices (for
example, the entry point of [indicative] in the Mood system above), or for more than one
system. Entry points for systems may also be simple or complex. Complex entry conditions
either involve: 1) the same options being available in more than one environment (disjunct
entry point); or 2) the requirement that two features both be chosen to form the entry point to

a particular system (conjunct entry point) (Hasan 1996; 108; Cloran; 1993).
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These complex entry points assume the important distinction between 'and' relations and ‘or'
relations in the networks. These relations operate on the choices within particular
environments. Systemic choices involve selecting one feature OR another (for example, the
choice between [indicative] or [imperative] in the Mood network), but in particular
environments, there may also be concurrent systems of features, and the choice involves not
only choosing between alternatives within each system, but also selecting from the other
available systems. Disjunct entry points are ofthe 'or' kind, representing a situation in which
either this feature or that feature can act as an entry point to a further system. Conjunct entry
points are ofthe 'and' kind, representing the fact that both this feature and that feature must
be chosen to provide the environment for some further set of choices. Conventions for
representing ‘and/or' relations and complex entry points are set out in chapter 5 with the

presentation of networks for theatrical performance.

Concepts relevant to validating the hypothesis ofthe system network

Concepts relevant to the validation of a system network (and the hypothesis that it represents)
include those o f‘realization’ and ‘instantiation’ (Hasan 1996: 110). Realization statements
bring together the paradigm (networks of options) and syntagm (structures) in the systemic-
fimctional model. The realization statements test the validity of options in the network by
showing that the options have structural consequences. Hasan describes the situation in this
way; "An option can be viewed as instruction(s) to operate in a certain way; a specific
structure is the outcome of following these instmctions.” (1996: 74). For example, in the
Mood network above, the selection ofthe option [indicative] would involve the insertion of
the functions of Subject and Finite (expressed as + Subject; + Finite) in the clause. The
realization statement shows the contribution of each systemic option to a structure. Halliday

points out, that realizations are "thought of as statements of relationship rather than as rules”
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(in Kress 1976; 6) which is consistent with an approach that emphasises language as resource

rather than as rule-governed.

Realization statements that specify the presence of particular functions (insertion), such as the
example above for [indicative], are only one kind of realization (one ofthe structuring type).
Other realization statements may involve levering where the conflation oftwo or more
structural functions (such as Subject and Actor) is specified. Also, realization statements may
specify the pre-selection of features from another rank at the same stratum or from another
stratum (Cloran 1994: 145; Hasan, 1996; 111). The concept ofrealization thus relates
features within the same stratum, between strata and also relates choices fi-om different
metafunctions to one another. For this reason, Hasan refers to realization as 'multifocal’
(1996: 111). The realization relationship between linguistic strata and between language and

context will be further considered below, in the discussion of Strata.

The concept of'instantiation’ also is a test of validity. This criterion demands that for every
possible 'path’ of choices available in the network there should be something that can be taken
as an ‘'instance' of that set of features. Hasan exemplifies this principle with the clause 'do they
eatpeople?' as an instantiation ofthe lexico-grammatical path [indicative: interrogative:

polar] (Hasan 1996: 112).

2.3.3 Potential and Actual

The emphasis on system does not mean that systemic functional theory neglects consideration
oflanguage in use, that is, what users ofthe system do withlanguiinarange of social
contexts and processes. On the contrary, Halliday claims that in order to understand the
nature of language, one must start from considerations ofits use. One ofthe important goals
ofthe systemic functional approach is to understand how *“ordinary everyday language
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transmits the essential patterns of the culture; systems of knowledge, value systems, the social
structure and much else besides.” (Halliday 1978: 52) To attempt this, one needs to look at

instances of language in use or context - at ‘text’ (sometimes ‘discourse’).

In the study oftext, or language in use, the system does not disappear from view - system and
text are closely related. Ifthe ‘system’ (or network of systems) represents the potential ofa
language as a meaning resource, then a ‘text’ represents the actualisation or instantiation o f
this potential in a social context. That is, a text represents a set ofactual choices from the
meaning potential ofthe system ( a particular path through the system) made in a particular
social context. The distinction between ‘potential’ and ‘actual’ reflects Saussure’s distinction
between ‘langue’ (the abstract ‘system’ of language) and ‘parole’ (individual acts of using
language): “While we may criticize Saussure for having failed to solve this problem (that of
the nature ofparole and its relation to langue), we should rather give him credit for having

problematised it in the first place...” (Halliday 1993: 43)

However, for Halliday, this dichotomy has to be re-interpreted within a framework o f ‘system
and process’ (Halliday in Benson and Greaves 1985: 9). For Halliday, ‘actual’ and ‘potential’
represent complementary perspectives on the same phenomenon - they are not separate as for
Saussure - and they are at the same level of abstraction (Halliday 1978: 40). Also, Halliday
rejects Saussure’s claim that the study ofthe abstract system (or ‘langue’) is the proper focus
for linguistics. According to Halliday, the failure to link instances (observable phenomena)
with the system “has haunted our late twentieth century linguistics” (1993: 42-43). Both
perspectives are necessary for an understanding of language; “For a linguist, to describe
language without accounting for text is sterile; to describe text without relating it to language

is vacuous.” (Halliday in Benson and Greaves, 1985; 10).
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Following from the proposed link between actual and potential, the key insight guiding any
interpretation oftext or language in use in systemic research is: “ in order to make sense of
what he [the speaker] does, we have to know what he can do” (Halliday 1978; 28). In other
words, the actual (text) has to be seen against the background ofthe potential. To
understand the significance ofthe meanings and choices actualised in texts in context, we
need to know what other choices (from the system, or potential) might have been made but
weren’t. This is important no matter what kind of data is under consideration and no matter
what the angle on language. The functional interpretation of language involves a
simultaneous focus on the actual (texts/discourse) and the potential (the linguistic system),
both ofwhich can then be interpreted against the ‘meaning potential’ that constitutes the

culture. (Halliday 1978: 4-5)

Dynamic versus Synoptic perspectives

Martin (1985a) offers a further refinement ofthe actual/potential distinction. He proposes that
two kinds of perspectives can be adopted on the actual in relation to the potential; an active
perspective or a static perspective. These terms can be cross-classified with ‘actual’ and

‘potential’ to yield a four-way distinction, represented by Martin (1985a; 259) as:

potential actual
static synoptic system text
active dynamic system process

The system networks discussed above represent a static perspective on language potential. An
active perspective may be modelled by flowcharts, such as those developed by Ventola
(1987). The actual can also be approached from an active perspective (process) or a static

one (text). Each perspective has merits.
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More recently in systemic-functional linguistics there has been an interest in developing
dynamic models of language that focus on language as process rather than product (for
example, Martin 1985a, 1992; Ventola 1987; Ravelli 1995). These models have been
particularly associated with studies of genre, because the issue of linear progression is
significant to the creation of structure in generic texts. Ventola proposes a flowchart
representation as a means of capturing the dynamic aspects ofa text's unfolding, showing
how interactants actively negotiate the creation ofthe text (1987: 67). However, a dynamic
model can also be applied to linguistic description at levels other than genre. Ravelli (1995)
applies a dynamic perspective to illuminate aspects of metafunctional interaction in the
unfolding of a clause. In this discussion she makes the point that dynamic and synoptic
perspectives are complementary, and that both are needed to achieve a full understanding of

texts (1995: 191).

Language as dynamic open system

The simultaneous focus on the dialectic between actual and potential is also necessary for an
understanding ofthe mechanisms by which languages change and develop. (Nesbitt and Plum,
1988: 9). Ongoing processes of text-creation (actualised potential) are central to the

modification of the linguistic system. As Nesbitt and Plum explain:

The linguistic system as a potential to mean is a resomce which is continually being renewed. It expands and
changes through linguistic process, the process of ‘languaging’. Eveiy pass through the system, actualizing in
structure the system potential, imperceptibly recasts it, as every pass through the system draws anew the

pattern of typical choice...
(in Fawcett and Young, 1988: 9).

Every actualization ofthe system in process or text is part ofthe mechanism ofits change.
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To fully understand the significance ofthis process, we need to consider the status ofthe
linguistic system as a ‘dynamic open system’. Halliday (1987; 139) discusses the property of
‘metastability’ that characterises dynamic open systems such as language: metastability
means that the systems persist only because they are constantly changing and developing.
Thus the constant renewal that is a feature of language is “a necessary condition ofits

existence as a system” (Halliday 1987: 138). The system has to be an open one to survive.

Related to its metastability is the fact that language is a probabilistic system: in any instance of
systemic choice, each term in the system has a certain probability of occurring. Because the
probabilities for each term are not equal (i.e. are skewed), the system exhibits ‘redundancy’.
The relationship of redundancy between subsystems in language creates ‘metaredundancy’,
manifested in the realisation relationship between linguistic strata (Halliday 1987; 140). Every
instance (actualization) ofthe potential ‘recasts’ the relative probabilities ofterms within the
system, and thus sets change in motion. With every ‘instance’ the system “is no longer itself;

... the state ofbeing is one of constant becoming” (Halliday 1987; 139).

The linguistic system also constantly expands its meaning potential. This process of functional
expansion can be referred to as semogenesis. In the process of semogenesis, the system
expands to fill its ‘gaps’ through the disassociation and recombination of associated variables.
In this way, the potential for meaning making grows (Nesbitt and Plum 1988; Halliday 1994).
An example ofthis kind of functional expansion is provided by the systems ofthe Logical

metafimction in the grammar. The phenomenon of “fi"ee indirect speech’ displays the
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disassociation and recombination of the features associated with the expression o f‘direct’ and

‘indirect’ speech;

e.g. Quoted (‘direct’) “Am ldreaming?”, Jill wondered.
‘Free indirect’ Was she dreaming, Jill wondered.
Reported (‘indirect’) Jill wondered if she was dreaming.

(from Halliday 1994: 261)

Direct speech combines paratactic structure with the projection of quoted speech. Indirect
speech combines hypotactic structure with the projection ofreported speech. The
intermediate form o f‘free indirect speech’ combines paratactic structure (like direct speech)
with report (like indirect speech). The variables oftaxis and type of projection have

recombined to allow new meaning potential.

The relationship between semogenesis and shifting patterns of probabilities for particular
systemic features has been investigated by Nesbitt and Plum, and they conclude that the
language system renews itself* through the interplay of the quantitative and the qualitative”
(1988: 33); in this case, through the interplay of semogenesis and statistical changes in the
system. To understand this interplay that creates renewal in the dynamic open system of
language, it is vital to understand the relationship between the instances o f ‘actualised
potential” (text/process) and the underlying system, as each instance (made possible by the
system) ‘reverberates’ through the system and creates a micro-disturbance that sets the scene

for change.

2.3.4 Strata
The coding system of language is tri-stratal, according to systemic-fimctional models. Unlike
most other coding systems, which have two levels or strata(‘content’ and ‘expression’; such as

traffic lights), language has developed a third, abstract, level of ‘form’ intermediate
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between the levels of content and expression (Halliday 1978; 187). These levels, or strata, in
language are known as semantics (content), lexico-grammar (form) and phonology
(expression), and each is a system of potential. The system at the lexico-grammatical stratum
is the level of the internal organisation of language - the core ofthe linguistic system (Halliday
1978: 43). Each stratum is describable as a network of paradigmatic options as discussed
above, so we can speak o f‘semantic networks’, ‘lexico-grammatical networks’ and
‘phonological networks’. In terms o f‘actual’ and ‘potential’, any text represents an
actualisation ofthe potential at each strata: meaning, saying (wording) and sounding.

(Halliday 1978: 40).

The linguistic strata are related to each other by realisation. That is, the choices at the
semantic stratum are realised through choices in the lexico-grammar, which in turn are
realised as sounds (phonology) or written symbols (graphology). This model, following
Hjelmslev, conceptualises language as one system coded in another, then re-coded in another
(Halliday 1978: 42). The concept of'realisation’ can be extended to incorporate the
relationship between language and the social world beyond. The semantic system can be seen
as the realisation of options at some higher stratum belonging to the social system. Thus, the
semantic system is the interface between the linguistic system and the higher order symbolic
stratum ofthe social system. (Halliday 1978: 79). Another way of expressing this is to say
that what the language user ‘can do’ (potential of the social semiotic) is realized by what
she/he ‘can mean’ (semantic or meaning potential); this in turn is realized by what she/he ‘can
say’ (lexico-grammatical potential). (Halliday 1978; 39).

Context as a semiotic constmct and as a higher-order stratum of choices in systemic-
functional models can be related to the linguistic strata through the concept ofrealisation.
Realisation involves both '‘constmal’ and 'activation’, as Hasan notes; "...semantic features
construe contextual feature(s), and they are themselves constmed by lexico-grammatical
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feature(s). At the same time, semantic features are activated by the contextual ones; and in

their turn they themselves activate lexico-grammatical features.” (1996: 110).

The relevance of Saussure’s concept of arbitrariness in the linguistic sign needs to be
considered in relation to the tri-stratal systemic model of language. The arbitrariness ofthe
relationship differs depending on which strata are under consideration. Between the lexico-
granunatical stratum and the phonological stratum there is arbitrariness - this is the arbitrary
relationship between content and expression identified by Saussure. However, the relationship
between the semantics and the lexico-grammar is nonarbitrary, or ‘natural’. Martin suggests
(1992: 20) that the arbitrary relationship between content and expression in language is only
experientially arbitrary - in terms of interpersonal and textual meanings the relationship can be

seen as non-arbitrary.

Issues of stratification within linguistic theory have generated a certain amount of debate (for
example, as reviewed by Butler 1985: 77 - 81). The exact nature ofthe relationship between
the semantics stratum and the lexico-grammatical stratum has been the source ofsome of this
confusion and controversy. Halliday has depicted the relationship as a rather “fluid’ one,
without clear boundaries (for example 1978: 43; or 1994: xix). Butler’s discussion shows that
Halliday’s treatment of this relationship (in successive writings on his evolving theory)
becomes most confusing with respect to the metafunctional hypothesis. At times, networks
presenting metafimctional options are difficult to locate in terms of the semantic and lexico-
grammatical strata (Butler 1985: 80). Fawcett’s criticisms of Halliday’s approach are
reported by Gregory: “He [Fawcett] describes Halliday as having semanticized his lexico-
grammatical stratum” (Gregory 1987: 99), but Gregory also notes that there are advantages

to this kind of semanticised grammar for purposes “such as stylistics, text description and
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language pedagogy, for which semantically revealing syntactic analysis has a place” (Gregory

1987: 99).

Halliday himself notes that the number of strata proposed and the relationship postulated
between them will depend on the kinds of questions being asked, and the kinds of problems
under investigation. For example, for certain purposes a model consisting only of content and
expression strata may be useful, where the grammar is pushed so far as to incorporate
semantics within it. For other purposes (for example the study of child language
development) it is necessary to model the lexico-grammar as a third level of coding that is “
‘slotted in’ between the two interface levels of semantics and phonology” (in Benson and
Greaves 1985: 10). It may also be desirable for development ofthe theory and research in the
directions of genre and ideology to propose additional strata above the linguistic strata (for
example, Martin 1992 proposes three strata above the semantics: Register, Genre and
Ideology. Ultimately, it is the basic concept of stratification that links all ofthese proposals,

and to Halliday, this is the most important factor. (Halliday in Benson and Greaves, 1985:

10,.

Further work in Systemic-Functional theory has taken up the challenge of clarifying
stratificational problems. In particular, recent work has provided a more detailed profile of
the semantic stratum so that its relationship with the levels of both the social context and the
lexico-grammar can be systematically investigated (e g. Hasan 1996: 113). Martin (1992)
takes up the stratification issue in his proposal of a Discourse semantics stratum above the
lexico-grammatical stratum. He proposes this stratum in order to account for semantic

relations between as well as within clause complexes. His arguments include reference to
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semantic motifs that can link diverse lexico-grammatical structures such as:

Ford is smiling because Trillian arrived  grammar: [behavioural]
It pleases Ford that Trillian has arrived [mental]
Ford is happy that Trillian has arrived [relational]

(Martin 1992: 16)

In the grammar these clauses are distinct as they represent different process types. However,
it is clear that there is a strong degree of uniformity in the meanings that they express. A
discourse semantic stratum could account for these as the various realisations of a higher
order (discourse) meaning. Other arguments relate to grammatical metaphor, in which
structures require more than one level ofinterpretation (Martin 1992: 16) and the problem of
accounting for textual patterns of cohesion (which cannot be accounted for folly by the

grammar).

The discourse stratum would define its own set of units, larger than those at the lexico-
grammatical stratum and like Halliday’s semantic stratum, it would be seen as the interface
between context and grammar (Martin 1992: 403). Martin’s proposal addresses criticisms of
systemic-fonctional models in that it does begin to systematise both the relationship between
semantics and lexico-grammar, and the semantic stratum itselfwith the proposal ofa set of
units at this level. Hasan endorses Martin’s label for the semantic level as ‘discourse
semantics’, in the light of developments in semantic network research and theory, although

she proposes a different set of semantic units (Hasan, 1996: 118).

2.3.5 Function and Metafunction

An essential characteristic of Halliday’s theory is the emphasis on thefunctionality of
language, and this is reflected both in his emphasis on the importance of accounting for
language as text-in-context and also throughout his theory of how the linguistic system is

organised. Halliday makes the claim that the nature of language is closely related to the
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demands we make ofit, that is, to the functions that it has to serve in our daily lives, (in
Lyons 1970: 141). These social functions correspond with a set of functional components or
‘modes of meaning’, which are generalised functions that have become “built into language,
so that they form the basis ofthe organization ofthe entire linguistic system” (Halliday 1978;
47). Thus, a fundamental assumption ofHalliday’s model is that the linguistic system is
‘orchestrated’ into these different modes of meaning. That is, it is assumed that the linguistic
system is functionally organised (Halliday 1978; 186-187), and that the generalised hmctions
of language are derived from the social ftmctions which language has evolved to serve. The

general functions which language must fulfil in all human cultures according to Halliday are;

T.angiiage has to interpret the whole of our experience, reducing the indefinitely varied
phenomena ofthe world around us, and also ofthe world within us, the processes of our own
consciousness, to a manageable number of classes of phenomena; “pes of processes, events and
actions, classes of objects, people and institutions and the like.

Language has to express certain elementary logical relations, like ‘and’ and ‘or” and ‘if, as well as
those created by language itselfsuch as ‘namely’, ‘says’ and ‘means’.

Language has to express our participation, as speakers, in the speech situation; the roles we take on
ourselves and impose on others...

Language has to do all these things simultaneously, in a way which relates what is being said to the
context in which it is being said, both to what has been said before and to the ‘context of situation’;
in other words, it has to be capable of being organized as relevant discourse...”

(Halliday 1978: 21-22)

These generalised functions are built into the language system at the semantic stratum, and
have become known as ‘metafunctions’ (although there is some variation in the labelling of
these in Halliday’s writing, for example ‘functional components’; “functions’; ‘modes of
meaning’; ‘macro-function’). The semantic system is organised into sets of options that are
related to the different metafunctions; in other words, the vast options in the ‘meaning
potential’ cluster into a few large, relatively independent networks, which correspond to

certain basic functions (metafunctions) in language (Halliday in Lyons 1970: 142).
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The metafunctions proposed by Halliday are:

¢ The ldeational Metafunction (corresponding to fimctions 1. and 2 above - those of
organising and representing human experience)

¢ The Interpersonal Metafunction (corresponding to function 3. above - that ofinteracting
and negotiating with others through language)

+ The Textual metafunction (corresponding to function 4 above - that of organising the
resources of the other two metafunctions to ensure the relevance ofthe discourse to its
context).

(Halliday 1994).

Another set ofterms used by Halliday for these metafunctions is: the Observer function

(Ideational); the ‘Intruder’ function (Interpersonal) and the Relevance fimction (Textual)

(Halliday 1978: 48). Each ofthese metafunctions has equal status in the theory: no one

component is seen as more fundamental or more abstract (‘deeper’) than another (1978; 50;

Halliday in Lyons 1970; 165)

The ldeational metafunction embodies two closely related components; the Experiential and
the Logical. The Experiential fimction is the ‘content’ function of language; in the patterns of
the grammar it construes the world - outer and inner - in terms of processes, participants and
circumstances (see function 1. above). The Logical component includes meanings concerned
with the logic of natural relations including those derived from language itself (see function 2.
above) and is expressed in the grammar through the system of ‘taxis’ (parataxis and
hypotaxis) as well as relations such as coordination, apposition and projection (Halliday 1978:

48-49).

The two components are distinguished from one another partly because they have different

structural realisations (to be discussed below under Structure). The Logical metafimction is

realised through recursive structures, whereas all other metafimctions are realised through
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non-recursive structures. (Halliday 1978; 48). The two are linked because “there is greater

systemic interdependence between these two than between other pairs” (Halliday 1978; 131).

Because ofthe division ofthe Ideational metafiinction into two components, Halliday
sometimes speaks ofthe semantic stratum as organised into four metafunctional components
rather than three, and Hasan follows this division in her statement of assumptions from
Halliday’s theory (1996; 72); “The semantic stratum is divided into four metafunctional
components; experiential, logical, interpersonal and textual”. The division and relationship
between the metafunctions can be modelled differently depending on the stratal perspective,

or ‘vantage point’;

Functional components of the semantic system, seen from different vantage points:

semiotic-fimctional (‘from above’):

(extnnsic) (enabling)
A textual

ideational interpersonal

semantic (“from their own level’):

ideational interpersonal textual

logical experiential

lexico-grammatical (“from below’):

(univariate) (multivariate)
logical

experiential interpersonal textual

(taken from Halliday 1978: 131)

From the perspective ofthe semantic stratum in relation to the highest stratum - that ofthe
social semiotic, the ideational and interpersonal functions are grouped together, as‘extrinsic’.

The organisation ofthe semantic system around the twin motifs o f‘reflection’ (ideational

40



meaning) and ‘action’ (interpersonal meaning) expresses and symbolizes the “two
fundamental aspects [of] the social reality that is encoded in language” (Halliday 1977: 26).
From this perspective the textual metafunction is distinct: it has an ‘enabling’ function with
respect to the other two metafunctions, allowing ideational and interpersonal meanings to be
expressed as text. From within the semantic stratum itself, as noted above, the logical and
experiential functions are grouped together (because oftheir systemic interdependence) as the
ideational metafunction which is distinct from the interpersonal and textual metafimctions.
The relative independence between the systems ofthe three metafimctions (ideational,
interpersonal and textual) is the basis for separating them at this level. From the perspective
ofthe realisations at the lexico-grammatical stratum, the logical function is distinguished from
the other three on the basis of its univariate (recursive) structures which contrast with the

multivariate (nonrecursive) structures realising the other metafimctions.

The notion of ‘functions’ of language in Halliday’s theory needs to be distinguished from
‘uses’ of language. Language is used in everyday situations for innumerable social purposes,
but Halliday argues that language cannot be explained simply through a typology of these
uses. The “innumerable social purposes” for language are not represented individually as
functional components in the internal organisation of adult language unlike the functions of
the early linguistic system ofthe child. (Halliday in Kress 1976: 19). Whereas in the child’s
initial linguistic system, the functions are more specific and correspond to ‘uses’ oflanguage
(for example in the ‘instrumental’ function language is used to satisfy material needs)
(Halliday 1973: 36), the adult system, through a process o f ‘functional reduction’ is a more
highly organised and abstract, but effectively simpler functional system. Although the
functional diversity of adult language usage is immense, the functions in the adult system are
reduced to a small set of metafunctional components (or macro-fimctions) (Halliday in Kress

1976: 19)
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The notion o f“function’, of course, is not new to linguistics, and antecedents of Holliday’s
ftinctional theory include Malinowski, Buhler and Prague School linguists such as Danes and
Vachek (Gregory 1987; 95, Halliday in Lyons, 1970: 141; Halliday 1978; 48). However,
Halliday notes that the functions of language proposed by Malinowski and Buhler, while
demonstrating the possibilities of generalising about functions in language, “are not intended
primarily to throw light on the nature of linguistic structure” (Halliday in Lyons, 1970: 141).
The proposal ofgeneral ‘functions’ ofthe linguistic system needs to be based on an analysis
ofthe linguistic system (Halliday in Lyons 1970: 141-142). When Halliday makes the claim
that: “.. the whole ofthe adult linguistic system is organised around a small number of
functional components” (Halliday 1978: 47), this claim is made on the basis ofthe
organisation ofthe linguistic system itself, and in particular the systems and structures ofthe
grammatical stratum. Unless the functions proposed can be related to systematic statements
about the organisation ofthe linguistic system, there is no basis for favouring any one set of
proposed functions over another (Halliday in Lyons 1970; 142). That is, fimctional categories

should not be set up arbitrarily from outside language.

To summarise the metafunctional argument so far: Halliday claims that the broad social
functions of language can be seen as reflected in the internal organisation ofthe ‘content’ side
of language - the semantic system and its representation in the grammar. (Halliday 1978:

187). The semantic system is organised into four major components: three revolving around
the distinction between language as reflection (experiential and logical), and language as
action (interpersonal). The fourth metafimction - the textual - has an enabling function with
respect to the other three; it integrates meanings from the other metafunctions to formulate

language as text in context.
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Given that these metahinctions are proposed as a result of an analysis ofthe linguistic system,
what kinds of evidence from the system does Halliday offer for their distinctness? The
arguments in support ofthe metaiunctions include aspects ofboth system (considering the
organisation ofthe semantic system)and structure (considering the realisation of semantic

components in the lexico-grammar).

Metafimctional Systems

Each ofthe metafimctional components is postulated as being relatively independent of the
others. Just as each stratum can be represented as a network of options (or system), each
metafimctional component can be described as a system network (Halliday 1978; 128). The
metafimctional systems (sets of options) are characterised as having “strong internal
constraints but weak external constraints” (HaUiday 1978: 46). This means that within the
meaning potential of a particular metafimctional system there will generally be
interdependence and mutual constraints between sub-systems. The choices in particular sub-
systems may constrain or be constrained by choices in other sub-systems. However, between
the systems of the different metafimctions there is relative independence; the selections in one
metafimctional system have little effect on the selections in another metafijnction. For
example, in the meaning potential of the Interpersonal metafimction, choices of modality and
‘key’ are largely dependent on the mood selection. (Halliday, in Kress 1976: 31; also Halliday
1978: 187 - 188). At the same time, the choices from the interpersonal system have little
effect on ideational meanings chosen simultaneously (for example selections from the
transitivity system)- there is little mutual constraint between the interpersonal system of mood
and the ideational system of transitivity, while within the interpersonal metafimction there is

interdependence between sub-systems.
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The relative independence (or weak external constraints) between metafunctions and
interdependence (strong internal constraints within metafiinctions) is one ofthe systemic
arguments put forward to support the metafunctional diversity ofthe linguistic system
(Martin, 1992; 8). This claim has been challenged by theorists such as Berry (cited Butler
1985) who argues that the criterion o f‘relative independence’ between metafunctional
systems is problematic. There are a number of cases where systems belonging to two different
metafimctions do in fact interact. For example, the system of ‘voice’, treated as a textual
system exhibits considerable interaction with the transitivity system. (Berry cited Butler 1985:
84). Halliday himselfnotes this interaction when discussing the options in the voice system:
“The reason for choosing one rather than another of these options lies in the textual function
oflanguage...; but which options are available to choose from depends on transitivity.”

(Halliday in Lyons, 1970; 151).

Similarly, Martin in his application ofthe metafimctional hypothesis to discourse comments
that discourse systems are interdependent in various ways (exhibit metafimctional harmony)
(Martin 1992: 391). In defence of Halliday’s proposal, Butler acknowledges the fact that
Halliday’s position on the independence of metafunctions is a ‘more-or-less’ one rather than
an absolutist one. However, Butler then goes on to pose the question of how much
interaction between metafiinctions is acceptable before the three component hypothesis is
regarded as untenable. (Butler 1985: 84). Perhaps, as Gregory suggests; “... we ought to be
cautious about attempting to PROVE the existence of the metafiinctions; this may be falling
into the trap of ‘scienticism’. Rather we should continue to USE them and see what they can

do for us”. (Gregory 1987: 104)
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Metafunctions and Structure: clause asfugue

The metafunctional diversity ofthe semantic system is also displayed in the structures ofthe
lexico-grammar. Semantic options from the interpersonal, ideational and textual systems are
expressed in the grammar through various configurations of structural roles derived from the
metafunctions (such as ‘Actor’, ‘Process’ and so on) (Halliday in Lyons 1970: 143). It is the
task ofthe grammar to encode the meanings derived from these various metafunctions into an
articulated structure (Halliday 1978: 22), to ‘map’ the meanings simultaneously onto a single

linear structure or syntagm.

In English the grammatical unit that realises the ‘meaning potential’ derived from each ofthe
metafunctions is the clause. The clause thus embodies a number of structures simultaneously,
each ofwhich corresponds to a different function of language, or as Martin explains, the
clause enters into different systems of ‘valeur’, depending on the type of meaning considered
(1992: 8). Halliday uses the musical metaphor of ‘polyphony’to explain this situation: the
metafunctional meanings are mapped onto the clause as sets of structural roles like three (or
four) distinct simultaneous ‘melody’ lines in polyphonic music. Any single element in the
clause syntagm is like a chord in a fugue which contributes to several melodic lines at once;
the element in the clause represents a complex o f‘roles’ from the different ‘melodies’ ofthe
metafunctional systems (Halliday in Lyons 1970: 144). Thus the clause can select
simultaneously and relatively independently for Transitivity, Mood and Theme.

The simultaneous realisation ofthe metafunctions in the clause as different functional
configurations or structures suggests another argument for the recognition of Halliday’s
metafunctions. The sets of metafunctionally organised options in the meaning potential ofa
language are “recognizable empirically in the grammar” (Halliday 1973: 44). The structural
arguments supporting the metafunctional organisation of language will be elaborated below

under Structure.
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Kinds of ‘function’

Before this section ofthe discussion is concluded, it is perhaps useful to note the different
uses ofthe term *function’ in HaUiday’s theory. Halliday draws a distinction between two
major kinds of ‘function’ in the theory. The first refers to the fiindamental abstract
components of meaning known as ‘metafunctions’ which form the basis ofthe organisation of
the meaning system. These have been built into the system as a result ofthe imderlying social
functions which language has to serve. This use of “function’ also relates to the descriptive
emphasis on language in use - accounting for how texts are related to the contexts in which
they unfold. The second meaning of ‘function’ relates to linguistic structures. A linguistic
structure is seen as a configuration of functions; so in this second definition ‘function’ refers
to “an element of structure considered as a role in the total structural configuration” (Halliday
1978: 47). These two kinds of function are related in that the structural roles or functions can
be seen as derived from the metafunctional meaning systems. This is an aspect ofthe non-
arbitrary relationship between the semantics and the lexico-grammar (Halliday in Benson and
Greaves 1985: 8). This second definition of function leads us to the next concept in the
theory: structure.

2.3.6 Structure

Structure and System

Ifwe go back to the Hjelmslevian (originally Saussurean) distinction of paradigmatic and syntagmatic, most
of modem linguistic theoiy has given priority to the syntagmatic form of organization.
(Halliday 1978: 40)

Halliday’s comment ‘sets the scene’ for the contrast of systemic theory with other linguistic
theories on the basis of its paradigmatic rather than syntagmatic orientation. As discussed

above, the paradigmatic relations (language as meaning potential) are treated as fundamental
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to the social interpretation of language in systemic theory. What of structure, though, which

involves the syntagmatic relations of language?

Systemic theory’s emphasis on the paradigmatic relations of language does not deny
‘structure’ (the syntagmatic relations of language) a place in the interpretation oflanguage
(Halliday in Halliday and Martin 1981: 14). However, the paradigmatic focus ofthe theory
does mean that syntagmatic or structural relations are treated as derived from paradigmatic
ones. Linguistic structures are seen as derived from the selection of features from linguistic
systems. In other words, structures are the ‘output’ of options in system networks; each act
of systemic ‘choice’ contributes to the formation of stmcture (Halliday 1978: 128). Paradigm
and syntagm are thus complementary perspectives on the same phenomenon, and they can be
related to the dual perspectives of actual and potential: “... the system of features, i.e. the
paradigm, specifies the potential; a specific syntagm represents one actual (deemed possible in

light of the potential).” (Hasan 1996: 107)

The paradigmatic relations in language are represented as sets of features or options in a
system network, but they have no structural shape. (Halliday in Halliday and Martin 1981:
14). Paradigm (systemic features) and syntagm (stmctures) are related by the concept of
realisation. Realisation is the process of expressing the options chosen from the system: the
process by which meanings are encoded in wordings and these are re-coded in some form of
expression. (Halliday in Halliday and Martin, 1981: 14). Each set of features in the network
specifies some aspect of realisation which contributes to this structural formation. It is
through realization that the meanings from different metafunctions are mapped onto a single
structure in the grammar. As discussed above in relation to system networks, realisation
statements accompany the features in systems to specify how the feature is to be realized in

structure (Kress 1976: 35)
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Systemic choice determines structure in two senses: 1) as a configuration of functions or
roles; and 2) as surface constituent structures (Kress 1976; 35). Halliday notes that the
surface structures ofthe grammar involving class and sequence are not sufficient to represent
syntagmatic relations in language. He thus proposes a distinction in the grammar between
syntagm (an arrangement of classes in sequence) and structure (a configuration of functions)
(Halliday in Kress 1976; 90). These represent different points on the realization scale: as a
result ofthe realization process a set of selected systemic features (a ‘selection expression’) is
realized as a structure (configuration of functions), which inturn is realized as a syntagm. It
is not clear whether this distinction is maintained by other systemicists, or whether ‘syntagm’

and ‘structure’ are used interchangeably.

Constituent Structure

Constituency is the name given to the kind of organic structural organization whereby parts
are built up into wholes and these in turn become parts built into larger wholes. Constituent
stmcture belongs in the account of grammatical structure as the realization of meaning,
although Halliday emphasises that in systemic linguistics, constituency does not “occupy the
centre of attention” (in Benson and Greaves 1985; 7). In the systemic model, constituency
stmcture is treated in a specific way, using a rank scale to organise sets of linguistic units.
The rank scale establishes a hierarchy of constituents from largest to smallest represented on a
vertical scale from highest to lowest. The relationship between units at each rank is one of

constituency - that is, moving from top (largest) to bottom (smallest) each unit ‘consists of
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one or more ofthe units from the rank below (Halliday in Kress 1976: 58). For example,

Halliday’s rank scale for the grammar is:

CLAUSE COMPLEX
CLAUSE
GROUP/PHRASE
WORD
MORPHEME

(Halliday 1994)

Clause complexes, the largest units, consist of one or more clauses; clauses consist of one or
more groups or phrases, and so on. Rank scales are applicable at every stratum of language.
The phonology rank scale includes the phoneme, syllable, foot, tone group and tone group
sequence (Halliday 1994: 13), and recent work on discourse and semantic networks has led to
the proposal of rank scales at the semantic stratum also (for example, Martin, 1992; Hasan

1996).

One ofthe structural principles of language relevant to how constituency expresses meaning
is that units of different ranks construe patterns ofdifferent kinds; that is, each unit typically
has its own “functional specialization” (Halliday, 1994: 15). For example, in the phonology
thefoot is the unit of rhythm; it regulates the pulse ofthe spoken language. The function of
the syllable (below the foot) is different: to organize the articulatory sequences of vowels and
consonants (ibid). For the units ofthe lexico-grammar, the same principle of functional

specialization applies.
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Each rank in the grammar, like the metafimctionally polyphonic clause discussed above is a

locus for the mapping of structures from the different metafiinctional components:

...each type of unit - clause, veibal group, nominal group etc. - is in itselfa structural composite, a
combination of structures each of which derives from one or other component of the semantics.
(Halliday, 1978: 129)

Constituent structure is a device whereby the different kinds of meaning can be mapped onto

each other (Halliday 1994: 16).

However, constituency structure in itselfdoes not account for all ofthe structural resources
oflanguage. The next section ofthe discussion considers the relationship between structure
and function, and introduces the other kinds of structures through which metafunctional

systems are realized.

Structure and Function

Structures, even grammatical structures, are still “recognizably functional” in the systemic
model (Halliday in Kress, 1976: 20). The relationships between structure and fimction can be
understood in the light ofthe ‘non-arbitrary’ connection between the semantic and the lexico-
grammatical strata in Halliday’s model. There are two aspects to this non-arbitrary relation

described by Halliday, one functional, the other metafiinctional:

(i) Every structural feature [in the grammar] has its origin in the semantics; that is, it has some function in the
expression of meaning... (ii) The different types of structure tend to express different kinds of meaning, as
embodied in the metafunctional hypothesis; and constituency is simply one type of structure...

(Halliday in Benson and Greaves 1985: 8)

The first aspect - that of structural features as semantically derived - is reflected in the
definition of a structure as “a configuration of roles or functions” (Halliday 1978). Each of
these ‘roles’ in the structure is derived from one or other ofthe metafunctional meaning

systems: ideational, interpersonal or textual. This aspect ofthe system-function relationship
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was introduced above in the discussion ofthe mapping of metafunctions onto the clause. The
clause embodies at least three different structural configurations simultaneously,

corresponding to the different metafimctions.

The second aspect ofthe ‘nonarbitrariness’ introduces an important claim associated with the
metailmctional theory; that each semantic component or metafimction tends to be realized by
a different kind of stmcture (for example Halliday 1994; 36; 1978; 128).The contribution that
each component of meaning makes to a structure “has on it the stamp ofthat particular mode
of meaning” (Halliday 1978; 188). Constituency stmcture is used by the various
metafimctions for their expression in different ways, and to varying degrees (Halliday 1994;
16). This type of stmcture is most relevant to the expression ofthe experiential function,
which “tends to constmct experience as inter-related parts ofa whole” (Martin 1992; 10) For
example, transitivity functions such as Actor, Process, Goal are realized as discrete elements
in the clause. This kind of stmcture lends itselfwell to constituency representation and
analysis, and has been compared to the ‘particle’ perspective in Pike’s view oflanguage as

particle, wave and field (Halliday 1978; 139).

However, constituency stmcture is less well adapted to the representation ofthe other
metafimctions. Interpersonal meanings are realised more prosodically, as stmctures that
“permeate the clause” (Gregory 1987; 98). The realization of modalities such as “attitude’ can
be spread throughout the clause or group unit as in this example from Martin (1992; 11);
That stupid bloocfy cretin is really giving me the bloody shits. The negative attitude is
realized not as a discrete “particle’, but over the whole ofthe clause. These interpersonal

stmctures are known as prosodic (Halliday 1994; 36; Martin 1992; 11).
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The meanings ofthe Textual metafimction are similarly difficult to represent through
constituent structure. Textual meanings tend to be realized as peaks of prominence in the
clause by highlighting first position as Theme (speaker-oriented prominence) and generally
last position as New (listener-oriented prominence). This creates a wave-like structure in the
clause, like a rhythmic pulse (Martin 1992: 11). Structures realizing Textual meanings are

therefore known as periodic, or culminative structures.

As already noted, the Logical component is distinguished from the other metafimctional
components by its expression through recursive structures, which generate unit complexes at
all ranks. Recursive structures are dependency structures formed by paratactic or hypotactic
combinations at the rank in question (for example clause complex; group complex; word
complex). Martin explains that the logical structures, like the experiential structures are
particulate, but they are part/part relations rather than part/whole relations (Martin 1992; 13).
The recursive structures ofthe Logical component are univariate structures; that is, they are
structures “involving a single variable, which recurs one or more times” (Martin 1992: 21).
Univariate structures contrast with multivariate structures, inwhich there is a configuration
of different variables, each ofwhich occurs only once in the structure. The structures
generated by the Experiential, Interpersonal and Textual metafunctional systems are

multivariate.
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A useful summary table ofthe ‘particle, wave and field’ distinctions and the
univariate/multivariate distinctions as they apply to each of the metahinctions is presented by

Martin (1992: 13):

Metafunctions, realisation and types o fstructure

Metafunction REALIZATION TYPE OF STRUCTURE
ideational: particulate:
logical part/part interdependency (univariate)
experiential part/whole constituency (multivariate)
interpersonal prosodic prosody
textual periodic wave

These structures are different ways ofviewing the same phenomenon. Language is at once
particle, field and wave, and  .depending on which type of meaning we want to be
foregrounded, so our representation of its structure needs to adapt to the appropriate mode.”

(Halliday in Benson and Greaves 1985: 8)

These different structural patterns generated by the various metafunctions form an important
part ofthe argument for their theoretical validity. The distinct metafunctional components
appear to be reflected in distinct forms of expression or structure. This adds credibility to the
hypothesis that functional variation is built into the organization of the linguistic system, and
that the components identified by Halliday are reflected in this internal organisation.

(Gregory 1987: 99).

2.3.7 Language and Context

The concepts above have been discussed in some detail because they will most closely inform

the model proposed for theatre in this thesis. However, the framework presented for theatre
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will also assume a relationship between theatre and context that is based on the systemic-

functional model, so the notion of context will be briefly explored here .

Following Malinowski and Firth, Halliday develops 'context' as an abstract construct that has
a central place in his theory of language. The notion of'situation' goes beyond the immediate
physical environment in which a text unfolds to become a semiotic structure, a situation 'type’.

The social context for a text, then, consists of:

...those general properties of the situation which collectively function as the determinants of text, in that they
specify the semantic configurations that the speaker will typically fashion in contexts of the given type.
(Halliday 1978: 110)

Choices of context are seen as both activating and being construed by choices from the

linguistic system.

The semiotic structure of'social context' reflects the metafunctional diversity of the linguistic
system, with its three dimensions of'field" (related to the nature ofthe social activity ofwhich
the text is part), 'tenor' (related to the role relationships among participants involved) and
'mode’ (related to the role of language in the situation) (Halliday 1978; 110; Halliday and
Hasan 1985: 12). These contextual dimensions tend to be realised through the meanings of
the Experiential metafunction, the Interpersonal metafunction and the Textual metafimction
respectively. The semantic concept of'Register’ relates varieties of language to situation types
(Halliday and Hasan 1985: 38; Halliday 1978; 110), although this notion is re-defined by

others such as Martin (1992).

The context of culture also plays an important role in the theory. The situation type is treated
as the context of linguistic texts (particular instances of the linguistic system), while the ccxitext

ftxihemeaning potential ofthe linguistic system is the context of culture. A situation
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type can be seen as an instance ofthe context of culture in the same way as any particular text
represents an instance ofthe meaning potential ofthe linguistic system. The context of
culture, then, represents the potential that lies behind the different situation types (Halliday
1991; 7). The concept of context is proposed as a valuable theoretical tool for investigating
the creation and interpretation oftexts (Hasan 1996: 48) and is important in giving systemic-

functional theory a strong orientation towards social processes.

2.4 The Systemic-Functional Model as Metaphor: Explorations in the Visual Arts

.. in semiotics (which is not a discipline, but a thematic organization of knowledge like mathematics) all
phenomena are being investigated and interpreted as systems of meaning, and this makes it possible to use
grammatics as a way of explaining them. The most immediately accessible are other, non-linguistic, semiotics
such as forms of art...

(Halliday 1993: 52)

The term ‘granunatics’ from the quote above is used by Halliday to refer to grammar as a
theoretical pursuit, particularly the role ofgrammatical theory as a source of explanation. As
grammar seeks to provide an explanation ofa semiotic system - language - it offers a
potentially useful model for explaining other semiotic systems. It is this potential for analogy
or metaphor that makes the systemic-fimctional model an attractive possibility for the pursuit
of questions about the nature oftheatre as a semiotic system. Ground-breaking work has
already been done in the application of Halliday’s ‘grammatics’ to forms of art such as music,
painting, sculpture and architecture (O’Toole 1994), and visual images (Kress and van
Leeuwen 1996). This section gives an overview oftwo ofthese approaches, both in the
domain ofthe visual arts. The frameworks and approaches developed by O’Toole on the one
hand, and by Kress and van Leeuwen on the other, have been particularly influential in
guiding the application of the systemic-fimctional metaphor to theatre and have demonstrated

convincingly the rewards ofusing the analogy for semiotic systems other than language.
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In both projects, a significant part of the aim is to develop a systematic fi-amework, tool and
language for the exploration of production and reception in visual texts. In each case, the
need for such a fi'amework is discussed with reference to the current theoretical and analytical
‘climate’ in the relevant domains. O ’Toole explains that many traditional or fashionable
‘discourses’ surrounding the discussion and criticism ofart tend to have an alienating effect:
one often requires extensive training in order to feel empowered to join the discussion and
express one’s views about an artwork. An important aim of the semiotic approach he offers is

to;

“erode the certainty with which this discourse is enunciated and received, to show that it is a cultural practice
which is politically and economically determined, and to offer an alternative discourse...” (1994: 182).

This alternative discourse is empowering, because it starts from what is observable in the
work, that is, with an engagement with the details ofthe work itselfbefore any external
contextual or historical information is considered. The model developed by O’Toole allows
for ‘dialogue’ to take place about works ofart - so that the responses and perceptions of
individuals can be linked and compared to those of others. In O’Toole’s words, the semiotic

approach becomes a “game that anyone can play” (1994: 169).

Kress and van Leeuwen also compare their project with surrounding discourses and theories
in visual semiotics. They point out that their ‘grammatical’ approach to visual design
contrasts with the predominantly ‘lexical’ focus of other accounts ofvisual design (for
example, the focus on denotative and connotative meanings of individual signs) (Kress and
van Leeuwen, 1996; 1). The visual ‘grammar’ they propose concentrates on the ways in
which elements (depicted people, places and objects) in a visual image are combined into
meaningful wholes instead of concentrating on individual signs. Kress and van Leeuwen argue
that, given the ever-increasing emphasis on visual communication in contemporary society,

there is a growing need for visual literacy. The aims of their framework, like those of O’Toole
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are both theoretical and descriptive. As a tool for analysis of visual texts the framework has
both practical purposes (for example as a guide to the effective use of visuals in teaching) and
critical purposes (the study ofimages as the sites for emerging ideological positions). (Kress

and van Leeuwen 1996: 12)

Before each approach is discussed in a little more detail, a few general points of similarity
between the work of O’Toole and that of Kress and van Leeuwen will be noted. These
common points reveal important issues about the application of the systemic-flmctional model
to contexts ofart, and also demonstrate the usefulness of such an enterprise. O’Toole and
Kress and van Leeuwen are careful about the “importation” ofthe linguistic theory and
concepts into the visual domain, emphasising that the analogy between the semiotic systems is
based on fimction. or meaning rather than form. That is, they argue for common functional
bases between language and art or visual design, but make it clear that the forms or structures
that realize these functions will not be the same in each modality - each has its own
independent means ofrealizing functional systems, (for example, Kress and van Leeuwen
1996; 17). Because both projects emphasise the meaning-making dimension ofvisual forms,
Halliday’s fimctionally-based theory of language is a useful model. The three major
metafiinctions - ideational, interpersonal and textual- are explored in both frameworks for
visuals, including the elaboration of systems and expressive realizations for each
metafiinction. It is argued consistently in each case that the metafunctional approach allows
for a more sophisticated understanding ofthe ways in which visual texts ‘mean’, and
demonstrates the importance of functions other than the ‘Representational’ (which, as

O’Toole argues, is generally given top priority, 1994: 14).

The metafunctional approach also permits richer ‘readings’ of visual texts, as O’Toole and

Kress and van Leeuwen each illustrate through a series of analyses using examples of
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painting, sculpture and architecture (O’Toole); and photographs, diagrams, draAvings and
other visual texts (Kress and van Leeuwen). In each case, the metafunctions are seen as
conflated in the structures (or ‘syntagm’ - O’Toole, 1994; 191) ofthe visual text, in the same
way that linguistic units realize the three metafunctions simultaneously. The metafimctional
visual systems are envisaged as ‘shared systems’ - sets of resources shared by both producers
(sign-makers: artists, designers, producers etc.) and viewers (interpreters, analysts, critics and

S0 on).

The notion of choice is important, as in systemic linguistic theory; and any choice realized in
a visual text is important because of choices it contrasts with in the ‘potential’ ofthe system.
Thus systemic concepts outlined earlier such as ‘system’, ‘realization’, ‘actual and potential’

prove applicable in these nonlinguistic semiotic contexts.

Parallels between linguistic systems and meanings and those of visual systems are
continuously drawn in both frameworks to point out similarities between the two semiotic
systems, and to reinforce the appropriacy ofthe analogy. For example, O ’Toole compares the
Interpersonal system o f*Address’ in language with the function ofthe ‘Gaze’ system in the
Modal function of art. The use of direct address in language to engage with the addressee is
like the use of direct gaze in a painting to draw the viewer into the painting and engage with
particular represented participants (O’Toole 1994. 8). Kress and van Leeuwen make a similar

comparison between direct address and gaze (1996; 122).

Divergences between the semiotic systems of language and those of visual images/art are also
noted, which reinforces the fact that the semiotic systems are different. For example, Kress
and van Leeuwen explain that although there are equivalents in the systems of language and

those ofvisual communication, the two media are “not simply alternative means of
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representing ‘the same thing’. (1996: 76) They demonstrate this fact through a number of
examples. The usefulness ofthe linguistic model lies in its ability to reveal shared features of
the different semiotic systems but also, importantly, to highlight contrasts. The adoption of
the linguistic metaphor doesn’t imply that the visual semiotic is seen as moulded “in the
image” of the linguistic semiotic. In fact, Kress and van Leeuwen explain the degree of
congruence between language and visual communication by the fact that they both express

general meanings “belonging to and structured by cultures in the one society” (1996: 17).

Finally, both investigations stress the social semiotic orientation of their visual frameworks
and theories. This is manifested in thefunctional approach, but also has further implications.

As Kress and van Leeuwen explain:

Our approach to communication starts from a social base. In our view the meanings expressed by speakers,
writers, printmakers, photographers, painters and sculptors are first and foremost social meanings, even
though we acknowledge the effect and importance of individual differences.” (1996: 18)

Thus all visual texts, even artistic ones have social, political and communicative dimensions as
well as aesthetic ones (1996: 18). In language, this ‘dynamic interplay’, to use O’Toole’s
words, (1994: 216) between language and its social and cultural situations ofuse is built into
the theory of language as social semiotic. O’Toole suggests that this relation between the
‘code’ (potential made available by the social semiotic) and its instances of use (actualisations
in context) also obtains for other semiotic systems such as visual art. The ‘language of
painting’, like language is a dynamic open system (1994: 216).This relationship, he further
argues, may help to understand the shifts in the system that represent turning points in art

history, and to explore the nature of artistic evolution (1994: 16-17).

This relationship between art and context can also be applied to explore the ways in which

visual genres are distinguished through different patterns of choices. For example, Kress and
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van Leeuwen note that the choice between ‘offer’ and ‘demand’ in the Interactive function
can characterize pictorial genres. In particular contexts such as television newsreading and
posed magazine photographs the ‘demand’ option is preferred. In other contexts such as film

and television drama and scientific illustration the ‘offer’ option is preferred.

The similarities between O’Toole’s project and that of Kress and van Leeuwen also extend to
more specific resemblances in the kinds of meanings and systems proposed for different visual
functions (for example, the emphasis of both on the Gaze system in the Interpersonal function
for visual images and painting). However, the focus, approach and emerging fi'ameworks of
each are also quite distinctive, and thus each investigation merits discussion in its own right.
A fairly briefdiscussion ofeach is presented below, which cannot do full justice to their
richness and complexity. However, as both frameworks are influential in the process of
developing the theatrical networks and theory, more details of both theories will emerge later

in the thesis.

2.4.1 The Language O fDisplayedArt :
O’Toole’sframeworkfor the analysis o fPainting, Sculpture and Architecture

With the aim of providing an accessible framework for the discussion ofworks of art,
O’Toole presents a set of metafunctionally organized systems for Painting, Sculpture and
Architecture. He develops a chart of systems and functions for each medium, in which the
systems are further organized along a rank scale ofunits. In each case the proposed
framework is tested on several examples, demonstrating the power ofthe framework to
inspire and guide rich descriptions of the visual ‘texts’ in terms of systemic choices made by
the artist and their impact on the viewer. The systematicity of the frameworks offers a basis
for exploring different responses to works ofart, and for showing “the boundary between the

subjectively perceived and the objectively describable.” (1994: 183). The frameworks also
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offer opportunities for investigating degrees of isomorphism between semiotic systems, and
for illuminating concepts from Formalist and Prague School traditions such as
‘foregrounding’ and ‘the dominant’ in art. Throughout, O’Toole reflects on the value of
semiotic approaches, particularly given their current ‘mixed press’ (1994: 213). His careful
arguments, together with illuminating demonstrations ofthe descriptive and explanatory
power ofthe framework for visual texts and art history, make a convincing case for a
semiotic approach to visual art. Aspects of the framework will be discussed below. Numbers

in brackets refer to page numbers from the 1994 publication.

Functions (Metafunctions) in Displc*ed Art

Following Halliday, O’Toole starts from the assumption that the semiotic system ofart has
three main functions. For the media of Painting and Sculpture, these functions are labelled by
O’Toole as: Representational. Modal and Compositional. These functions correspond
respectively to the Ideational, Interpersonal and Textual metafimctions in language; the
different labels reflect the fact that they belong to a different semiotic code, but they stand for
similar functions (5). The exception to this functional labelling is in the framework for the
system of Architecture. Architecture, O Toole explains, is crucially different from the other
art forms in that it fiilfils primarily a practical fimction. Even so, buildings tend to ‘signify’
their frmction as use, and architecture can still be seen as having systemic potential: systems
of metafunctionally organised semantic options which architects are trained to select from and
which users respond to (for example, the various ways in which buildings can relate to their
users are Interpersonal choices) (85). The fact that architecture signifies its practical function
makes it more similar to language than to the “purely contemplative arts” (85). Thus the
functional labels used for architecture are the same as for language, that is: ldeational,

Interpersonal and Textual.

61



Units o fthe rank scalefor art:

For each form ofart - Painting, Sculpture and Architecture - a set of hierarchically organized
units is proposed. For example, the scale units for Paintings, from highest to lowest is: Work,
Episode, Figure, Member. Distinguishing these units is important, as different sets of meaning
options are available at each rank for each metafimction, and O’Toole shows that the
meanings ofthe total work are created through the interplay of systemic choices at different
ranks. For example, in the Modal function the system of Gaze at the rank ofwork sets up a
relationship between the viewer and the work of art, which may be modified Episode by
Episode. Atthe smallest rank ofFigure, different kinds of relationships are established with
the viewer through systems such as Characterization and Contrast (which influence the

degree to which we are involved with or drawn to particular figures in the work) (11).

In certain paintings, we may tend to ‘read’ the picture unit by unit rather than as a whole. For
example, in Botticelli’s Primavera there are four distinct Episodes, each ofwhich represents
its own story from Classical mythology. These Episodes are often singled out for
reproduction, which seems to support the validity ofthe Episode as a distinct unit. O’Toole
notes that although not all ofthe ranks and systems will be relevant to all paintings”~ ..there
are agreat many paintings where it does help to distinguish between the various ranks of

unit...” (12).

Metafunctional Systems

The particular systems and rank scales for each of the three visual domains considered are
different, reflecting the unique functions and features ofeach. The difference between
Architecture and the ‘contemplative arts’ of Painting and Sculpture has already been noted.

Between Sculpture and Painting, there are also important distinctions related to the unique
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‘bodily challenges’ offered by the three-dimensionality and numinous quality of Sculpture (32-
33). To do justice to the detail and rigour of O’Toole’s proposals is not possible without
more extensive discussion. Here | will attempt only (with apologies to O’Toole) to summarise
the general features of each function in the framework, and to give examples of some of the

systems proposed for each metafunction for each visual domain.

Modal and Interpersonal

O’Toole tends to start with the Modal fiinction in descriptions, to move away from the
tendency to privilege Representational meanings. (However, it is noted that this approach is
certainly not a hard and fast rule). The Modal function consists of sets of resources for
engaging the attention, thoughts and emotions ofthe viewer, and, in the cases of Painting and
Sculpture, for colouring the viewer’s attitude towards the represented world, actions,
characters and objects (5). Modal systems are concerned with how a particular painting,
sculpture or building relates to us - and we to it. Inthe case of painting, O’Toole also notes
that the engagement between viewer and picture can have implications for the construction of

the viewer as a social and psychological subject. (185)

Examples ofthe systems ofthis metafiinction for the different domains include Gaze and
Modality (Work rank for Painting and Sculpture); Chthonicity (Work rank for Sculpture,
Building rank for Architecture); Characterization and Mass (Figure rank for Painting and
Sculpture respectively) and Texture (Element rank for Architecture). Gaze and Modality are
simultaneous systems at the rank for Work for Painting. Gaze, as mentioned above, involves
the use of the gaze of represented participants (who may also be non-human) in relation to
the viewer. O’Toole proposes a system of at least three terms for Gaze, with oppositions
between [Direct ], [Oblique] and [Absent] gaze in relation to the viewer (pi86). Sculpture

shares some ofthe systems of Gaze with painting, although here the Gaze will only operate
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from one angle, and so its effect will depend on the position that the viewer takes up in

relation to the sculpture (37).

A Modality system (similar to Modality in language) shared by Sculpture and Paintings at the
rank of Work concerns “The degree to which the reality represented is ‘slanted’ to carry a
spiritual, moral or didactic message” (37). The options ofthis system are represented as;
life-like
MODALITY exaggerated
- attenuated
—abstract
The system of Chthonicity is shared by Sculpture and Architecture (in Sculpture it is
represented as a subsystem ofthe system Equilibrium). It relates to the degree of verticality,
or ‘thrust’ of a sculpture or building, the term ‘chthonic’ meaning “earthbound and lacking in

verticality or thrust” (35). The choices from this system impact on how we relate to the

sculpture or building with our bodies.

Compositionaland Textual

Like the Textual function in language, this function in art and architecture has both an
organising function with respect to the other two functions, and also cohesive fimctions (and
also contextual functions for Sculpture and Architecture - relating the ‘texts’ to then-
contexts). For Painting, Compositional systems are sets of options for arranging forms within
the pictorial space and for establishing relationships of line and rhythm and colour (22). The
artist makes these kinds of compositional decisions “in order to convey more effectively and
more memorably the represented subject and to make for a more dynamic model relation with
the viewer” (22). Systems such as Line and Colour function to relate parts ofthe ‘whole’ to

each other, and to highlight important elements. The compositional features of Sculpture
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include those of Painting, but with more emphasis on the incorporation ofthese into concrete
form and on the qualities ofthe material used (38). Architectural systems ofthe Textual
function also reflect the kinds of compositional meanings for Painting and Sculpture, but its
textual relation to the environment is also important (in the same way that the textual function
in language relates a text to its context). Hence, not only are there systems such as Texture
(Building and Element), Scale (Room), but there are also systems concerned with the relation

ofthe building to the cities, roads and adjacent buildings (86-87).

Representational and Experiential

This function in painting and sculpture involves the meanings of depiction; the aspects of
reality that are depicted or constructed by the work ofart. For painting. Representational
systems at the rank of Work include Narrative Themes; that is, the story, or complex of
stories that a painting tells (ifindeed it is designed to do so) (22). Alternatively (at the same
rank), a painting may involve Scenes (where there is no action involved) or Portrayals
(representing a person or group of people) (21). Representational systems for paintings also
include Actions (what people portrayed are doing) and the roles that they play (Agents,
Patients and Goals at Episode rank). The Representational systems for Sculpture are similar,
and an interesting additional system for Sculptures which portray action is that of Peripeteia.
As O’Toole explains, “...ifaction is portrayed, the sculptor chooses a key turning point, a
peripeteia, or one that epitomizes the whole action-sequence” (37). The Experiential systems
in Architecture reflect its practical functions, and so we find systems such as Practical
function (with systemic oppositions between Public or Private; and simultaneously between
Industrial/ Commercial/Agricultural etc....) at Building rank and Specific Functions at Room

rank (for example Living Room vs. Dining room etc.).
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O’Toole stresses throughout that the three metafunctions work together in the creation of
meaning in a visual text. An interesting point to note about the charts of metafunctions, ranks
and systems, is that it is often necessary to look at the same or a similar system at different
ranks. For example. Gaze is located both at the rank of Work and Figure in the Painting chart
(24). In places the same system needs to be looked at from different metafunctional
perspectives (such as Frame, discussed pp23-25). This is reminiscent of the metafunctional
challenge posed by systems such as “Voice’ in the grammar, which has both Textual and
Transitive dimensions. This issue could be usefully elaborated in O'Toole's work. The issue of

metafunctional interaction in displayed art would be interesting to explore further.

The Value ofa Semiotic Approach

Acknowledging that the practice of semiotics has been under some suspicion in recent years,
O’Toole makes a point of addressing some of the criticisms and asserting the advantages ofa
semiotic approach. He strongly argues that any analysis must start with what is observable
(214), with engagement with the details of ‘what is before our eyes’ before appealing to any
external factors (such as the history ofa work, or contextual factors related to its
production). This approach enhances discussion as it both enables the perceptions to be
sharpened and allows anyone to join the discussion (171). The importance placed on textual
observations does not mean that the historical, social and biographical context of an artwork
is seen as irrelevant to a semiotic approach, but rather that it is not the first priority of such an
approach (172; 181). Neither is the work of art envisaged as a fixed and immutable object or
‘structure’ with a single, inherent meaning. As O’Toole points out, the analyses he presents
involve complex interplay between systems of different ranks and across different functions,
and hence: “The semiotic space is far too complex and multidimensional to accommodate a

single, static, monolithic meaning” (215).
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The advantages ofthe semiotic approach, as opposed to others such as art history, include its
systematicity and replicability. This means firstly that the particular meanings ofa work of art
can be related to systemic choices made by the artist; and secondly that any claims about
patterns and meanings made by a particular viewer can be “checked by other viewers and
argued with” (176). It also means that the analysis can be repeated, using the same
framework, for other works ofart. The fimctional-semiotic model from linguistics offers such
a systematic framework and provides a set ofterms and concepts that allow observations to
be compared and dialogue to take place before any other factors are considered. This is an
approach that empowers people to take part in discussions rather than excluding them

through expert discourses that appeal to some external authority.

M apping Semiotic Space

Although meaning is not seen as a simple linear process of communication of intention
through artwork to viewer, the model does assume that the systemic choices that the artist
makes from the functional systems at various ranks are motivated and that we respond to
these choices because we share the artist’s code (215). Though works may permit many
possible readings and are always open (so that they may initiate a ‘never-ending dialogue’:
29-30), “Our analyses, descriptions and evaluations are to a considerable degree controlled by
what is there in the visual text ofthe painting” (31). The systemic-fimctional framework
olTers a way of displaying features common to all works of art, and hence, for any particular
text, of exploring to what extent viewers are responding to a ‘shared grammar’ of painting.
(189)

It should not be inferred that the framework is intended to offer a process for arriving at a
synthesis of definitive or ‘essential’ meaning for a particular work of art (229). Indeed, given
that there are a multitude of systems working in three different metafimctions and at several

ranks, and adding extra dimensions of context to the description, analysis using the

67



framework can yield such complex and abundant semantic insights that it may be difficult to
commit to any particular statement of meaning (229-230). O’Toole proposes the concept of
‘dimensions o f semiotic space’ to deal with this problem of semantic overload in analysis.
This is a method derived from topology which allows a ‘backcloth’ of meaning to be
established for any particular work, a multidimensional space that maps the “common
denominator of potential meanings” for the work. (230) Against this backcloth of meaning,
further (perhaps more individual) meaning-making can continue; that is, “the actual and
potential traffic of our own and others’ readings” can be studied against the established
backcloth”, revealing more about the work and also about our ourselves as viewers (230).
The foregrounding ofthe dynamic process of semiosis (the process by which meanings are
negotiated between the artist, the art-text and the viewer) is important, as it allows ‘meaning;

to be conceptualised as fluid rather than ‘fixed’ in a structure. (215)

Monofunctional tendencies in Art

The concept ofthe ‘dominant’ derives from the Formalist and Prague linguistic theories of
aesthetics and relates to the idea of “foregrounding’, whereby one function can be consistently
foregrounded in a text in relation to the other functions. This becomes a distinguishing feature
ofthe aesthetic function (for example literature) compared to everyday discourse (where
foregrounding is possible, but not the rule). The ‘dominant’ is the master device organizing
the work ofart and giving it unity (consistency of foregrounding). O’Toole notes that the
dominant is rarely a single set of features, “but usually a rather abstract concentration ofa

number of foregrounded elements” (240).

O’Toole uses the metafimctional charts he has developed for visual art and analysis of specific
artworks to showhowinparticular artisticsdiools, periods of art or individual artists either the
Representational, the Modal or the Compositional function may dominate. The advantage
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ofthe framework is that it “enables us to be much more precise about what the dominant ofa
work is and how the various foregrounded elements intersect and combine to make the
dominant.” (241). This final application of O’Toole’s fiamework is yet one more example of
the range of analytical, descriptive and theoretical strengths of his semiotic approach to

displayed art.

2.4.2 Reading Images The Grammar o f Visual Design
Kress and van Leeuwen’sframeworkfor visual communication

Changes in the ‘semiotic landscape’ have created demands for a new visual literacy, argue
Kress and van Leeuwen, and a systematic framework ofthe grammatical resources of visual
design can play a positive part in “allowing more people greater access to a wider range of
visual skills” (1996: 3) Such a framework is a recognition of the fact that visual images, even
the most ‘life-like’, such as photographs, are structured in particular ways and draw upon sets
ofvisual grammatical resources - both semantic and expressive. Thus the aim ofthis project
is to provide a general fi*amework for the analysis of a wide range of visual texts, to build a
theory and fi'amework for a grammar of visual design.

The general approach taken follows that of Halliday’s functional linguistic theory and
systemic framework. However, the ‘grammar’ analogy between language and images is
applied carefully; the parallels and differences between the two semiotic systems are
consistently drawn and elaborated as the presentation of the framework progresses. The
framework builds through the discussion, presenting each metafimction separately, and for
each metafunction a range of systems and semantic oppositions within systems are explained.
The systems for different metafunctions are also represented through networks with
accompanying lists of realizations. A wide variety ofvisual texts is used in each chapter to
illustrate the meaning distinctions and realisational features, and along the way illuminating
discussions ofthe features in relation to visual genres, the systems of language, and historical
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developments of systems and features display the socio-cultural insights provided by the
framework. In the discussion below, numbers in brackets refer to the 1996 publication of

Kress and van Leeuwen.

The shifting Semiotic Landscape

Kress and van Leeuwen point out in their ‘unconventional history of writing’ that histories of
communication in literate cultures have tended to de-emphasise the role ofthe visual, and to
systematically suppress the means for the analysis of visual forms (20). Also, in a traditional
visual literacy, images are seen as ‘uncoded replicas of reality’ that tend to be subordinated to
the verbal text. In order to re-examine these issues, including the relationship between verbal
and visual forms of communication, Kress and van Leeuwen introduce the concept o f‘the
semiotic landscape’. The ‘semiotic landscape’ represents “..the range of forms or modes of
public communication available in [a particular] society, and, ... their uses and valuations”
(33). Changes in the contemporary semiotic landscape of Western societies have affected the
roles ofvisual forms of communication with respect to verbal forms, and have disturbed
traditional assumptions about the nature of visual texts. Kress and van Leeuwen identify “a
dramatic shift from the verbal to the visual” in contemporary social texts such as children’s
books, newspapers and school textbooks (30) and argue that these new realities ofthe
landscape are primarily brought about by social and cultural factors (34). The changes raise a
number of interesting questions, and also open up a need for new approaches to visual

images.

The development of Kress and van Leeuwen’s visual grammar is motivated, then, by at least
two important factors: 1) the increasing role of forms of visual representation in a range of
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social contexts and activities; and 2) the beliefthat visual texts have their own semantic and
expressive organizational systems distinct from (although related to) other representational
systems such as language. Kress and van Leeuwen proceed from the hypothesis that ..ina
literate culture the visual means of communication are rational expressions of cultural
meanings, amenable to rational accounts and analysis.” (20) Every visual image is stmctured,
even ‘naturalistic’ representations, although awareness ofthe constructedness ofthis type of
image is not part o f‘commonsense’ in our society (24). The systematic framework presented
by Kress and van Leeuwen enables the structural and semantic choices available to the “sign-
maker’ in creating and the ‘viewer’ in ‘reading’ an image to be explicitly laid out. It can be
used as a tool for the analysis of arange of visual texts and for a range of social purposes

such as teaching and critical analysis (12).

Mapping the Visual terrain’ofthe Semiotic Landscape

The grammatical analogy

The term ‘grammar’ is used by Kress and van Leeuwen to contrast their approach with other
‘lexical’ approaches to visual semiotics. In this project they focus on the way in which
depicted elements “combine in visual ‘statements’ of greater or lesser complexity and
extension” (1) rather than investigating the significance of any individual element in an image.
However, they are cautious about the term ‘grammar’ for at least two reasons: firstly,
because of the possible misreading of their project as aimed at providing sets of ‘mles’ for
visual design (1); and secondly, because ofthe danger ofthe analogy with language being
taken too literally. Kress and van Leeuwen seek to provide inventories ofresources for visual
semiotics rather than sets of rules that should be followed, although they note that such work
of ‘merely describing’, for the visual grammarian as well as for the linguist, also produces
knowledge which, in other contexts and for other purposes, will be transformed “from the

descriptive into the normative” (2).
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However, it need not be feared that developments in the direction of ‘normative teaching’ will
stifle artistic freedom or creativity in visual design; after all, teaching the grammar oflanguage
has not constrained creative uses of language. With respect to the second area of caution, the
point is clearly made by Kress and van Leeuwen that the analogy with linguistics does not
imply that visual structures are like linguistic structures. The analogy is based on the partial
overlap of meaning systems between the visual and the Unguistic semiotic, as both are derived
from and structured by the cultural meanings. Where there is overlap in “what can be said”
between the two semiotic modes, the “ways in which things are said” differs; that is, each
mode has its own realisational structures (2). It is also important to note that there are
divergences between the meaning systems of language and visual communication: “...each
medium has its own possibilities and hmitations of meaning. Not everything that can be
realized in language can also be realized by means of images, or vice versa.” (17).
Throughout the discussion ofthe functions and systems ofvisual design, parallels and also
distinctions are drawn between the systems ofthe visual grammar and those ofthe English

language by Kress and van Leeuwen.

Halliday’s systemic-functional model of language is compatible with Kress and van
Leeuwen’s visual project for a number of reasons. The emphasis on function in systemic
linguistics harmonizes with their own conviction that the grammar in visual design plays a
“vital role in the production of meaning” (1). The grammar that they develop in the book is a
systemic resource for making and communicating meaning in visual design. Like language
(and following Halliday), visual design is seen as fulfilling two major social functions:
Ideational (concerned with the coding of experience) and Interpersonal (concerned with
social (inter)actions) (13), with a third, enabling function: the Textual. The grammar ofvisual
design makes available sets of visual forms or structures as resources for the encoding (or
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realizing) of these functions in visual texts: that is, for the visual encoding of experience; for
the encoding of relationships between participants in visual texts - producers, viewers and
represented participants; and for the combining of representations and communicative acts
into a coherent and meaningful ‘whole’ in the image (13-14). Examples of Kress and van

Leeuwen’s systems for each visual metafimction are discussed below.

Another important principle driving both Halliday’s linguistic semiotic theory and Kress and

van Leeuwen’s visual semiotic theory is the assumption that the ‘grammar’ offers resources
for actively constming experience rather than merely encoding a pre-existing reality. For
Kress and van Leeuwen, pictorial images do not reproduce reality, they produce images of
reality “which are bound up with the interests ofthe social institutions within which the
pictures are produced, circulated and read.”(45). Like linguistic texts , image texts can
encode different ideologies. The discussion of systems of modality in visual images raises
interesting issues about what is seen as ‘real’ (and hence reliable information) and what
counts as ‘not real’ (less reliable) in visual representations. Kress and van Leeuwen
demonstrate that the degree to which an image is seen as ‘real’ can be related to specific
modality markers such as colour saturation and degree of contextualisation. Even the most
‘naturalistic’ texts are still constructed. Thus visual modality “rests on culturally and
historically determined standards ofwhat is real and what is not, and not on the objective
correspondence ofthe visual image to a reality defined in some ways independently ofit.”

(168)

The Visualgrammar: Functions (M etafunctions) in Visuallmages

The grammar is culture-specific: it is a grammar of contemporary visual design for Western
cultures (3). This acknowledgment is important, as the values and meaning of different
compositional features may differ in other cultures (for example, the meanings o f‘left” and

‘right’ may be different for a culture which writes from right to left, or top to bottom).
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The analogy with HalHday’s linguistic theory has already been noted in the three general
functions proposed for visual design. Within particular metafunctions and for some systems,
the grammatical analogy with language extends to semantic-functional roles (such as types of
processes, participants and circumstances in narrative representations; or the image acts of
‘demand’ and ‘offer’ in the interactive fimction; or the distinction between ‘Given’ and ‘New’
in the textual function). Some similar structural features between language and images are
identified also, such as the phenomena o f‘embedding’ (49) and ‘recursion’ (98). However,
although there are many congruences, the realizations and systemic values of the similar

features in the grammars of language and visual design differ.

Kress and van Leeuwen do not define a set of units for visual designs. They take up the
question ofunits at the end ofthe book, and reject approaches that suggest ‘minimal units’
from which whole visual texts are built up, such as the ‘brushstroke’, Eco’s ‘iconic figure or
Saint-Martin’s ‘coloureme’ (230). The ‘brushstroke’ is part ofthe signifying system of
Inscription for Kress and van Leeuwen, which is one resource among many available to
makers ofimages. To suggest the brushstroke as the minimal unit of meaning in a painting is
“as misconceived as the idea ofthe phone as the smallest unit ofa text.” (241). The
“multiplicity of signifying systems” (resources ofthe visual grammar) outlined by Kress and
van Leeuwen are systems ofthe whole text, and for them “semiotic theory should allow us to
focus on the way each is used in the text and on the configurations in which the text brings

them together.” (241).

A briefoutline ofthe kinds of distinctions and systems proposed for each metafunction by

Kress and van Leeuwen follows. Again, the fiamewtxkand discussion is too intricate to do fiill

74



justice to here, so (this time with apologies to Kress and van Leeuwen) an attempt is made to

summarise the important distinctions and kinds of meanings at stake for each metafimction.

Representational Systems

The major system for Representational structures revolves around an important distinction
between Narrative processes and Conceptual processes, each ofwhich serves as the entry
point to further systems of options. Narrative patterns represent actions, events, and
processes of change while Conceptual patterns represent participants in terms of their
generalized and “more or less stable and timeless essence” (56). Narrative Representations
can be recognized through the presence of a vector, while Conceptual structures are
distinguished by the absence ofvector. Both Narrative and Conceptual representations can be
realized in a range ofvisual text types, including diagrams. We will focus on Narrative
processes to demonstrate the way in which different structures and functions are proposed in

this framework for visual design.

Narrative Processes

The system of Narrative representation involves choices between a number of process types,
each of which has associated configurations of participant roles and relationships. The
processes are distinguished on the basis ofthe number and kinds of participants they involve,
and also on the basis of different realisational features (different kinds of vectors). Thus, the
meaning distinctions are proposed on the basis of evidence in the visual grammar in the same
way as Halliday’s semantic process types for language are recognizable through grammatical
distinctions. Kress and van Leeuwen’s Process types for Narrative representations are:
Action; Reactional; Projective (Speech and Mental); Conversion; and Geometrical
Symbolism. To illustrate the kinds of semantic and formal distinctions between these. Action

processes will be contrasted with Reactional processes.
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Action processes (61) involve a mandatory participant, which is the Actor. The Actor is
always recognizable formally as the participant from which the vector emanates, or which
itselfforms the vector. They are often also recognizable in pictures as being the most salient
participant (through size, colour, contrast, focus and so on). Action processes may involve
only one participant, or may involve a relationship between two participants. The one-
participant action processes are Non-transactional, and the participant is always the Actor.
These processes have no Goal; the action is not ‘aimed at’ or ‘done to’ any other participant
(akin to meteorological processes in English, for example, “it’s raining”) (62). Transactional
Action processes, on the other hand, involve both an Actor and a Goal. The Goal is realized
visually as the participant at whom the vector is directed. A Transactional process may also
be bi-directional, where each participant alternates between playing the part of Goal and the
part of Actor (an example ofthis is Saussure’s ‘speech circuit' diagram) (63). In this kind of

transaction, the participants are labelled Interactants.

Reactional processes are realized in images as vectors formed specifically by an eyeline, by
the direction ofthe glance of one or more ofthe represented participants (64). The participant
who does the looking is the Reacter. Similarly to Mental processes in language, the Reacter
must be human, or human-like, with visible eyes and the capacity for facial expression.
Reactional processes, like Action processes, can be transactional or nontransactional, which
means that they can take one or two participants. In transactional Reactions, there is a
Reacter and a Phenomenon, that which is the focus ofthe gaze ofthe reacter. The
Phenomenon may be another participant, or “a whole visual proposition”, such as a whole
other transactional structure (65). This brings up the point that several kinds of process
configurations may be present in the one visual text in a kind of ‘interplay’; for example, a

transactional or non-transactional Action process may become the Phenomenon for a
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Reactional process in another part ofthe picture. This would be an example ofa complex
picture (similar to a complex sentence) (112). A nontransactional Reactional process involves
only a Reacter. The viewer is left to guess what the Phenomenon is, as the Reacter looks at
something outside the frame ofthe picture (66). This can be used to create empathy with a
represented participant, and can also be exploited (for example, with the use ofa caption that

suggests what is being looked at...which may or may not be the actual phenomenon) (66-67).

Circumstances

Circumstances in visual narrative processes are “secondary participants, ...related to the main
participants not by means ofvectors, but in other ways” (71). Kress and van Leeuwen identify
three kinds of Circumstances relevant to visual texts: Locative (relating participants to a
Setting, realized by contrasts between foreground and background). Means (realized as tools
in Action processes, where there is no clear vector between the tool and its user); and
Accompaniment (where there are two participants, but they are not related by a clear
vector). Kress and van Leeuwen claim that, unlike language, these three are the only

Circumstance options in visual design (77).

Interactive Systems

In this framework, there are two kinds of participants involved in images; firstly, represented
participants (the participants represented, or depicted, in the images) and secondly, the
interactive participants (the people who communicate with each other through images, the
producers and viewers) (119). Thus relations obtain between represented participants,
between represented participants and interactive participants and between interactive
participants. The first kind of relations, between represented participants, are handled as part
of the Representational resources of visual images (as discussed above). The relations

between the interactive participants are mediated through the image, and thus the grammar of
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the visual image makes available resources for encoding interactive meanings “that rest on

competencies shared by producers and viewers” (121).

The system network for Interactive meanings shows three major simultaneous systems:
Contact; Social Distance; and Attitude. The first. Contact, involves a distinction between
two kinds of ‘image acts’ (where the producer uses the image to do something to the viewer;
122): Demands and Offers. The use of Gaze in the image is central to the distinction
between these two acts. In a Demand, the represented participants look directly at the viewer,
so that vectors formed by the eyelines connect the viewer with the represented participants. In
this way. Contact is established with the viewer. (122). Additional features such as facial
expression (such as smiling) or gesture realize subtle variations in the kind o f ‘Demand’
(123). Indirect gaze realizes an ‘Offer’, where the viewer is not object, but subject ofthe

gaze. The represented participants ‘offer’ themselves to the viewer for contemplation.

The system of Social Distance is related to social codes of proximity, where the distance
between interactants in face-to face interactions is related to the kind of social relationship
they have. Images can depict their participants as close to or far away from the viewer, thus
suggesting different relations between represented participants and viewers. Kress and van
Leeuwen suggest three points on the distance continuum; Intimate/Personal; Social; and
Impersonal. A close-up ofa represented participant suggests intimacy; and in this way,
images can portray strangers as though they are friends (132). Similarly, a long-shot can be
used to suggest an impersonal relationship between the viewer and the represented
participants. The system of social distance can also apply to the representation of objects and

the environment (133).
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The final system of Attitude involves how images can select a ‘point ofview’, an angle on the
represented participants which can encode subjective attitudes towards them. Relevant
meanings include the degree ofinvolvement that is signalled between the image producer and
the represented participants. The choice o f ‘Involvement’ between producer and represented
participants is realized through a frontal or horizontal angle, while ‘Detachment’ is realized
through the use ofan oblique angle. The viewers have no choice but to see the represented
participants firom the chosen angle (although we may not identify with the encoded
viewpoint) (143). Power relationships between represented participants and viewers can also
be encoded in visual images through the height ofthe angle taken on the participant. A high
angle makes the represented participant seem insignificant and small, and thus the viewer is
positioned as powerful in relation to the represented subject. The opposite can also occur; the
represented participant/s can be “shot from below” to make them appear powerful in relation
to the viewer. An equal relationship between represented participants and the viewer is

achieved by having represented participants at eye-level.

M odality

The other important system of meanings in the Interactive function is Modality. This has been
discussed briefly above, so will only be touched on here. Just as Modality in language
involves degrees of certainty about reliability of messages. Modality in visual texts encodes
the degree o f‘reliability’ of the visual information. This is achieved through ‘Modality
markers’ which are cues in the text as to “what should be regarded as credible and what
should be treated with circumspection.”(159). The systems of modality markers are systems
of conventional meanings, developed out of the beliefs, values and social needs of particular
social and cultural groups. They are not so much clues about the ‘absolute truth’ as expressed
in images as they are clues to ‘what counts as truth’ for the particular social and culluralgroups

with which the systems evolved. Markers of modality include Colour (for example,
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the more colour is reduced, the lower the modality; 164); contextualisation ( within a
naturalistic coding orientation, the absence of setting lowers modality: 165); and Illumination

(play oflight and shade) among others.

Compositional Meanings

The resources for organizing the representational and interactive elements into a meaningful
visual whole and for relating the two sets ofelements within that whole are provided in the
Compositional function. The integration of representational and interactive meanings in visual
design is achieved through three interrelated compositional systems: Information Value;

Salience; and Framing.

The first system. Information value, is a system of contrasts based on the values of particular
‘zones’ ofthe image. The zones of ‘left’ vs. ‘right’ in the image have information value
related to Given and New (similar to Given and New in the clause). The information on the
left side of a layout or picture tends to be presented as information already known to the
viewer, “a familiar and agreed upon point of departure for the message.” (187). The
information on the right hand side of the image, however, is presented as information that the
viewer needs to attend to, information that is not yet known. Kress and van Leeuwen note
that Given/New is an ideological structure in that “it may not correspond to what is the case
either for the producer or for the consumer of the image or layout” but it is presented as ifit

is (187).

The zones o f‘top’ and ‘bottom’ also have informational value in the image, encoding
meanings o f‘ideal’ and ‘real’ respectively. Often the top section of a visual text such as an
advertisement presents the information in idealized or generalized form - for example the

‘promise of a product’ in an advertisement. The bottom section tends to present a more
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‘down-to-earth’ view, with more specific details (which is no less ideological than the ‘ideal’,
argue Kress and van Leeuwen: 193). Another form of compaositional structuring is interms of
Centre vs. Margin. Whatever is placed in the centre has the value ofbeing the nucleus ofthe

information, upon which other marginal elements somehow depend (206).

The system of Salience integrates the representational and interactive elements by
establishing a hierarchy of importance, selecting some elements as more worthy of attention
than others (212). Salience operates in both spatially organized texts and temporally
organized texts, such as film. In temporal texts, salience is part ofthe rhythmic structure.
Visual salience is realized through complex interactions of choices, such as size, tonal

contrast, colour contrasts, sharpness of focus and others.

Framing in visual texts (also operating in temporally integrated texts) establishes the degree
to which elements are presented as separate units of information by disconnecting them,
marking them off from one another, or joining them together. The realizations of framing
options are various, for example, objects can realize frames in pictures, or framing may be
realized through explicit frame lines or discontinuities of colour or shape or empty space

between elements (216).

Inscription

... images are polyphonic, weaving together choices from different signiiying systems, different
representational modes, into one texture.” (Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 177)

Visual images, for Kress and van Leeuwen, are not homogeneous units, but “complex
configurations of voices” (177). The final signifying system (or ‘voice’) that they discuss for

visual images is the system of Inscription. Inscription involves the material dimensions of
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visual images, in terms ofthe surfaces, tools and substances involved in the making ofthe
image. Kress and van Leeuwen argue that the systems of inscription contribute to the
meanings ofthe visual text in important ways. This represents a clear divergence from the
linguistic concept oftext, in which the material details ofthe expression of the text are not
seen as relevant to its interpretation and analysis (231). For the visual text, on the other hand,
the material choices are significant, and Kress and van Leeuwen claim that the area of
inscription is “fully semiotized in every culture”, and thus is another system of resources

available to visual sign-makers.

2.5 The Model as Metaphor: a framework for Theatrical performance

The discussion above has detailed an elaborate set of tools and concepts that the systemic-
fiinctional model offers for the investigation and analysis of the semiotic system of language.
The work of O'Toole and Kress and van Leeuwen outlined above demonstrates how valuable
these theoretical tools can be for exploring semiotic systems other than language. Proceeding
along similar lines, in chapter 5 suggestions for a systemic-fiinctional framework for theatrical
performance will be unfurled. The depth ofinsight into visual systems afforded by the visual
frameworks described above suggests that there is every reason to be hopefial that the
systemic-functional approach will be a fmitfiil and interesting way of exploring the

characteristics of theatre as a semiotic system.
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Chapter 3
Semiotic traditions: theatre as a sign-system

In this chapter a brief overview of semiotic traditions in the field oftheatre, drama and the
aesthetic function is provided. The huge variety of work in this area necessitates a selective
approach. The major portion ofthe chapter reviews the work ofthe Prague School in relation
to theatre and drama, as this is arguably the most influential and rich corpus ofwork in
theatrical semiotics. The contemporary relevance ofthis work is seen in the use oftheir ideas
in contemporary semiotic projects (such as Aston and Savona, 1991; Whitmore 1994). The
insights provided by this group of scholars have also informed important aspects ofthe
theatrical model proposed in this thesis and acted as a guide in the exploration ofthe central
paradox. Towards the end ofthe chapter other semiotic approaches are reviewed, including
some that do not follow the Prague School traditions. The final section ofthe discussion
emphasises the ways in which the systemic-functional model builds on and enriches other

semiotic theories and methodologies.

3.1 Prague School Theory

The mirror functions oflanguage and art as symbolic systems were explored systematically
and extensively for the first time in the writings ofthe Prague School fi'om the late 1920's
forward. Their diverse body ofwork forms one ofthe most thorough and useful theoretical
explorations ever attempted in the field ofaesthetics. Prague School theories were based on
key notions of sign, structure and function (Quinn 1987) and they developed insights fi'om
the Formalist movement out of which the Prague School grew. The Prague School research
into the functions and structures of Art included detailed applications of semiotic theory to

theatre and drama. The work in this area encompassed such a range of different theatrical
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phenomena - for example, the nature of the theatrical sign; the Actor as sign; spatial and
temporal dimensions ofthe stage; the fimctions of the audience - that it initiated the growth of
a huge field of theatre semiotics, and remains an influential force in theatre analysis today

(Aston and Savona 1991; Martin 1991; 18-47).

3.1.1 GeneralBackground to the Prague School

The foundations of the Prague School's applications of sign theory to the field of art lie, as for
many other semiotic approaches, in the work of Ferdinand de Saussure. Thus the fact that
there has been considerable dialogue and transfer of ideas between the disciplines oftheatre
and contemporary linguistics in semiotic theory and analysis is not surprising, considering
their common Saussurean heritage (although there is some justification in the theatre
theorists’ claim that the dialogue is perhaps 'one-sided' and emphasises linguistic aspects).
Saussure's concepts of the sign, and of 'value' arising from relationships between signs were
vital bases for Structuralist theories of language and art. The Prague scholars used the areas
ofart and verbal art to study the structures of signs as well as using sign theory to illuminate

aspects ofart and verbal art.

However, before literature and art were conceptualised and studied in this semiotic
framework, the theories and analyses of Structuralism evolved from and developed the work
of the Russian Formalist school. Formalism was at its height between about 1915 and 1930
(Striedter 1989:11). The Formalist movement was an attempt to shift the focus of criticism
and analysis of literature to the work itselfand to the reader ofthe work. (Striedter 1989).
Thus Formalist work emphasised the literary work as a product and its constituent parts, and

their concern with craftsmanship and taking a work apart while seemingly divorcing it from
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other social and cultural activities "earned them a criticism ofbeing soul-less™ from harsher
critics. (Erlich 1980:183)

It was from within the Formalist movement that Shklovsky's theory of "making strange"
emerged (a concept referred to and used later in some Prague School work, including the
theory oftheatre and drama). The concept of "making strange" refers to the ways in which
authors and artists can present the "habitual” in a novel light. Devices o f "making strange" are
used to counteract "the pull of habit" (Erlich 1980:176) that causes us to

become oblivious to everyday experiences. Another term for this process is
"defamiliarisation” - the process that allows reality to be "seen anew", and draws attention to
the form of presentation itself (Striedter 1989:89). Although Veltrusky claims that Formalist
ideas had little influence on Prague School theories oftheatre, the concept of
‘defamiliarisation’ has been taken up by other scholars in the field of theatre semiotics (for

example, Aston and Savona 1991) and is linked to Brecht's ‘alienation effect' (Elam 1980: 18).

Structuralism andproblems o f the Aestheticfunction

It became apparent to literary scholars that the study ofart and literature could no longer
proceed in isolation from social and ideological factors. Structuralism went beyond Formalism
in its emphasis on the social functions of literature and "“social conditions of literary
production and reception”. (Striedter 1989:86). Thus in the final phase identified by Striedter
in the passage from Formalism to Structuralism the work ofart is characterised as "a sign in
an aesthetic function”. The concept ofthe work as sign establishes the social bases for the
theory; the work as sign has social meanings ascribed to it by its perceivers. Placing the work-
as-sign within a social function known as the aesthetic fianction allowed the theory to treat the
work as both autonomous and social at the same time, thus maintaining the separation of art

and literature from other social practices that the Formalist School favoured yet
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simultaneously overcoming the criticisms that labelled this approach "devoid of social
content".

The proposal of the 'aesthetic function' emerges from an investigation into how language in
art is different to language in other contexts. The aesthetic function is proposed as the
function in which language is turned towards poetic or artistic purposes. The problematic
relationship between language in non-aesthetic fimctions and language in the aesthetic
function is taken up by scholars such as Mukarovsky (1964a [1932]) and Havranek (1964
[1932]). Important concepts in relation to these investigations are those of ‘foregrounding’
and 'automatisation’. Havranek defines these two terms in his article. Automatisation is "such
a use of the devices of the language ... as is usual for a certain expressive purpose, that is,
such a use that the expression itself does not attract any attention..." (1964;9) The notion of
"foregrounding” contrasts with this; "by foregounding ... we mean the use of the devices of
the language in such a way that this use itself attracts attention and is perceived as
uncommon, as deprived of automatisation, as deautomatised ..." (Havranek 1964:10) When
language is automatised, it does not attract attention to itself; we do not notice anything
unusual about the message or the way in which it is presented. On the other hand,
foregrounded language actively attracts attention to itself; it is noticeable for its deviation
from the expected patterns. Foregrounding does occur in 'standard’ communicative language,
but Mukarovsky claims that in these cases it is always subordinate to communication.
(1964a:19 [1932]) In contrast to this, he notes that "In poetic language foregrounding
acheives maximum intensity to the extent of pushing communication into the background as
the objective of expression and of being used for its own sake." (1964a: 19 [1932]). In the
aesthetic function, the listener's attention turns from the communicative value of the message

to the linguistic sign itself
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Thus the distinguishing feature ofthe aesthetic fixnction for Mukarovsky is the degree to
which the linguistic sign draws attention to itselfthrough the device of foregrounding.
Foregrounding does not acheive its effects through the number of elements foregrounded,
but rather by the consistency with which particular elements and meanings are highlighted
through foregrounding. The notion of foregrounding is taken up in later semiotic approaches
to theatre. For example, Elam notes that "...foregrounding is essentially a spatial metaphor
and thus well adapted to the theatrical text" (1980; 18) and may involve 'framing' a bit of
performance in various ways. Whitmore speaks offoregrounding as techniques of
‘highlighting' or 'emphasising’ particular elements of performance at a particular moment
(1994: 23). These concepts of foregrounding and automatisation are useful tools for
understanding concepts of'ordering’, and they form a background against which the ordering

oftheatre is investigated in this project.

3.1.2 Prague School Theatre Theory

Two violins are heard. Suddenly two long, ear-splitting shrieks are heard, and the music of the two violins is
cut short. At the second shriek die Beggar woman appears and stands with her back to the audience. She
opens her cape and stands in the centre of the stage like a great bird with immense wings.

(Description of Synge's Riders to the Sea, in Styan 1983b: 87)

In the above description of a theatrical moment, there are at least five sign systems at work;
the acoustic systems of music and ofvocalisation; the signs of costume; systems of
movement, gesture and posture; systems of orientation and gaze; and positioning. It has been
suggested in chapter 1that the interaction between such semiotic systems in theatre may play
an important role in distinguishing theatre from other social activities. This section ofthe
discussion considers some of the Prague school ideas about such theatrical sign systems and

their interrelationships.

87



Jiri Veltrusky, one ofthe leading figures in the Prague School work on theatre,
retrospectively summarises the major achievements ofthe School in this field in an article
wntten in 1981. In this article he opens with a paradox - two contrasting assessments ofthe
Prague school theatre theory. On the one hand, Matejka and Titunik claim that within the
Prague School semiotics "the most thorough elaboration of semiotics of art took place in the
domain of dramatic art” (19762S0). Conversely, Frantisek Deak's opinion is that a
structuralist theory of theatre was never fully developed, especially in comparison to the
extensive and diverse Prague School writings in the area of literature. (1976 cited Veltrusli®
1981:225). Veltrusky, with the benefit of his first-hand knowledge of, and contributions to
the Prague School writing on theatre, suggests that the two views are not as contradictory as

they seem - they represent two complementary ways of evaluating the theatre theory.

Veltrusky acknowledges that the studies of dramatic art make up only "a small fraction ofthe
volume ofthe Prague School's work on literature and art" (1981:225) and that some vital
problems oftheory oftheatre were perhaps not given thorough enough consideration. The
explanation for this, in Veltrusky's view, is that the Prague Linguistic Circle was primarily
concerned with general linguistics, and that while the overlap between linguistics and literary
theory is considerable, it was more difficult to apply insights from linguistics to the
fundamentally different phenomenon of theatre. In many ways, theatre is not like language,
and it does not employ only language in its expression. However, Veltrusky suggests that in
comparison to work on arts even further removed from linguistics such as music or visual
art, the Prague School work on theatre was far superior. Veltrusky also explains that the
very fact that the phenomenon oftheatre was so different to language meant that" the Prague
School theory oftheater brought to light certain problems ofthe semiotics of art that would

otherwise have remained hidden.” (1981:225). In other words, for the Prague scholars,
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discovering "gaps" between the two dissimilar phenomena yielded insights that would
possibly not have "come to light" if theatre was being considered in isolation - not in relation
to the sign-system of language. Veltrusky's explanation suggests that the Prague scholars
were always aware ofthe problems of applying linguistic theory too rigorously to the theory
oftheatre, hence they cannot necessarily be accused ofthe type of logocentricity' to which

Melrose (1994) takes exception.

One ofthe problems with finding an integrated 'theatre theory' in the Prague school literature
is that the studies were undertaken by such a large number of scholars, over a considerable
period oftime (1926 to early 1940's), and they concerned a diverse range of theatrical and
dramatic phenomena. The major scholars undertaking the analysis and theory oftheatre came
from very different backgrounds, as Veltrusky explains (1981:226). These scholars included;
Zich (who, although many of his ideas were fundamental to Prague school concepts,
apparently never considered himselfto be a structuralist); Bogatyrev, an ethnologist whose
major work was on the folk theatre and the theatrical sign; Honzl, an avant-garde stage
director; Mukarovsky; Jakobson; Brusak, who wrote on the Chinese theatre and Veltrusky
himself (theories of acting and the dramatic text). In his dissertation of 1987, The Semiotic
Stage: Prague School Theater Theory, Quinn produces a meshing o f the different ideas and
studies in theatre theory, presenting a coherent path through what he calls "the critical
wilderness that constitutes post-war structuralism and its many revisions"” (Quinn 1987:7).
This valuable and carefully researched guide to integrated aspects of the Prague theatre

theory has informed aspects of the discussion below.
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Work o fArtas Sign

As previously mentioned, de Saussure's theory of the linguistic sign provided the major link
between theatre and linguistics in Prague School theory. The Prague School's investigations
into the structure and nature ofthe sign in theatre were based on Saussure's signifier/signified
structure. This work included theory on the theatrical sign's relationship to 'reality’; its
referentiality, the perceptual channel through which the sign was communicated (Quinn 1987)
and the ways in which the sign vehicle in art draws attention to its own status as sign
(foregrounding). A second direction ofinquiry, undertaken by later semioticians involves the
attempts to apply typologies of signs to the theatrical context. These typologies were based
on Peirce's distinctions between iconic, indexical and symbolic signs. Later typologies based
on Peirce were expanded to account for and classify other kinds of signs found in theatre.

These typologies will be discussed later in this chapter.

Before we consider Prague School conceptions of the structure and nature ofthe theatrical
sign, their ideas on the 'work ofart' as sign should be explained. Within the exploration ofthe
nature and structure of signs in the aesthetic function, the most influential application of
Saussure's ideas was Mukarovsky's conception ofthe work ofart as sign. His theory ofthe
semiotic nature of art emphasised the links between the creator and the community in a work
ofart, an emphasis that displays the structuralist concern with the social aspects ofthe work
ofart. In defining the structure ofart as sign, and using the two-part signifier/signified
linguistic sign as a basis, Mukarovsky asks a key question about the relationship between
parts of the art-sign. Ifthe structure of a sign involves a relationship between a "reality
perceivable by sense perception™ and "another reality which the first reality is meant to
invoke", then what is the second reality that is 'referred to' in a work of art? Mukarovsky

claims that it is not the particular people, places and events (the 'subjects’ of the work) that
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form the 'signified’ in the case of art, rather the artifact created by the artist has a relationship
with the "total context ofall social phenomena” (Mukarovsky in Matejka and Titunik

1976:5).

However, this binary relationship between expression/signifier (artifact) and signified (social
context) is not an adequate description of the artistic sign in Mukarovsky's theory, and the
true nature ofthe work does not lie in either of these parts ofthe sign. He claims there is
another part to the sign structure - the "signification”’ or aesthetic object closely related to
the perceivable artefact (signifier). The signification is "given by what is common to
subjective states of mind aroused in individuals of... [a] community by the artifact.”
(Mukarovsky 1976:4) This part of the sign derives from Mukarovsky's application of
Saussure's concept ofthe "collective consciousness", and the way in which an individual's
consciousness is formed from that of the collective (Mukarovsky 1976: 3). Matejka and
Titunik's interpretation is that "the artifact functions as a sign only ifthe internalized
underlying system makes it meaningfiil" (1976:272). In other words, the image or impression
ofthe artwork in the minds of the audience is an imperative part ofthe artwork's function as a
sign. Here again, we see the shift in emphasis from the formal components ofa work to the
function ofthe work as sign, involving a relationship between the work ofart and the
community. Quinn sees this "intermediary"” phase (the signification) as particularly important
in the theory of aesthetics "because it is here, in the mind, where the work ofart or aesthetic
object' actually resides”. (Quinn 1987:17) This suggestion that "the aesthetic object might be
immaterial” (Quinn 1987:18), residing in the minds ofthe "collective conscious” marks a
significant break from approaches which concentrated on the material and formal aspects of

the artistic work.
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Mukarovsky's definition ofthe work ofart as sign has three, rather than two parts:

1) A perceivable signifier, created by the artist.

2) The signification (aesthetic object) registered in the "collective consciousness"

3) A relationship with that which is signified (the total context of social phenomena)
(fi-om Mukarovsky in Matejka and Titunik, 1976:5)

The Theatrical sign

In the case oftheatrical performance the three parts of the sign would be:

1) signifier All ofthe visual and acoustic components ofthe play (language, set,
lighting music, moves) that create the perceptible performance for the
eyes and ears ofthe audience. In most modem theatre, this "artefact”
is not created by any one artist, but rather through the coordinated
efforts ofa number oftheatre artists - director, designers, actors, stage
crew and so forth.

2) signification The common aspects ofthe mental "imprint" or "impression" of the
performance aroused in the minds ofthe collective audience ofthe
community.

3) signified The total ofthe social and cultural context - for example the range of

social activities and associated registers, historical facts, prominent
figures and personalities, ways ofbehaving, feeling, acting, genres of
theatre (and to some extent there may also be a relationship with
specific examples ofthese). This is the overarching context fi'om which
the artists ofthe theatre draw their specific subjects.
Melrose (1994) is particularly interested in the ways in which (in Mukarovsky's terms) the
"aesthetic object” is created in the minds ofthe audience - how a single play can arouse
vastly different reactions from an audience of subjective observers, and yet at the same time
create an overall "collective”, and surprisingly consistent impression in the community. The

qguestion of how a particular performance generates the "aesthetic object” was not resolved

in Mukarovsky's work.

Before we examine the ways in which theatre works as a polyphony of sign-systems, there are
some further observations fi-om Prague school theory to be discussed, specifically about the

theatrical sign. In Bogatyrev's work on folk theatre (1976 [1938]) he argues that many
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theatrical signs (particularly those of costumes and sets) are actually signs ofsigns. An
interpretation of this would be to say that the signified of the theatrical sign is itselfanother
sign structure. For example, a ragged costume signifier links with the concept ofthe clothing
that we wear in our social lives (signified), but this clothing already has sign-status. Clothing
tells us for example about a person's personality, status, nationality, age. An actor's gesture or
movement - say a turning of the head and body away from another character - has a
relationship with the kinesic codes ofthe community, and these in turn are signs of such
meanings as attitude, state of mind, negotiation. Eco interprets Bogatyrev's concept of signs
o fsigns somewhat differently, invoking the terms "denotation™ and "connotation" to explain

the idea;

He [Bogatyrev] meant that, beyond their immediate denotation, all the objects, behaviours and words
used in theatre have an additional connotative power. For instance, Bogatyrev suggested that an actor
playing a starving man can eat some bread as bread - the actor coimoting the idea of starvation, but
the bread eaten by him being denotatively bread. But under other circumstances, the fact of eating
bread could mean that this starving man eats only a poor food, and therefore the piece ofbread not only
denotes the class of all possible pieces of bread, but also connotes the idea of poverty.

(Eco 1977:116)

Does the connotative/denotative meaning distinction distinguish theatrical signs from other
types of signs? Eco's analysis of the sign of the drunken man exposed in a public place by the
Salvation Army (Eco 1977; 109ff) would seem to suggest that the drunken man as a sign can
‘connote’ as well as any theatrical sign. Eco's interpretation of Bogatyrev does not support a
search for the 'essential’ aspects of the theatrical sign as opposed to the sign outside the
theatre. In fact Eco himselfargues that "the elementary mechanisms of human interaction and
the elementary mechanisms of dramatic fiction are the same™ (1977: 113) and does not delve

further into the factors that distinguish the "art oftheatre™ from the "theatre of social life."

Elam also takes up the idea of connotation, again equating it with Bogatyrev's concept of sign

ofsign, and while he acknowledges the fact that connotation is not unique to the theatrical
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context, he suggests that the audience is more aware ofthe process of connotation in the
theatre than in "practical social afiFairs”. In theatre, "things serve only to the extent that they
mean" (Elam 1980:12), therefore the connotative meanings attract heightened awareness.
This seems to point again to the emphasis on the sign at work, to the process ofthe sign
drawing attention to itselfthat characterises the aesthetic function in Prague School theory of

art.

One ofthe problems with Bogat:.'ev's analysis ofthe sign, pointed out by Veltrusky, is his
tendency to interpret the sign as " a thing which in itselfand by itself represents, stands for or
characterizes something else™ (Veltrusky 1981:230). The complexity ofthe sign and ofits
meaning relationships are not truly taken into account; nevertheless, Veltrusky applauds

Bogatyrev's pinpointing of the concept ofsigns ofsigns as an important feature of theatre.

Is there a kind of double semiosis at work in the theatre whereby all or most signs produced
in the theatre signify other signs? Contemplating and illuminating the process of semiosis in
the theatre is complex, especially when one tries to merge the different perspectives on the
sign that evolve in the various writings of Prague scholars. There is some concision to be
dealt with. One confusing issue regards what it is that is being referred to as 'sign'in the
theatre. Is the sign the entire work (as Mukarovsky suggests), or any one ofthe multitude of
individual visual and aural 'signs' that comprise a performance, for example the way costume
and speech are treated as signs in the work of Bogatyrev? Even if the latter definition is taken
up, there is the additional difficulty of defining what counts as an individual sign in each

system.
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Before moving on to contemporary applications of semiotic theory to the stage, and in order
to provide more background on the nature oftheatre, it is perhaps useful to summanse some

of the main findings ofthe Prague School work on the individual components oftheatre.

3.1.3 The Actor as Sign

The powerful effect of the human actor on the stage makes her/him one ofthe most intriguing
areas oftheory. Ofall the 'signs' on the stage, the actor is the one that can engage the
empathy of the audience, and that can respond to and feel the response ofthe audience. Some
ofthe most influential and elaborated ofthe Prague School theatre work concentrated on the
actor as a sign-system. Three aspects of this work will be summarised. First, the conception
ofthe actor as sign (the stage figure) will be outlined. Second, the various signs that the actor
carries will be considered. The final section will mention some ofthe points in Veltrusky's

theory on the differences between acting and behaviour in social life.

The Stage Figure

With the theory of the actor-sign we return to the conception ofa three-part sign similar to
Mukarovsky's work of art as sign. (In actual fact, Zich's conception ofthe stage figure pre-
dated Mukarovsky's work on the art-sign.) The actor in the theatre is a paradox of identities.
The actor is the creator of the stage character, and necessarily uses some of his/her own
traits in the performance, but is nevertheless distinct from the character. The audience form

an image ofthe character based on the material signs produced by the actor (this will become
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important later for the theory ofbeat presented in chapters 5 and 6). The three parts ofthe
actor-sign are:

1) The actor, who produces the signs to create the stage figure

2) The stage figure, the material signs of character that are embodied by the actor.

3) The aesthetic object or dramatic character generated in the minds of the audience fi'om
the physical signs that the actor produces.

(from Quinn 1987: 77)

The Signs o fthe Actor

Veltrusky presents a list of signs which, although not exhaustive is a useful guideline to the
kinds of expressive systems available to the actor for conveying meaning. These are helpful to
the attempt, later in this thesis, to build networks for theatrical signs from a metafunctional
perspective:

¢ Constantsigns o fthe actor
For example: Voice, Eyes, Face and Make-up or Mask, Head, characteristics of Body

+ Variable signs o fthe Actor
For example: Delivery, Eye-movements, Play of facial muscles, Head movements. Gestures,
Postures, Bodily positions (such as sitting or standing). Positions in space (in fitont*ehind),

Movements in space, extra-linguistic Sounds produced by the actor (for example, coughing
clearing throat or sound effects)

(from Quinn, 1987:84)

As an important analytical point, Mukarovsky explains that it can be difficult to identify such

actors' signs (and indeed all theatrical signs) individually. For example, it is sometimes almost
impossible to distinguish movement (such as walking) from gestures (1977a: 209). This is one
of the factors that makes theatre in performance particularly challenging and methodologically

‘dangerous' to analyse.
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The Differences between Acting and Behaving

How does acting transform human beings and their social behaviour into signs? This is the
question posed by Veltrusky (1984). He answers the question by proposing that acting is
characterised firstly by a distinctness not found in social life - acting is meant to be perceived.
The distinctness is constituted through, among other things, acting conventions (certain signs
are peculiar to the stage or to a style oftheatre) and also by a semiotic intentionahty, a
marked trait that displays "the intention to convey meaning"” in every gesture, move or word
spoken." (Veltrusky 1984: 393-406). There is also the issue ofthe willingness ofthe
beholder to interpret: “...The intentionality of every artistic structure stems in the last resort
from the perceiver’s, rather them from the originator’s, intention and the oscillation between

intentionality and unintentionality is one ofthe essential features of art” (1984 437)

The distinct quality ofacting is also achieved through controlled tempo, claims Veltmsky. We
do not usually deliberately control the tempo of our offstage action, whereas onstage tempo
and control are imperative for clarity, pace, style and special effect. Veltrusky also suggests
that the actor "breaks down" the separate parts ofthe body in order to build up a particular
set of signs (1984: 420). For example, the face may be separated into constituent parts in

order to emphasise a certain sign such as a raised eyebrow.

The final difference that Veltrusky proposes between acting and behaviour is the particular
kind of consistency in acting, influenced by some critical shaping component ofthe
performance. (1984: 428). The differences between acting on the stage and acting roles in our

other social activities for Veltrusky seem to be largely related to the intention to perform (and
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the intention ofthe audience to ‘read’ these performances as meaningful), and the control

exerted as a consequence ofthis intention.

An important final point made by Veltrusky is the importance ofthe interaction between signs

in creating theatre meaning. No single component of acting carries meaning by itself:

...it is the perfonnance as a whole that conveys a meaning, or has a sense, while the various conmnents are
meamngful inasmuch as they all contribute, each in its own way, to the integral sense of the performance. In
Chinese classic theatre, for instance, the actor’s movements are in no way modified when he represents a
drunk person; the character’s drunkenness is signified by music.

(Veltrusky in Schmid and van Kesteren 1984: 436)

This is a crucial insight, reflecting a view of performance values as defined relationally rather
by independent components, and it rather suggests that the search for the meanings of
individual ‘signs’ or sign-systems in theatre is misguided. Theatre, like language has to be
seen essentially as a relational system. Veltrusky’s quote also reflects a sense o f‘gestalt’,
where any component, or ‘part’, has to be seen as functioning in relation to the ‘whole’. This

issue will be taken up again at the end ofthe discussion of Prague School work on theatre.

3.1.4 Theatre Language: Dramatic Textas a component o ftheatre.

In this section of the discussion it is relevant to look outward from the Prague School theory
to contemporary theories about the place of language and the dramatic text in theatre as well
as examining the ideas ofthe Prague School in this area. The debate as to the place of
language in the "performance hierarchy"” and its function in theatre was addressed by the
Prague School group. The debate has several aspects, one being the question ofwhether the
dramatic text should be most appropriately studied as part ofthe literature canon, or as one
ofthe components oftheatre. Another issue involves the status of the dramatic text in
relationship to the other components of theatre: whether the dramatic text is the ‘dominant’

component. Recently theatre theoreticians such as Birch (1991a) have expressed concern at
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the view which treats theatrical performance as the faithful realisation ofthe "meanings
encoded in the text.” Birch suggests that the other systems of performance have important
roles to play in creating meaning in the theatre, and that this meaning is not fixed, but is a
constantly unfolding process. (Birch 199la: 189). In another recent critique, Melrose argues
against what she sees as the prevailing "logo-centricity” oftraditions oftheatre analysis. She
refers not only to the privileging ofthe linguistic text in analysis, but also to the tradition of

transferring and applying ideas fiom linguistic theory to theatre theory.

Before the details ofthe Prague work on dramatic text are examined, it is interesting to ask:
to what extent were the Prague school theatre theoreticians 'guilty’ of these forms of
logocentricity (the privileging of language in theory and analysis)? The first answer to this
question takes us back to Veltrusky's revelation (1981) that the group of scholars working in
the area ofthe theatre were from diverse backgrounds, not primarily linguistic like many of
the other Prague school theorists. Veltrusky also makes it clear that much ofthe Prague
linguistic theory was not transferred automatically to the theory ofthe theatre, although the
language of the theatre was an important focus of their work. It is obvious that the Prague
school did not consider theatre to share all of (or even many of) the structural properties of
language” although as symbol systems language and theatre share certain functions. Melrose
objects to the assumption that non-linguistic systems are like language:" the systems ... are
neither 'languages’ at all, nor indeed commensurable with' natural languages'.” (Melrose
1994: 12) The Prague school theorists can hardly be accused of holding this view; they were
clear about the uniqueness of each different system, for example gesture, pictures, movement,

music: "Each ofthese types ofsign is entirely different, each has its own unique ability to

refer to certain kinds and certain aspects of reality ..." (Veltrusky cited Quinn, 1987:20).
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Neither can the Prague school be criticised for ignoring the non-linguistic components of
theatre and aspects oftheatre in performance. There is however, in a small selection ofthe
writing on dramatic text, a tendency to characterise many ofthe theatrical systems as
dependent on the text created by the author (for example, Veltrusky's article 'Dramatic Text

asa Component of theatre' in Majetka and Titunik, 1976).

Mukarovsky (1977a) dismisses (or nullifies) the debate ofthe literature/theatre dialectic by
noting that the dramatic text can very easily have a dual function, and that in actual fact,
literature and drama depend on each other for their development. He points out, too that
there is historical variation in the degree of semantic possibilities offered to the actor and
production team so that the relationship between the 'text' and the 'staging’ in dramatic
literature is in a constant state of oscillation. There is always a tension between the theatre

and the drama (written text):

There are periods in which there is an effort to predetermine the theatrical performance as much as possible
by means of the text, and there are others in which the text intentionally leaves as much freedom as possible

for theatrical realisation. (Mukarovsky 1977a: 213)

Veltrusky presents a similar argument in his article on dramatic text (1976a: 95). This surely
also addresses the question ofwhether the text is the dominant component of theatre: at
certain points in theatrical development, the dramatic text will dominate (for example in the
plays of Shaw or Shakespeare), while during different phases, there may be other elements
that dominate the performance. The dramatic text rarely passes from the page to performance
without being adapted. The directors may eliminate dialogue or have it re-written, and both
actors and directors emphasise certain aspects of the text in performance and de-emphasise

others.
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Nevertheless, Veltrusky places great emphasis on the ways in which the dramatic text
influences the choices of such performance components as setting, stage figure (gesture,
voice) and music (1976a: 94-116). In Veltrusky's view, the author's remarks in the written
text (stage directions, scenic and character descriptions) create "gaps" in the continuity ofthe
meaning flow in performance that need to be addressed by the other stage sign
systems.(1976a: 98) The stage figure also is predetermined by the text for Veltrusky in terms
ofmovement (however the physical means are determined by the actor, as linguistic stage
directions are not fiilly translatable into action), gesture and vocal intonation, timbre and
intensity (1976a: 101-102). Gestures that are accessory to and determined by speech include
gestures of emphasis (for example represented in the written form of italics), gestures
punctuating syntactically complex sentences, deictic gestures, lexicalised gestures (such as
the raising of the glass for "Cheers" or a toast), instinctive gestures underlining the meaning
ofthe speech (for example the distortion ofthe face accompanying an expression of disgust
or displeasure). Even when the actors' choices are fited fi'om the constraints ofthe text and

authorial dictates, they are generally still subject to the control ofthe director.

Veltrusky's writing on dramatic text has been criticised for its undue emphasis on the
importance ofthe author's notes and directions in performance, and for its minimising ofthe
semantic possibilities ofthe other non-linguistic components oftheatrical performance
(Prochazka 1984: 108). Despite these criticisms and although the stage figure is not
necessarily entirely predetermined by the text, the processes by which an author's words are

assimilated by the actor into character are worthy of attention

Veltrusky makes an interesting point regarding language in theatre: that the sign systems of

acting and language are always in conflict in performance. The entire characterisation
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produced by the actor, because ofthe inunediate and arresting fact ofthe actor's 'reality’
constantly threatens to shift the focus of attention away from the linguistic text to the vocal
components, physical actions and appearance ofthe stage figure created by the actor.

(Veltrusky cited Quinn, 1987:137).

3.1.5 Dramatic Space

Inthe Prague School theory, dramatic space is conceptualised as a 'set of forces’, an
energetically determined space rather than a physical space. Mukarovsky explains that the
dramatic space "originates in time through the gradual changes in the spatial relations
between actor and the stage and among the actors themselves” (1977a: 213). Because it is
related to the lines of force between characters it can exceed the stage, and hence
encompasses the 'imaginary stage'. The 'imaginary stage' is created when action takes place
behind, above or below the stage (offstage events, sound effects or action). The dramatic
space also extends to encompass the audience space. One argument for this is that
positionings on the stage only have meaning in relation to the audience space. For example,
the positionings at the sides ofthe stage have quite a different effect when the audience is

seated surrounding the stage (arena stage) rather than in front of a proscenium stage.

3.1.6 Signs in Interaction: the matrix o frelations

The essence of the theater is therefore a changing flux ofimmaterial relations which constantly regroi™).
(Mukarovsky 1977a;209)

Theatre is a complex of different semiotic systems drawn into interaction with each other in a
unified structure. Several art forms come together on the stage - music, architecture,

sculpture, painting - and Mukarovsky (1977a) suggests that they lose their independence as
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art forms when they combine in performance. Other non-artistic social semiotic systems are
also woven into the fabric of theatrical performance: systems of movement, gesture, posture,

paralinguistics, proximity and many more.

The importance of the interaction between sign-systems has been noted above. Mukarovsky
strongly reinforces the importance ofthis in his article "On the Current State ofthe Theory of
Theater" (1977a). The theoretical aim of his discussion in this article is to show that the basis
oftheatre does not lie in a static list of its material components, but rather in the "immaterial
interplay of forces moving through time and space and pulling the spectator into its
changeable tension". (1977a:203). Mukarovsky suggests that there is no use in searching for
the "fundamental” component oftheatre, for while during any particular period oftheatre
history one component may dominate (for example the dramatic text or the actor), no one
component is absolutely necessary for theatre to exist (1977a; 208). Theatre can exist without
a pre-written text, without settings or costumes, even without an actor for periods oftime.
Similarly, there are no set relationships between components; they are variable, and can be
artistically exploited (1977a. 208). For example, the systems of language and gesture are
separated in Brechtian theatre: the gesture serves not to reinforce the words of the text but
rather to distance the actor from the character. Thus theatre, as indicated by the quote above,
is defined by Mukarovsky as a matrix of ever-shifting relationships rather than by the presence
of any single component or set of components. The component systems interweave and
confront one another, constantly shifting as they are drawn into the flow oftime ofthe

performance.

Mukarovsky's notion of the matrix of immaterial relations seems to offer an extremely

valuable guide to defining the distinctions between theatre and other non-theatre contexts.
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Because the essential' feature proposed for theatre is an abstract structure and not a specified
component or type oftheatre, it can be investigated across a range of different theatrical
styles and contexts. The challenge is to explore and exemplify Mukarovsky's flux of ‘shifting
immaterial relations' in theatrical performances and other social contexts. In developing a
systemic-functional model for theatre (chapters 4, 5 & 6), it should be possible to display
aspects ofthese theatrical relations and to investigate whether they can offer a way of

distinguishing between theatrical and other social contexts.

3.2 Continuing the Prague School traditions and new directions

In 1980, Elam described the work ofthe Prague School as "probably the richest corpus of
theatrical and dramatic theory produced in modem times" (Elam 1980:6). Ten years later,
Aston and Savona suggest that "The importance of this structuralist and semiotic modus
opercaidi, in changing twentieth-century ways of artistic thinking, cannot be overestimated."
(1991:9). Both ofthese works exemplify one vein of modem theatre research - research that
starts with and builds upon the theories ofthe Prague School. However, not all theoreticians
embrace the concepts ofthe Prague School. For some (such as Melrose 1994), semiotics
needs to be redefined, and gaps and problems in stmcturalist traditions need to be addressed.
Some, of course, have taken entirely different approaches to theatre in their search for the
ways in which theatre functions and makes meanings (such as Birch, 1991b, or O'Toole,

1992).

3.2.1 Typologies o fSigns
One development in the semiotic approaches to theatre lies in attempts to classify the signs of
the theatre, to apply typologies to the complex of signs on stage. Peirce's classifications of

signs based on relationships of similarity (iconic), relationships of indication (indexical), or
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relationships established through convention (symbolic) have been applied to theatrical signs
by a number of theorists such as Kott, (1976), Pavis (1976), Helbo (1975), Ubersfeld (1977)
(from Elam 1980: 21). Elam adds another type of sign to the classifrcation, one which he
perceived to be one ofthe distinguishing features oftheatre as a signifying mode. This sign
type is 'ostension’. Ostension is a situation in which the sign signifies itself, or the class of
objects ofwhich it is a member. For example, when one answers a child's question "What's a
pebble?" by "seizing the nearest example” and demonstrating it to the child this is a
relationship of ostension. (Elam, 1980:29). It is suggested that in theatre, objects such as
tables or chairs often "stand for themselves".

While the distinctions were useful to some extent for understanding the nature oftheatrical
signs, they proved difficult to apply in many cases, as the one sign or sign-complex may
exhibit the qualities ofa number oftypes of sign. For example, a stage set such as a study or
library may resemble - to varying degrees - a library or study from offstage contexts; the same
set, if disordered, may be an index of someone having left in a hurry, or of a burglary; the set
also may make use of certain colours or shapes that have a certain symbolic association (for
example grey or dark colours for a sombre mood). This in itselfis not problematic - even
Peirce acknowledged that the boundaries between sign types were fluid. Ifa signisa
combination of more than one type of sign, one type may be dominemt, although establishing

which type it is may be difficult.

Quinn points out that Prague school work on the sign challenges the validity o f'ostension' as
a feature defining the uniqueness of the theatrical sign. Firstly, in Prague school theory the
sign is seen as related to an immaterial concept rather than an actual "thing"”. Also,

Bogatyrev's concept oftheatrical signs as "signs of signs” complicates this notion of signs
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simply standing for "material things". A costume, for example, is a sign of signs of such

immaterial things as personality or status. (Quinn 1987:68).

Research and theory in the field oftheatre semiotics is so vast, rich and diverse that it is not
possible to do more than offer briefoutlines of selected approaches here. Although it must be
acknowledged that numerous others have contributed valuable work to this field, the
discussion focusses on a small set of contemporary projects in theatrical performance. Also,
while noting the important and influential work oftheorists such as Elam (1980), Pavis
(1982) and Esslin (1987), the selection includes only more recent approaches (Birch 1991b;
Melrose 1994; Whitmore 1994; O'Toole 1992; Aston and Savona 1991). The work ofElam
and Pavis will be mentioned briefly in later chapters. The chosen approaches exemplify the
different directions that research and theory in theatre semiotics has taken. Two ofthese
approaches follow closely in the tradition ofthe Prague School, and demonstrate the
contemporary relevance and influence ofthe Prague School ideas (Aston and Savon 1991;
Whitmore 1994). Another, Melrose's postmodern semiotic approach (1994), addresses what
she sees as the gaps in the structuralist theory oftheatre and semiotic theories following the
work ofthe Prague school. Birch's project (1991b) is a contemporary critical approach to the
language of drama, and takes a different direction to the aforementioned approaches by
applying a range of contemporary theories and tools to dramatic texts. The final approach
(O'Toole 1992 ) is discussed for the valuable reminder about the process aspects of theatre

that it contains.

Points o fIntersection
One ofthe common themes weaving through contemporary research and writing on the

theatre is the emphasis on the application ofthe theoretical principles to the analysis of
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theatre in performance and the exploration of and/or critical commentary on the relationship
oftheatre to culture, ideology, and the community who receives and produces it. All ofthe
approaches to be outlined below emphasise the need to apply the theory to actual instances of
theatre, to relate theatre and drama to social issues, instead of perpetuating traditions of
theory removed from practice. Aston and Savona view theatre semiotics "not as a theoretical
position, but as a methodology"” (1991.1) Birch describes his approach as working towards
the idea of drama praxis, which, he explains, is concerned with "social and institutional action

and change" (1991b: 5).

A commitment to studying and analysing theatre asperformance as opposed to dramatic
writing in isolation is another focus of all ofthese works. Because of this particular focus the
collective nature oftheatre creation, the importance ofthe audience, and the complexity of
the processes of "encoding and decoding” meaning in the theatrical context appear as
discussion points of all ofthe projects. In at least two ofthe works, the notion ofthe multi-
contextuality of the theatre is explored, and O'Toole provides a valuable model and
description ofthe different contexts of performance and theatre. Melrose and O'Toole
introduce the perplexing problems of some of the less researched and less tangible but
nevertheless fundamental aspects oftheatre such as "energy" (Melrose 1994) and "tension™

(O'Toole 1992).

3.2.2 In the tratition ofthe Prague School..

Aston and Savona (1991) provide a succinct contemporary outline of the traditions of
semiotic analysis in the theatre from the theories ofthe Prague School through to the most
recent semiotic theories. Throughout the book they refer back to and utilise the ideas ofthe

Prague theatre semioticians such as Veltrusky, also incorporating using formalist and
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stmcturalist notions such as "defamiliarisation” (1991:31). Theatre semiotics is approached
from two directions, firstly through exploration of the dramatic text, and then through
consideration ofthe complex sign-systems of performance. Their interest is in how meaning is
created through the coming together of text and performance systems. In the final chapter
they synthesise the reading of text and performance signs in relation to performances of
Beckett's Krapp's Last Tape. The analysis demonstrates the kind of insight that emerges from
using an approach that is explicit and detailed about choices within particular sign systems

(such as gesture and voice).

A similar semiotic approach is taken by Whitmore (1994), whose volume entitled "Directing
Postmodern Theater" also presents a summary of semiotic work on types oftheatre signs and
sign systems (such as Audience systems. Visual systems and Aural systems). Whitmore's
orientation, like that of Aston and Savona is strongly methodological. As a guide to directors
making decisions for performance he displays some performance choices as continua. For
example he presents a continuum between natural gestures and abstract gestures (1994:93).
In Whitmore's approach and in the semiotic work of Aston and Savona, although function and
meaning are by no means ignored, the expressive systems are the first point of reference. Due
to this emphasis, in both approaches we find inventories, taxonomies and checklists ofvisual

and aural signs, signs ofthe actor and so on.

3.3.3 New perspectives

Drama as Process

The notion of process in drama is one that has been largely neglected because ofthe
difficulties in studying phenomena as processes. O'Toole (1992) reconceptualises drama, "the

product™, as a dynamic process of negotiation. This process aspect is particularly clear in the
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case oftheatre in education where students negotiate roles and scenes as the drama unfolds.
O'Toole discusses the function of drama as "play", and thus as a collective and "processual”
experience. Another important idea to emerge from O'Toole's writing is that of the "contract”
between participants in the drama; in this genre everyone in the theatrical context needs to
agree to have the drama, otherwise the drama cannot unfold. This perspective brings a
valuable reminder ofthe aspects of performance that are not 'pre-constructed’, and
emphasises the important dynamic elements that are present in all types of theatrical

performance.

Afresh look at the language ofdrama

The Language o fDrama (Birch 1991b) presents a mesh of interdisciplinary perspectives
(such as linguistic, cultural, sociological and philosophical theories) and demonstrates how
they can be applied critically to dramatic texts. The analysis is designed to ‘deconstruct' the
texts in order to demonstrate the "often oppressive social/institutional practices which
determine how these texts mean"(Birch, 1991b;2). While exploring the ways in which such
social and cultural institutions and practices influence how dramatic texts mean, Birch argues
for a theory of drama praxis "which calls for action in the form of change, both in terms of
classroom and production practices involving drama., and in the larger institutional

(ideological) practices of society.” (1991b:2).

The approach again is performance-oriented, and Birch challenges the notion that a dramatic
text can have a 'true' meaning, instead emphasising the possibility of multiple interpretations.

For Birch, as for Aston and Savona, the question of how texts mean politically and culturally
is more important than what they mean. The discussion is organised around a set of concepts

such as 'Control’, 'Roles' and 'Cultural Power', and for each various dramatic texts are
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examined using a variety of critical tools and theories. The eclectic use ofinterdisciplinary
theories is both a strength and a drawback. On the one hand, it allows for a broad range of
compelling insights into the dramatic texts. It does very effectively raise awareness ofthe
social and ideological implications of dramatic texts. On the other hand, though, it does not
seem to present an integrated framework or methodology that could be easily applied by
other theatre practitioners and analysts.

Semiotics in the Postmodern Era

In a detailed and extensive investigation, Melrose (1994) questions many of the assumptions
of previous semiotic approaches, and reveals some intriguing problems that have not been
satisfactorily explored in theatre theory and analysis. Her opening move is to ask questions
such as: 'ls semiotics outdated?' Ts there anything more that semiotic theory can usefully tell
us about theatre and drama?' The answer to this question for Melrose is a firm "yes",
provided new directions and new ways of thinking about theatre are explored. Melrose is
concerned with the assumptions about the nature of theatre that many semiotic theories hold:
for instance, the assumption that every semiotic system that functions in the theatre sign-
system is "like" language, and can be analysed using the same models and tools as those
applied to language. She queries the validity ofthis assumption, pointing out that theatre is a

unique practice, requiring its own specialised system of analysis (1994:6).

The criticism of what Melrose terms "logocentric™ approaches to theatre runs throughout her

investigation. The logocentricity seems to take two forms. The first form is the use ofaspects

of linguistic theory as models for all ofthe systems and signs of theatre. For example, Pavis is
criticised for alluding to theatre systems as "languages of expression" as Melrose believes that
they are "neither languages' at all, nor indeed commensurable with 'natural languages™

(Melrose 1994:11). In other examples, the Saussurean tradition is challenged - both the
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validity of applying the theory ofthe two-part sign in application to theatre (although we have
already noted that Prague School traditions propose a three-part sign), and the assumption of
"shared meaning” for signs in theatre. (1994: 34) Melrose points out that two people can
disagree entirely as to the sorts of meanings produced in a play. The second dimension of
logocentricity criticised by Melrose is that of assuming that " the beginmng of dramatic
theatre is the Word" (Melrose 1994:97). Rather than grant the text a privileged status,
Melrose prefers to focus on the body ( or bodies) as a starting point for analysis. This reflects
a major theme of her work: the importance of somatic actions and ofthe physicahty and
energy oftheatre. The issues of using language as metaphor for theatre with respect to the

systemic-functional model proposed in this thesis will be taken up in chapter 6.

Interestingly, Melrose returns to linguistic theory at the end of the book, where she uses
Halliday's grammar to show the relationship between the “clause as a little stage” and the
somatic choices ofthe actors. Her aim in using Halliday's grammatical framework is to
explore the way the language of dramatic writing "can be said to shape our unconscious
understanding ofthe actor-character complex in its fictional and theatrical environment."
(1994:260). Cryptotypes in performance "'‘construct reality by not describing but by enacting
it." (1994: 261). Melrose gives an example of the use of Halliday's model fi-om a production
of Electro. She describes how the lead actress' major character trait was "imploded energy",
which was linked to transitivity choices which repeatedly avoided Material processes with the
actress as Actor/Agent. This analysis of the relationship between the grammar and the
performance choices is stimulating and holds great potential for further application. However,

the potential is not truly developed beyond this example, and no clear methodology is offered.



Melrose's approach rejects systems ofanalysis that "break down" the phenomenon oftheatre

the specificity of theatre, she argues, is

...a most peculiar up-building process or synergetic combination - that is, of greater force than that generated
by the sum of all constituent parts taken individually. (1994: 7)

This idea ofthe "building-up™ ofenergy, and ofthe catalysis ofthe performance with the
spectators, is important in creating the unique experience oftheatre, as opposed to other
social activities. She claims that the peculiar injection of energy into performance, the
"maximal wastage" ofenergy (Savarese cited Melrose 1994:82), is what distinguishes
performance contexts from other "everyday" contexts. Melrose's emphases on energy and the

body in theatre form part of her strategy for addressing the gaps left by other theories.

Melrose raises issues that present theoretical challenges. For example, she asks whether a
semiotic model can explain why some theatre 'works' and some does not, and how the same
theatrical production can create responses from the audience that are both similar in some
respects and vastly different in others. In regard to the first issue, Melrose points out that
both theatre which works and theatre which does not can be "approached equally effectively
in terms oftheir logically-stabilised components"(1994:31). Theatre's success therefore relies
on more than its combination of selections from a range of semiotic systems. The second
issue regards the paradoxical nature of audience responses, which tend to be simultaneously
subjective (varying) and collective (unified). For Melrose these are the "neglected issues” of

taste and judgement in theatre semiotics.

Melrose turns to theorists such as Michel de Certeau and Pierre Bordieu to develop her
theatre semiotics. From Certeau's theories, she extracts the idea of approaching somatic

practices as "knowledge as action™ on which the performer draws (Melrose 1994:76).
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Bordieu contributes the concept of social "habitus" to Melrose's explorations ofthe
processes ofthe audience. The concept is related to an individual's taste and judgements, and
is acquired "by social subjects through the material (and class-determined) conditions oftheir
early home and community life." (Melrose 1994:86). In Bordieu's words "Taste classifies,
and it classifies the classifier" (1985 cited Melrose 1994:86). However, there is a certain
amount of indeterminacy within this social prescription; thus subjects are both regulated by

the 'habitus' and able to practise options which are apparently 'free’' (Melrose 1994:87).

3.3 The journey from here

There is no doubt that each ofthese approaches (and the many others not reviewed here)
offers particular insights. The framework proposed in this thesis will draw upon these insights
and will attempt to integrate them into a coherent fi-amework. The systemic-functional model
to be developed here shares a strong ‘family resemblance’ to the approaches ofthe Prague
School and those following (such as Whitmore and Aston and Savona). Whitmore's continua,
for example, could be seen as basic pre-cursors to the networks of features suggested here

for theatre in chapters 5 and 6.

However, there are important differences between these approaches and the model proposed
here. Firstly, as noted above, both Aston and Savona and Whitmore concentrate on the
expressive systems oftheatre. The emphasis in the systemic-fimctional project will be in the
first instance on the meaningpotential of theatrical performance rather than on the expressive
systems. The framework proposed here makes an initial step towards being more explicit
about the relationship between semantic features and expressive components in theatrical
performance. In the second place, an important aim of the systemic-fimctional project will be
to display some of the relational aspects of theatre that are highlighted in the Prague School

work. Rather than presenting isolated continua or inventories the tool ofthe system network
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is used to show how some ofthe systems of choice operate in relation to each other in
theatre, and values are established in opposition to other possible options in the system. In
other approaches, although the interaction of semiotic systems is stressed, it is seldom
systematically modelled or demonstrated. The emphasis on meaning potential in the systemic-
functional framework is a first step towards conceptualising the integration of expressive
components; the networks are a second step because they display relationships between
choices rather than choices in isolation.

This particular semiotic quest is not so much concerned with problems of sign types in
theatre, or what counts as a 'sign’ in theatre. Or rather, it is that these issues do not seem as

problematic with the systemic-functional perspective. For example, Passow's statement that:

...it is possible to find objects on the stage which do not yet... have a sign relation. They can be used during
the play in their real function - for example, as a chair - without acquiring individual importance. (1981; 244)

is only really true if we are talking about Representational meanings. Ifwe also consider other
kinds of meanings, such as Compositional meanings, the chair can be seen to be a 'token' of
some kind of compositional 'value' (for example it creates a different level on stage and it
breaks up the stage space). The hypothesis presented here is that everything on stage
(including movement, gesture, costume and so on) enters into some kind of'value’ system,
whether it be a system of Representational (Experiential) meanings. Interpersonal meanings or

Compositional (Textual) meanings.

In the next chapter, by building on semiotic insights such as those discussed in this chapter
and combining them with semiotic insights from systemic-functional linguistics, we begin to
develop a systemic-functional model of theatrical performance. This model is proposed both
as away of investigating the central question and as a methodology that can be applied to

theatre analysis and practice.
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Chapter 4

Playing the Beats: proposing a systemic-functional
framework for Theatre

4.1 Defining the Beat

In this chapter the development of a systemic-functional framework for theatre begins as part
ofthe journey toward understanding theatre's organisation in more depth. Our particular
protagonist in this chapter is the proposed theatrical unit '‘Beat’. The term immediately sets up
reverberations with the rhythmic phenomenon ofthe same name in Music. The way that Beats
are played in performance does have important implications for the rhythm and pace ofthe
performance, and the process by which Beats are determined in rehearsal has been compared
to the way in which an orchestra agrees on the phrasing' ofthe music for a performance
(Benedetti 1981 ;187). However, the musical metaphor can be misleading, for the theatrical
Beat is not primarily concerned with features of time and rhythm, but is a "molecule of

action" (Schechner 1990: 41) originally related to psychological motivation for the actor.

The journey towards the characterisation of Beat for this thesis has been an intriguing, ifat
times frustrating one. It began with the search for a viable meaning unit in theatre smaller than
a Scene. Beat seemed to offer interesting possibilities, and importantly, it is derived from the
craft oftheatre itself The Beat owes its conception to the famous theatre theoretician and
practitioner, Constantin Stanislavsky, and although theatre has undergone many changes since
the time of his writings early this century, its influence remains visible in particular

contemporary theories and methods of acting training.
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Although this actor's unit may seem to have limitations (for example, its emphasis on
psychologically 'real’ motivations), the Beat (or 'bit' as it is sometimes known) can be applied
to forms oftheatre other than naturalism. Schechner notes that "Bits are as important to
commedia dell'arte as they are to naturalistic or even formalistic acting..." (1990; 41). This
chapter and the next explore the Beat's potential as a useful unit oftheatre analysis, and as a
source of insight into the microcosm' of theatrical performance. Before explaining the
applications and adaptations of Beat relevant to this systemic-functional framework, several

definitions ofthe Beat derived from literature ofthe craft wUl be examined.

4.1.1 The Beat: some Commentsfrom the Craft
In the theatre and acting literature examined (for example, Catron 1989; Bruder et al 1986;
Benedetti 1981; Stanislavsky 1963a, 1963b), there seemed to be no single, unequivocal
version of'Beat'. The definitions, even within individual works, were variable, although they
generally fell into a set of core meanings. These core meanings represent different
perspectives on the Beat. The three major orientations to Beat meanings were:
a) architecturally oriented - Beat as a unit ofthe play's architecture. For example,
Benedetti explains that one ofthe functions of Beat isto act as "one complete link in
the chain of cause and effect that moves the traditional plot..." (Benedetti 1981: 186)
b) intra-actor oriented - the Beat as a subjective unit of'intention’ for the individual
actor.
c) inter-actor oriented - the Beat as a transactive unit; a unit of Action and Reaction
between different actors.
Explanations are put forward for these different definitions and links between them are
suggested. Catron argues that the different perspectives of director and actor create different

meanings for Beat. The director often "perceives the Beat as the interval from the beginning
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ofone complication to the next." (1989:96). This seems to relate to the architectural
definition, based on the 'movements' in the play. The actor, on the other hand, needs to deal
with the Beat as a unit of intention’, beginning with the start of some performable objective,
and ending with its completion. Benedetti suggests that the actors "translate the architecture
ofthe scene into the thoughts and actions oftheir characters” (1981: 187). The second and
third definitions of Beat (intra-actor versus inter-actor) can be integrated if one thinks ofthe
purpose or intention in a Beat as stimulating the actor to perform some action, which may
stimulate a reaction from another actor. Thus the Beat can mean simultaneously a link in the
chain of plot, a single purpose or intention for each actor, and a unit of transaction between
two or more characters. A Beat can also be an intention or thought-shift within a soliloquy,
according to Catron (1989:96). The variation and, at times, lack of clarity in the literature
creates fhistration in the attempt to 'grasp’ what the Beat is about. This confusion between
different definitions is very rarely explicitly addressed in the literature, nor are there clear
attempts to reconcile them. Later in this chapter, a systemic-fimctional approach is suggested

for the clarification and elaboration of some these confusing issues.

4.1.2 The actor's Beat: Beats as individual units ofintention

The Beat is consistently spoken ofin the acting literature as being a valuable unit of
'measurement’; for the actor; it can be used as a way of measuring out the performance into a
series of activities linked to central intentions or motivations. Although the performer does
refer carefully to the language ofthe play in designing the Beats, the Beat is clearly not a
linguistic unit. It is, rather, a psychological unit functioning within the drama and expressed
through various physical activities and behaviours. The Beat unit represents the actor's

interpretation of her or his character's drives, motives and goal-directedness at each micro-
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point in the play. The semantic and expressive resources of Beat represent a theatrical

semiotic system that overlaps with, but is distinct from the other social semiotic systems.

A briefsummary of Benedetti's explanation of Beat Action will be given as an example of one
version ofhow the underlying semantic theory of Beat is linked to expression through
physical activities in performance. Benedetti's explanation is appealing because ofits
specificity and rigour. The discussion throughout his book shows an analytical and theoretical
orientation that is useful for this thesis. According to Benedetti, for the individual actor a
Beat reflects the process ofworking from some "inner abstract stimulus” (or need) to
purposeful physical activity or activities directed towards some clear objective. (1981:198)
The inner stimulus forces a choice of whether or not to act, then the energy is released "in the
form ofpurposeful activity directed toward an objective"” (1981: 198). Benedetti uses
"Action"” to refer to the inner phase ofthe process, and "Activity" to describe the physical
behaviours ofthe outer phases, stressing that they represent different phases ofthe same
process. This distinction between the terms "Action™ and "Activity" is useful, as will become

apparent in discussions of Beats and Actions in this and later chapters.

Other applications of Beat for the actor express similar sorts of guidelines for the actor (for
example, Bruder et al 1986) The actor is to work with the text (where there is one) as a
"blueprint”, working backwards to find an essential action or motivation to provide inner or

psychological coherence will unite a series of physical activities and utterances.

4.1.3 Action Interplay: Beat as interactions

As mentioned above, somewhat confusingly, the Beat is also presented in the acting literature

as an interaction between the Actions of different actors in a Beat. In the interactive
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perspective, an actor performs an Action, in a Beat, which evokes a Reaction from another.

This Reaction may in turn act as a stimulus Action for a further Reaction.

This situation can be represented as:

ACTIONS REACTION->REACTION-> (ETC)

(ACTION)
According to Catron (1989) and Benedetti (1981), each Action-Reaction pair forms a Beat. If
this is so, the diagram demonstrates that Beat boundaries will be ambiguous. The boundaries
of Beats are not clear-cut - one Reaction can both end and start a Beat, thus overlapping the

Beat boundaries.

A recurrent frustration encountered with the acting literature was the lack of clear guidelines
for identifying Beat boundaries or interpreting intentions'. These acting texts rarely
problématisé the division of the performance into Beats. Benedetti suggests that the Beats in
a scene can be derived by drawing up a scenario or plot outline of the scene (1981:186-187).
This doesn't solve the problem of recognition criteria for Beats; it assumes that the events in
the plot will be intuitively obvious. An important point to be made is that there is not
necessarily one 'correct' interpretation of a Beat; the dramatic text does not constrain choice
entirely, although it limits the possibilities. There is a degree of interpretation or subjectivity
involved in the process of defining Beats, that is, working on Beats, involves choice. Two
actors approaching the same role may not only interpret individual Beat intentions differently,
but may divide scenes differently into Beats (similar to ‘phrasing' a passage of music

differently).
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4.2 Towards a Systemic-Functional framework for Theatrical Performance

Theatrical methodologies offer a useful point of departure for Beat. However, this literature

is also full of frustrating inconsistencies and conceptual gaps which make it difficult to

reconcile different approaches. We therefore need a strategy for conceptually elaborating the

performance unit of Beat so that it is a more powerful tool for both the interpretation and the
creation of performance. The kinds of questions we might be interested in exploring further in
relation to the Beat are:

¢ How can the Beat be characterised or described as a theatrical unit from a number of
different perspectives - for example, from the perspective ofthe audience as well as those
ofthe actors and directors?

+ For actors: given that in the literature a Beat seems to function as both a single unit of
action (with a single intention, motivation or goal) for the individual character, AND as a
unit of transaction or interaction between the Actions of different characters, how can
these definitions be reconciled?

+ Does the Beat have a place in a set of units, perhaps a rank scale, for theatre?

+ What kinds of meanings are at stake at this micro-level of performance (what kinds of
choices are available) and how are they expressed through interacting systems such as

language, gaze, and/or gesture?

It is at this point that the systemic-fiinctional model becomes appealing as an analogy. Itis a
powerful model that offers the means both to elaborate a coherent theoretical position and to
define a methodological approach. So while the theory of Beat can be elaborated and clarified
theoretically, the model also provides a research tool for investigating the interpretation and

crafting of the Beat in actual performances.
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Before we continue, it is important to emphasise the difference between Beats and linguistic
units (such as exchanges in discourse analysis; or clauses in grammar) lest the proposal ofa
separate performance unit of Beat seems redundant. The model proposed in this investigation
is based on theatre as performance in which the linguistic text, if it exists, interacts with a
range of other semiotic systems such as gaze, kinesics, proxemics and lighting to create
theatrical meaning. The construction ofthis theatre performance can involve a number of
processes and different interwoven contexts (for example, contexts of writing, workshopping,
rehearsing and performing) and also involves the creative input of many participants including
playwrights, actors, directors, designers and the audience. The Beat in this model has meaning
as a unit oftheatre - a molecule oftheatrical performance- and its performance meanings are
realized through not only linguistic choices but also non-verbal choices (such as gaze, gesture
and facial expression). Where language does play a role in the performance. Beat boundaries
often coincide with linguistic units, particularly those of discourse, but a umt oftheatre is not
the same as a linguistic unit - language is one ofthe systems that realizes performance
meanings. A Beat may also be realized through completely non-verbal means. It will be
suggested in the discussion of metafimctions below that Beats also have their own theatrical

metafimctional resources, distinct from those of language.

In suggesting Halliday's systemic-fiinctional theory of language as a model for a performance
model, we again take a semiotic approach to theatre - an approach that treats theatrical
performance as a system of signs that can be studied systematically. Given that there is
already a vast amount of semiotic work in the field of theatre, as discussed in chapter 3 the
question of why one would introduce another approach arises. It is because the systemic-

functional model offers a strategy for integrating a range of different semiotic pursuits and

121



elaborating on their insights. It provides a way of linking potentially disparate areas of study
such as character' and 'dialogue’ (Aston and Savona 1991) into a coherent model. Using
Halhday's model as a guide, one could go beyond taxonomies oftheatrical systems and
display the semiotic resources oftheatre as sets of paradigmatic options - relations of
relations - while taking into account the perspectives of both the 'makers' and the audience/s
(processes of encoding and decoding). One can investigate how meaning is created in
theatrical productions, because the focus in the Systemic-functional model is on meaning or
function. Also, theatre can be modelled as part o fthe social semiotic rather than as divorced

from its social and cultural context.

With the systemic-functional model we not only have a way ofinvestigating and
hypothesising about the meaning-making processes and organisation oftheatre, we can also
produce a framework that allows dialogue about these processes among and between those
crafting the performance and those responding to and 'reading’ the performance. For theatrical
performance there is a need for a framework that bridges the gap between technical
handbooks of the craft (on acting methods, direction, design, lighting) and the sometimes
inaccessible theory and analysis oftheatre semioticians. The framework proposed here
attempts to achieve some synthesis between the knowledge ofthe craft (which is not always
in an explicitly accessible form) and the insights of semiotic traditions, and also to elaborate a
system that is usable for all participants - practitioners, interested theatre-goers, researchers
and theoreticians. Although this approach involves new terminology, concepts and
procedures, as O'Toole notes: "... the degree oftechnical detail can vary to suit the context of

the discussion.” (1994: 169).
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In this chapter and the next, a framework for theatrical performance based on the systemic-
functional linguistic model will be proposed. The proposals include a set ofunits for theatrical
performance organised along a rank scale, arguments for the metafunctional organisation of
theatrical performance, and suggestions for semantic systems at different ranks displayed in
system networks. The development of the framework proceeded with close consultation of
literature on systemic-fiinctional linguistics and the works of O'Toole and Kress and van
Leeuwen, with writings on theatre semiotics, with theatre handbooks, and with particular
examples of theatrical performance. Initial proposals for the units and networks were tested
and refined through close analysis ofa particular performance example - Louis Nowra's
Summer o fthe Aliens. The interpretive insights into the semantic organisation of the
performance offered by the systemic framework are discussed in chapter 7.

v
Before we move on to elaborate the theory of Beat using this model, the important systemic-
functional concepts outlined in chapter 2 will be considered in relation to a model oftheatrical
performance. A major assumption ofthis project is that the basic tenets ofthe systemic-
fiinctional theory are applicable to symbolic systems other than language such as Theatrical
performance. Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) and O'Toole (1994) have demonstrated the
validity of this assumption (in relation to visual symbolic systems) when the analogy is applied
cautiously, with due respect for the differences between the semiotic systems as well as the

similarities.

4.2.1 System
Based on the Hallidayan framework, with the concept of'system' we emphasise a view of
theatrical performance as a meaning resource. That is, theatre can be conceptualised as sets of

paradigmatic options for making meaning in performance. Rather than focussing on formal
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structures or concentrating on individual signs in theatre, this concept of system allows us to
concentrate on the 'meaning potential' oftheatrical performance. The system of theatrical
performance is shared by its users. This means that its meaning resources are applicable to not
only the creators ofthe performance, but also various participants interpreting and responding
to the performance. However, the degree ofknowledge ofthe system (resources) will differ
for individual participants, just as the meaning potential of language is distributed unevenly

across a culture (Martin 1992: 586)

As Melrose notes (1994; 257), we need to see theatrical performance, like language, as an
open dynamic system, a system that is constantly expanding and renewing itself In fact, the
chameleon quality of theatrical performance seems to be one ofits most important features,

with ever-expanding possibilities for making meaning.

This systemic view of theatre also provides a way of viewing actual performances {actual) in
relation to the general system {potential). That is, any particular performance (in a particular
social and cultural context) represents a particular path through the system of performance
choices. The choices ofany particular performance can be seen as meaningful in relation to

other possible systemic choices that were not taken up.

4.2.2 System networks

In order to be able to relate instances (actual performances) to the system, we need a way of
presenting hypotheses about the meaning potential ofthe system. This is where the system
networks enter. Through the system networks, we have an opportunity to map some ofthe
paradigmatic options for the context of theatrical performance, and to model the 'valeur' of

performance choices in relation to other performance choices. Networks can be a useful way
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of displaying and integrating the resources oftheatrical performance. The networks are of
both theoretical and practical value; theoretical, because they embody hypotheses about the
meaning potential of theatre, and practical because they can be applied to actual performance
in a variety ofways. For example, the networks could be used to compare and debate
different readings ofa performance (by tracking the points of systemic difference in these the
readings) or to compare the choices for different productions ofthe same play. The
theoretical aspect is important in answering the central question of this thesis, because the
networks are part of a claim that theatre has a unique 'meaning potential’, even though it
draws upon the same semiotic resources as other contexts and does overlap in part with the
meaning potential of other semiotic systems. The applied aspect ofthe networks is also
important; they will be used to investigate the crafting principles of a particular performance

(in chapter 7), to show the peculiar intensity of ordering in this context.

The networks represent an advance on previous semiotic projects, because not only do they
integrate a number of insights about theatrical systems, but they also display the relational
organisation of the system. The networks can show that any performance choice (either
semantic or expressive) exists in relation to other choices, and it is this system ofrelations and

oppositions that gives any choice its value in the system.

4.2.3 Strata

In order to incorporate in the framework the numerous sign-systems interacting in
performance (verbal systems, music, kinesis, design) and also functional components of the
drama/performance such as 'character' and 'plot’, it would be useful to propose at least two
distinct strata for theatre: a semantic stratum of performance options that would be realized

through a lower stratum of expressive systems. These expressive systems would include a
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range ofsystems both linguistic and non-verbal. The expressive systems are the theatre
'substance’ realizing the more abstract semantic choices for theatrical construction (such as
Focus or Setting). For the unit of Beat, the underlying Action (or motivation) of a Beat can
be seen as a semantic choice that is realized through a combination of expressive choices
(such as language, gesture, facial expression, movement).

The proposed strata could be represented as;

PERFORMANCE MEANINGS
-realised as

INTERACTING
EXPRESSIVE SYSTEMS

(including: Gaze, Kinesics, Proxemics, Visual Design,
Music, Gesture, Language)

Theatre, therefore, is an example of Hjelmslev's "connotative semiotics™, which is defined by
Martin as 'semiotics whose expression plane is another semiotic system™ (1985a; 249). In
this case, the expression plane selects from a range of semiotic systems including language.
We may also need to consider an intermediate level akin to the lexico-grammatical stratum
m language for performance - a level between the 'meaning' and 'substance’. This level would
have the function ofturning the semantic choices (performance meanings) into some kind of
form or structure that then coordinates and integrates sets of choices from the different
semiotic systems available at the expressive strata. However, this can only be tentatively
suggested at this early stage of development; further work and research is needed to

elaborate the model in this direction.

126



Our enquiries into theatre can start from either stratal 'end’, so that we can ask, for example
either: "in Beats, how are particular performance meanings realized through combinations of
expressive choices (verbal and non-verbal)?"; or "what kind of performance meaning does this
configuration of expressive choices in the Beat realize?". The stratified model attempts to
avoid the confusion between expression and fimction (token and value) that can arise in
theatre theory. For example, Mukarovsky notes that "Even sets can become actors and, vice
versa, an actor a set." (1977a; 210). In other words, the material constructions that generally
realize the fimction of'setting' can at other times take on fimctions generally realized through
the material figure ofthe actor. The reverse is also true: the figure ofthe actor can take on
the function of'setting’ instead ofthe function of'character' (for example, by 'representing' a
wall, or a chair...). Performance meanings orfunctions (such as 'setting’) can be realized
through different expressive strategies (through the figure of an actor, or through aspects of
visual design and stage props). Elam discusses this as one aspect of "the transformability of
the sign” (1980; 12) in theatre, a phenomenon noted by the Prague School theorists. The
proposal ofa semantic stratum gives us a new perspective into the 'mobility’ or 'dynamism' of

'theatrical signs'.

Comment on Expressive Components

Mukarovsky (1977a) makes important observations about the components oftheatre (which
are generally those semiotic systems treated here as belonging to the expressive stratum) and
it is worth noting these observations in relation to the proposed model. As with language, the
expressive stratum in theatre forms its own domain of choice. There are choices regarding
which particular expressive systems are to be employed in performance and how they function
(for example, lighting may play a relatively dominant or subordinate role in performance; it

may also be used to fulfill primarily one function or a number of functions - such as Focus,
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Setting, Mood.) As noted in the introductory chapter, none ofthe expressive components can
be seen as fundamental or essential to theatre, although, as Mukarovsky points out, different
components (such as language, gesture or movement) may prevail at particular stages of
theatrical development or in particular theatrical movements. There is also choice regarding
the relationships between expressive components; "There is not a pair of components, no
matter how related they may be, whose relation cannot be set into motion.” (Mukarovsky,
1977a: 208). The example cited by Mukarovsky is a performance of Uncle Vanya in which
gestures and facial expression were separated from the spoken words, rather than being

treated as their logical counterparts. The effect described by Mukarovsky is consistent with

the Formalist concept of 'making strange":

"The viewer who had experienced the Russians' stage system thereafter perceived himself and his fellow men
with more differentiation; for him the gesture was no longer a passive companion ofthe voice but an
independent symptom of a mental state..." (1977a: 209)

No expressive choice (linguistic or otherwise) has an 'absolute’ and constant value in theatre:
expressive choices contribute interactively to performance meanings (interpenetrating,
harmonising, contradicting), and the 'value' of any particular choice can only be established
relation to the total configuration of choices at any point in the performance. Mukarovsky's
claim that the essence oftheatre and of each individual performance lies in the "changing flux
of immaterial relations” between components (1977a: 210) has been introduced in previous
chapters. This is an appealing theory, and is more sophisticated than the 'inventory' approach
to theatre components. 1f we are to take this view, we need in the systemic model for theatre
to see the relationships between performance meanings and expressive components, and
between systems in the expressive plane as characterised by tension and constant flux, rather

than as fixed and static.
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The range of expressive systems available for theatre creates the potential for a large amount
ofredundant information through convergent coding (that is, where different expressive
systems encode similar meanings). For example, a basic time setting such as 'night' could be
conveyed through convergent choices in lighting (low intensity and blue tone; projection ofa
moon, stars), language (time reference), and sound (crickets chirping). This fact in itselfdoes
not necessarily distinguish theatre from other contexts. For example, Hasan notes that
'institutionalized processes' involve such convergent coding: "...even today if we find a young
woman in a wedding dress walking to the church the common inference is that a wedding is
about to take place; and this common inference has a high probability of being correct.”
(1996: 47). However, theatrical performance can make artistic use of the principles of
redundancy, manipulating the degree of redundancy or introducing contradictions
(divergence) between different expressive choices so as to create confusion or ambiguity
about the 'probable’ meanings. The redundancy ofinformation created by convergent coding
is not always automatic in theatre, and more than that, its potential can be exploited to

contribute to some higher order consistency in the performance.

The networks for theatre proposed in the next chapter focus on semantic options, although in
some cases (particularly for the Compositional function), the features are closer to the

expressive plane.

Hasan'sM odel ofVerbalArt

Hasan's model of verbal art, following from the work ofthe Prague School and Mukarovsky
in particular, embodies the patterning principles by which the 'first order' meanings of
language are "turned into signs having a deeper meaning"” (1985a: 98). It is in this 'second

order semiosis', she argues, that the "element of art in verbal art resides” (1985a: 99). Can we
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assume that the "art" in creating theatrical performance may lie in a similar second order
semiosis, a similar consistency in the 'patterning of patterns'? Although theatre draws upon a
number of different semiotic systems other than language, the 'problem' of what makes theatre
‘art' is similar to the problem ofwhat constitutes the 'art' in verbal art. We assume that theatre
draws upon (or can draw upon) the same expressive resources as other social contexts, and
some ofthese contexts are highly ordered and convergently coded (for example, a religious
ritual). One aspect ofthe hypothesis about theatre's distinctness involves the degree of special
‘ordering' oftheatrical performance, an ordering that means that no choice - however
insigmficant it may seem - is arbitrary. Using Hasan's model, we could propose that the use of
expressive resources in theatre - gestures, facial expressions, costume - is different to other
contexts because the particular patterning of these choices in theatre means that they take on

higher order meanings.

Hasan's model of verbal art has three strata; Theme, Symbolic articulation and Verbalisation.
Verbalisation is the lowest stratum, and it is the first point of contact with the work of verbal
art (Hasan 1985a: 96). Here we find the patterning of choices from the linguistic system
(semantic, lexico-grammatical and phonological), and first order meanings. It is at the stratum
of Symbolic articulation that second order meanings are ascribed to these first order
meanings. The patterns of first order meanings are re-pattemed so that the 'patterning of
patterns' has some semantic significance. The process of'foregounding’ is an important part of
this second order semiosis. As Hasan explains "... the first order meanings are like signs or
symbols, which in their turn possess a meaning - a second order, perhaps more general,
meaning." (1985a: 98). The stratum of Theme is the deepest and most general level of
meaning in a verbal art text. Hasan suggests that Theme can be viewed "as a hypothesis about

some aspect of the life of social man.” (1985a; 97).
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The relationship between the semiotic systems of Verbal Art and of Language is presented

diagrammatically as;

THEME the semiotic system of verbal art
SYMBOLIC ARTICULATION

VERBALISATION SEMANTICS
LEXICO-GRAMMAR

PHONOLOGY the semiotic system
of language

(from Hasan 1985a: 99)

It would be expected that the use of language in the dramatic text displays similar principles
of crafting to the use of language in verbal art (for example, Halliday (1982) demonstrates the
relevance of the concept of'deautomatisation’ in the language of Priestley's"« Inspector
Calls). However, we also need a model that shows how the principles of ordering apply to
the theatrical performance as a whole - how the 'patterning of pattemings' in the language of
drama relates to the 'patterning of patterns' in non-verbal choices also. Mukarovsky suggests
that: "...upon entering the theater, the individual arts renounce their independence, penetrate
one another, contradict one another, substitute for one another - in brief "dissolve", merging
into a new, fully unified art." (1977a; 205) What we need then, it seems, is a model that can
show how different semiotic systems are integrated in performance to form this new "unified
art".

The situation is complex, but we can use Hasan's model as a guide in characterising the

process of 'second order semiosis' by which a range of semiotic systems (such as language
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and movement) become part oftheatrical 'art'. We will concentrate on the contexts of
performance (rather than contexts ofwriting or reading dramatic texts). Performance making

involves various stages of semiosis (not necessarily in a sequence as presented here):

¢ Choices are made from systems oflanguage, gesture, movement, lighting, costume and
more. These are the point of contact' for the audience with the performance work. These

choices operate at a level similar to Hasan's Verbalisation stratum.

¥ These choices take on second order meaning as they interact to realize performance
meanings. For example, choices in lighting function not just to ‘illuminate’ (a first order
function) but also to realize other artistic functions such as creating atmosphere,
suggesting setting, and creating prominence. It is at this level that we propose networks
displaying the meaningful distinctions in the craft oftheatre and the rank scale of units for
performance. The artistic ‘crafting’ oftheatre takes place at this level, and such ‘crafting’ |5

similar to what happens at the stratum of Symbolic articulation.

¢ The second order performance meamngs can themselves be patterned in significant ways
Yas to create the deepest level of meaning in a theatrical performance, to negotiate and
re-negotiate the broadest 'symbolic order' of the performance. The meanings at this level
are analogous to Hasan's Theme strata, and are consistent with what is traditionally
referred to as Theme(s) in dramatic analysis. The important point to note, though, is that,
rather than treating Theme as somehow fixed in the dramatic text ofthe play, the model
suggests that Themes emerge from individual performances through the interaction
between patterns ofthe dramatic text (where there is one) and patterns of performance

choices.
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In a sense, the expressive systems oftheatre - such as language, movement, costume, music-
are like the artist's materials (paint, canvas, clay) which are crafted into artistic form. The
important difference is, of course, that these 'raw materials' for the construction oftheatre
already have status as semiotic systems, and hence the artistic process of crafting a theatrical
performance involves the ascription of second order (performance) meanings. | would argue
that successful theatre involves different levels of meaning-making, as suggested by Hasan's
model. Firstly, there needs to be careful crafting of expressive choices to create performance
meanings. To do this, one has to know the 'meaning potential' ofthe performance system, that
is, what kind of choices are available and important for constructing theatre. For example,
one needs to know that there should be some decision about Focus at each micro-point of the
performance, because even dispersed focus (where there is no clear focal point) should be a
choice (intuitive or conscious) rather than an arbitrary occurrence. This kind of performance
knowledge is transmitted mainly through handbooks ofthe craft, and through training.
However, it is suggested that it is rarely accessed by those whose participation is in the form
of appreciation (such as theatre-goers). The networks are an attempt to display and make
explicitly available some ofthis craft knowledge in a basic yet coherent form. The networks
also give a more holistic perspective than theatrical handbooks because they are organised
around semantic decisions for different units ofthe performance rather than the technical

details of each individual expressive component (such as lighting or set design).

There is another important aspect to the creation of theatre. It is not enough to know about
performance meanings (for example, that one should make a choice about Focus in a Beat).
This choice should also be significant, notjust in relation to the individual Beat, but also in

relation to a sense ofthe overall semantic consistencies of the play/performance. The other
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important aspect of successful theatre, then, is the patterning of performance meanings in
significant ways. Such patterning (and patterning of patterns) contributes to the highest order
ofmeaning in the performance, and helps to create a sense of'artistic unity' (even ifthe
unifying principle is 'fi-agmentation’).

4.2.4 Structure

In systemic-functional grammar, choices from the different metafunctions are mapped onto
units ofvarying extent, and each unit tends to have its own pattern. The units are related to
each other through constituency. For theatrical performance, we have already introduced the
possibility ofthe Beat as a performance unit. In chapter 6 units above and below Beat will be
suggested to form a rank scale for theatre. The polemics and challenges surrounding the issue
oftheatrical units are also taken up in chapter 6. Nevertheless, | believe that a rank scale
approach offers the potential for much greater insight into performance. As in language, the
notion of constituency is not without its problems in application to theatre, but most
importantly the constituent units provide a tool for making regular ‘incisions' into a
performance, so that its consistencies of construction and crafting can be approached in
greater detail for both performers and interpreters. It is argued that without the tools ofthe
units and networks, some kinds of semantic consistencies in theatrical performance are either

not accessible or claims about them cannot be convincingly defended.

4.2.5 Function

One ofthe strengths of the systemic-functional approach for our purposes is its elaborate
theory of meaning. The theory that the linguistic system is orchestrated into different types of
meaning gives us a valuable metaphor to explore in regard to theatrical performance. We will
propose that theatre also exhibits this metafunctional organisation, and hence that the

meaning potential for theatrical performance includes resources for representing experience.
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for interacting with and engaging the audience, and for organising these into a performance
‘text’. This enables us to explore the resources of theatre ina much more complex and rich
way, and to build a picture ofthe meaning potential for this context. The metafimctional
theory allows us to go beyond the representational hmctions oftheatrical signs and to

integrate different kinds of theatrical meaning into a coherent model.

Continuing the analogy with language, we will suggest that choices from these functions are
mapped simultaneously onto theatrical units, so that each unit exhibits 'semantic polyphony.
Most of the expressive systems have the potential to realize choices from all three
metafunctions. For example, in a Beat, the lighting can fimction simultaneously to represent
something, to create an interaction between the audience and certain elements on the stage,
and to organise the stage picture so that certain elements have prominence and others do not.

Each choice involves different aspects of lighting, such as colour, shape, composition.

The metafunctional approach gives us a systematic procedure for investigating the processes
of meaning-making in theatre. The metafunctional networks display semantic choices in
opposition to other choices, showing how the significance and value ofany choice is only
established in relation to other choices. We therefore have a way of arguing for the
significance of particular semantic choices, and for tracking semantic consistencies in actual

performances.

4.2.6 Theatre as a Social Semiotic
The semiotic system oftheatre needs to be seen in relation to its social and cultural contexts.
Hasan notes of verbal art that "...no author lives alone with the language; she is surrounded

by the taken-for-granted realities of her community. The assumptions that insidiously flow
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into the writing speak ofthe culture.” (1985a: 102). Theatre also flows from these "taken-for
granted realities” ofthe community, drawing upon the meaning potential ofthe society and
culture, which includes the shifting conventions for theatrical performance. The social
context ofa particular performance can affect its meanings, for example, in a particular
context, resonance between the performance and aspects ofthe community can be created
that might not be possible in another time, place, and community. A production of Fugard's
'‘Master Harold’... and the boys in Australia in the current cultural climate of racial tension
would have particular resonance and meaning possibilities that it may not at other times. Plays
that are written in and specific to a particular political context, such as Williamson's Don's
Party can lose some oftheir power when performed in different political and social

circumstances.

4.2.7 Challenges to Semiotic Approaches

Authors of recent semiotic theories (particularly for the arts) tend to provide carefiil
justification for their semiotic approaches (for example, Elam 1980; O'Toole 1994; Aston and
Savona 1991; Melrose 1994), explicitly or implicitly posing the question ‘why semiotics?'.
This suggests that semiotic enterprises, at least in some fields, have earned themselves a 'bad
name' that needs to be cleared before any new such enterprise can be embarked upon with a
clear conscience. Some of the criticisms of semiotic approaches that need to be addressed
include: the objectification and decontextualisation ofthe semiotic work, the reductionism of

semiotic approaches, and the problems associated with terminology that can be too complex

and specialised.

The emphasis on the analysis ofthe actual semiotic text in semiotics, as O'Toole points out

for art, can lead to such claims as "...semioticians 'fetishize' the text, assuming it is a single.
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unchanging phenomenon, and thereby ignore other important considerations such as the
active 'work' done by the viewer..." (1994: 172). O'Toole counters this claim with the
argument that "semioticians are in fact particularly adept at mapping the relationships” (1994
172) into which the work ofart enters. The systemic principles guiding O'Toole's framework
allow for the formation of different configurations of meaning (different interpretations) in
relation to the same artwork, within the 'semiotic space' (or potential) created out ofthe text
and its context (1994: 173). Another important feature ofthe systemic-fimctional model is
that it builds into the theory the relationship between the semiotic system oflanguage and the
socio-cultural context, so an approach based on this model already assumes a relationship

between a text and its context.

Another criticism levelled against semiotic approaches involves their rigour and the criterion
of explicitness. Melrose makes a passionate claim for a new semiotic approach that gives up
"the dry sobriety of'rigour™ (1994: 43) and notes the paradox of capturing the experience of

theatre in a semiotic framework:

...the systems of available options are neat - but what exactly does this constitution of discursive potential...
through practices of separation and categorisation of the blur of experience and feeling, have to do with the
pleasures of that perceived theatre real?

(1994: 27)

O'Toole argues that contemporary semiotics recognises the problems of reductionism, and
points out that every form of study - even 'hard sciences' - involves some degree ofreduction
(1994: 177-178). One advantage of systematicity is that it provides a basis for validating
claims of consistency ofvarious kinds in a work ofart. For theatre, the 'rigour’ need not
reduce the performance to a heap ofdisconnected fragments; on the contrary, it can show the
way in which semantic consistencies and effects are persistently built up and interwoven

during the performance. For example, the systematic analysis of Nowra's Summer ofthe
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Aliens using a systemic-functional approach revealed fascinating insight into the way in which
the performance persistently created an unsettling and disturbing effect - a 'felt response’ that
initially tempted one to dismiss the play as a lesser work. The analysis forced a dramatic re-
evaluation ofthe performance and greatly enhanced the appreciation ofits fine crafting, and
raised important questions about the relationship between the play and the Australian culture.
In the practice of professional theatre, the preparation ofa performance often involves both
'breaking down' and 'up-building’ processes, and an attention to performance detail. The use

ofthe unit of Beat (or 'bit") in preparing performance is discussed by Schechner:

Directors are always telling actors to "'take that bit again'* because it is at the bit-level that acting can be
"worked on" fiom the outside. (Schechner 1990: 41)

The problems ofterminology and complexity arise for both the semiotics of art (for example,
O'Toole 1994: 30) and for theatrical performance (Melrose 1994: 3; Aston and Savona 1991:
1). For theatre, the degree of complexity and jargon in semiotic approaches and variation
amongst them seem to have contributed to an ever-increasing gap between theoreticians
(academic approaches) and theatre practitioners. Some writers looking back on past semiotic
projects even go so far as to suggest that in some cases the semiotic analysis and theory is
"divorced fi-om the object of its inquiry, i.e. theatre..." (Aston and Savona 1991: 3). What is
needed it seems, ifa new semiotic approach is to be viable, is a project that gets back in touch
with theatre practice, and one that is usable by all those who derive pleasure from the
theatrical experience. This project should be able to combine insights from different semiotic
approaches into a coherent framework and be able to modify the amount of technical detml
according to the context. The systemic-fimctional framework has the potential to do all of
this, offering a theoretical model that can be wedded to practice. Its sophisticated theory of
meaning offers the potential for a more elaborate understanding of'how performance means',

and the theory also takes us beyond taxonomies of theatrical signs with its ability to display

138



interrelated 'options' through networks. The new terminology and concepts associated with
the framework could be an issue; however, as O'Toole explains in relation to his framework
for painting, "the degree oftechnical detail can vary to suit the context ofthe discussion."
(1994: 169). The model presented here is elaborated in terms of complexity and detail to suit
the context of an academic discussion, but one ofthe strengths ofthe model is that it also has

the capacity to be simplified and adapted for specific practical theatre purposes.

So 'why semiotics'? A most compelling reason is that it does have the potential to be "a game
that anyone can learn to play.” (O'Toole 1994: 169). Kress and van Leeuwen argue for an
explicit 'grammar of visual design’, because ofthe growing need for a "language for speaking
about the forms and meanings™ of visual images for both practical and critical purposes
(1996: 12). This grammar would include the resources ofthe makers of images, resources for
making meaning through configurations of visual elements (1996: 264). A similar framework,
making explicit the resources ofthe guild would be usefiil for theatre. Aston and Savon argue
for an approach that makes the 'how' of creating performance available to participants such as

theatre-goers, pointing out:

How often, when leaving a theatre, do we hear an uncertain voice saying, 'Well, | liked the scenery’, or The
costumes were nice'? Adopting an approach which invites us to look at the how can only serve to make us
more aware of the potential of drama and theatre, whatever our interest, and more critical of how that
potential is being used. (Aston and Savon, 1991: 5)

A semiotic approach can provide a shared language and framework for the discussion of
texts, be they visual, verbal or performance, and this can ultimately empower participants and
raise awareness of issues of choice. The networks presented for theatre in this thesis display
some ofthe options available for creating performance, the, at times, intuitive resources of
the makers. In using the linguistic model as a guide, it is not assumed that theatre is exactly

like language, either in terms of form or meaning. The metaphor reveals differences between
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the two semiotic systems, as well as similarities. The major analogies involve the application
of abstract concepts, such as 'system' and 'network’, rather than particulars of linguistic
structure. The most important aspects ofboth the proposed units and the networks emerge
from the theatrical craft itself However, where contradictions and confusions in the theatrical
literature occur (for example, in relation to Beat, as discussed above), the systemic-fimctional
model serves as a valuable guide for elaborating concepts. The remainder ofthe chapter

elaborates the proposal for 'Beat'.

4.3 Return to the Beat: Elaborations and Clarifications

4.3.1 Reconciling Intention and Interaction through constituency: Action units

The use ofthe rank scale in systemic-functional theory offers a possible strategy for dealing
with the apparently conflicting definitions of Beat as 'inter-active' on the one hand, but intra-
active on the other. We will focus on the problem of Beat for actors initially. The perspectives
of other participants such as directors and playwrights will be discussed in later chapters. To
handle both the transactive aspects ofthe Beat and the issue of individual motivations, a rank
below Beat is proposed; the rank of Action. This rank would represent the individual
psychological-semantic Actions (intentions/motivations/goals) and associated physical
activities of individual actors. It is proposed that there is a relationship of realisation between
Actions (the underlying semantic motivations) and the associated activities physically
performed by the actor in the Action (such as gesture, speech or movement). Actions would
then be seen as immediate constituents of Beats, with Beats consisting of clusters of one or
more Actions. Thus the interactive relationship between an Action and a Reaction (which is
stimulated by the initiating Action) can be handled at the rank of Beat. Beats may consist ofa
cluster of Actions, depending on the number of participants in the transaction. The

relationship between Actions and Beats is complicated, and will be taken up again in the next
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chapter. Between Actions, there is often an issue of dependency (similar to hypotactic
relations between clauses in a clause complex), which suggests that constituency and
dependency structures are co-present in theatre as they are in language.

4.3.2 Intentions

The issue ofactor intention' is somewhat problematic. "Intention™ suggests itselfas a
subjective phenomenon, existing in the actor and unknowable by another (for example, the
audience). The notion of "intention” has figured in linguistic theory also, particularly in the
area of Speech Act Theory. Searle, in his explanation of speech acts, mentions the necessity
of capturing both the "intentional and the conventional aspects” of meaning in illocutionary
acts (Searle 1976 [1969]). The problem of how we find access to a speaker’s intentional
meaning is relevant to speech acts, as well as theatre. However, in theatre the goal ofthe
actor is not just to understand the moment by moment intentions oftheir characters, but also,
in most cases, to somehow convey these to the audience. In offstage contexts there is not the
same pressure for the intentions of a speaker to be accessible to other participants, so the

notion of'intention’ is more problematic in everyday contexts.

The term 'motivation’ (also used in theatre) could perhaps be suggested instead of'intention’,
as it can express not only the cognitive-psychological semantics, but also the idea of
movement towards some goal. The Action can be seen as goal-directed behaviour. This
motivation can be interpreted and encoded in performance by the actor, and re-interpreted by
the audience. On the basis ofthe physical and verbal activities chosen and presented by the
actors, the audience can form their own hypotheses about the motivating forces behind the
behaviours and the goal-directedness (unifying motivation) ofthe activities. We do not need
to assume exact equivalence between audience and actor interpretations. However, in many

styles oftheatre, the actor endeavours to find those expressions or 'tokens' that will most
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clearly suggest their chosen interpretation. Hence, the Beat (and Action) is seen as an
opportunity for actors to present expressive 'tokens' of some psychological Action or
motivation that has meaning in terms of character’, and through transactions with other
characters to create meanings about relationships. In Prague School terms, we could say that
the tokens contribute towards the creation ofa 'stage figure' which in turn takes on values of
‘character'. These character values are not necessarily homogenous, nor are they necessarily
the same for all participants (the actor's interpretation of what they are doing may be different

to the interpretations ofaudience members).

4.3.3 Ambiguity in the Beat Unit

As noted above, models ofthe Action-Reaction structure of Beats imply a certain 'fuzziness'
in the boundaries between Beats. Although the issue ofindeterminate boundaries seems to
pose a challenge for the systematicity and rigour ofa semiotic approach, a sidewards glance
towards linguistics suggests it is not as worrying as it might at first appear. There are many
examples in linguistics ofjust this kind of ambiguity or indeterminacy, and also ofthe

subjectivity' of defining particular kinds of linguistic units. For example, Saussure claims:

... a language does not present itselfto us as a set of signs already delimited, requiring us merely to study
their meanings and organisation. Itis an indistinct mass, in which attention and habit alone enable us to
distinguish particular elements. (1983:102)

Saussure is drawing attention here to one ofthe paradoxes of linguistic inquiry. Unlike other
sciences, the units of language are not "immediately recognizable concrete units" (1983:105),
and yet these units must be identified, as language is essentially a system based on contrasts

and interplay between the units (1983: 105). Thus the problem of indeterminacy encoimtered
in the defining and delimitation of units in the theatre is one that also lies at the very heart of

the study of language. As evidence ofthe fact that linguistic units are not presented clearly to
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the analyst, Saussure considers the situation of someone listening to an unknown language. In
order for native speakers to divide the "continuous ribbon of sound™ into "units" they must
make reference to the meanings:

When we listen to an unknown language, we are not in a position to say how the sequence of sound should be
analysed: for the analysis is impossible if one takes into account nothing more than the phonic side of the
linguistic event. (1983:102)

The listener in this case cannot use the meamngs of the language to make divisions in the

phonological string; the boundaries of units are to a large extent unknowable.

The task of defining units for analysis in linguistics is likewise more difficult than may be
anticipated. Saussure cites the example ofthe unit "word". This seemingly straightforward
linguistic unit has been the source of much controversy, and analysts disagree as to what a

‘word' is, and whether it is indeed a unit of language (1983:104).

Another reference to indeterminacy in linguistic units is found in Martin s (1992) discussion of
a framework for discourse. The dynamic negotiation between different participants in
spontaneous discourse creates a similar kind of challenge for the analyst defining units as does
the negotiation between characters in theatrical Beats. Thus the process of analysis in

discourse involves interpretation. As Martin explains:

The point is that seen as process, any dialogue is an on-going site of textual damaimsm. There is nothing to
prevent an interlocutor digging in and negotiating information presented as non-negotiable ... Because of this
dynamism it is not possible to define discourse units as categorically as grammatical ones. There is a system,
but its potential for on-going re-contextualisation means that there will always be rough edges for the analyst.
(Martin 1992:59)

In a conversation, it is difficult to specify categorically where unit boundaries will occur

because the negotiation may create unexpected "twists and turns™ - participants may
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constantly "re-contextualise™ the discourse as it progresses. Beats in theatre (both rehearsed

and improvised) play out such twists and turns as part ofthe drama.

In the case ofthe Beat, there is also another kind of indeterminacy. The different perspectives
ofeach individual actor (the individual interpretations ofthe Beats that make up the Scene)
create the possibility of incongruence between the "Beat" of each actor. This is why Benedetti

suggests that actors must negotiate the 'phraseology' of Beats in the Scenes during rehearsal.

The systems of Information Focus in English also display indeterminacy. The information
focus is realized in the intonation, in the choice oftonic prominence, and thus the information
unit is not the same as a clause - it may extend over more than one clause, or alternatively, it
may be smaller than the clause. Theoretically, an information unit balances 'Given'
information (that which is presented to the listener as recoverable from the context) with the
'New' information that is presented as unknown to the listener. However, a certain amount of
indeterminacy arises in the analysis of the information unit. There are no hard and fast "rules”
for determining what is Given and what is New, as "... in the last resort it is the speaker's
decision what is to be treated as one or the other.” (Halliday 1985a; 55). The information
focus is carried by the element having tonic prominence, and it marks where the New
element ends (Halliday 1994; 296). The beginning of the New, however, is not marked, and
thus it is not always possible to tell out of context whether "there is a Given element first, or

where the boundary of Given and New would be" (Halliday 1994; 296).

It is clear from these examples that the problems encountered in defining and delimiting units
in the theatre in this thesis are not unfamiliar to linguists. In both areas it is important to

acknowledge the contribution ofthe analyst to the interpretation process, and to permit the
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possibility of disagreements in interpretation. In neither field are the units concrete and
objective. As Saussure suggests with respect to language:

The object is not given in advance of the viewpoint: far from it. Rather, one might say that it is the viewpoint
adopted which creates the object.”

(1983; 8)

4.4 A short reprise: Proposals for Beat

The Beat is a molecule oftheatrical action, in which each ofthe characters involved in the
Beat is attributed with a certain motivation, or purpose. This attribution is a process involving
both actor and audience. The actor presents a set of'tokens' or expressions of some
psychological-semantic motivation (through voice, posture, gesture, facial expression,
movement), and the audience interprets these tokens as having 'value'. These motivations,
viewed in isolation fi-om the motivations of others on stage, are the Actions that help to

create a sense of personality for the characters.

While the Beat certainly may (and often does) consist of a single Action (for example in a
soliloguy), what must be noted about its essential character is its potential structure as a
configuration of Actions, that is, its transactive possibilities. A Beat can involve a number
of participants, whose Actions, at the rank of Beat, must be viewed not individually, but
interactively, as transactions. Thus a Beat may involve an Action and one or more Re-

Actions.

The Beat is an interpretive unit, involving a degree of subjectivity on the part of the analyst.
Actors also form interpretations of 'what the Beat is about', in order to perform it, and these
interpretations, although certainly dependent on the script, where there is one, are not entirely
prescribed by it. The meanings ofthe Beats may be negotiated in the rehearsal process. This
does not imply a self-consciously Stanislavskian method oftheatre production, as the

interpretation of Beat has been generalised beyond Stanislavsky s theory. Wherever there is a
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disagreement in the rehearsal process at a micro-cosmic level about 'what's going on' -
whether between actors themselves or between director and actor/s - there is a potential for
negotiation about the interpretations ofBeats. (This in fact would make a fascinating study,

and reveal more about the significant creative processes of theatrical performance.)

It is proposed that interpretations ofBeats by the audience can vary, but within parameters
set by the performance. O'Toole addresses the issue of subjective responses in his discussion
ofthe Engaging function. Although acknowledging variability in the way that people may
relate' to any particular artwork, he claims that the devices used in the painting to 'relate to
us' (engage, draw the audience in) evoke responses that are "virtually universal. One might
say that they provide the "base-line” for more individual conceptions and flights of fancy."

(O'Toole 1994:5).

It is assumed in this thesis, following Halliday, that the meaning systems oftheatre, like those
of language, are, overall, a shared meaning resource which members ofthe culture can tap
into. Theatre audiences and theatre practitioners alike must be initiated into this unique
semiotic environment. Children's responses to live theatre often show a semiotic
apprenticeship similar to the learning of language and culture. At a recent performance at
Marian Street Children's Theatre in Sydney, a child's question to one ofthe performers was

overheard at the end ofthe show. The question seemed to be asking how the physical 'tokens

produced by the servile character should be read, or 'valued: "Why do you bend over like

that?".
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Chapter 5

Networking the Beat

5.1 Metafunctions for Theatre

Ifwe propose the unit of Beat as a possible strategy for investigating the detailed crafting of
performance (as it offers a systematic way of making ‘incisions’ into the texture ofthe
performance), the question then becomes whether we can be explicit about the kinds of
meanings that are at stake at this micro-level of performance. It has been suggested that the
units ofthe rank scale in theatre exhibit a kind of semantic polyphony analogous to that found
in language. That is, each unit simultaneously has mapped onto it at least three kinds of
meaning . Each ofthe three meaning strands has its own melodic pattern. In this chapter, the
metafunctional hypothesis is tested for the unit of Beat, and semantic networks that display
performance resources at this rank are proposed. The three metafunctions suggested for the
theatre are:
+ the Representational metafimction (analogous to the Experiential metafimction in
Halliday's systemic-functional grammar)
¢+ the Interpersonal metafimction
¢ the Compositional metafimction (the "enabling function™ analogous to the Textual

metafimction in Halliday's model).

The Interpersonal metafimction for theatre has been divided into two kinds of meanings;
Interactive (relations between characters/actors), and Engaging (relations between the
performance, performers and audience). Here, the theatrical model departs fi'om the linguistic.
This division is necessitated by the complexities of the theatrical context, which shares the
issue of "inner" and "outer" context with other forms of verbal art. For example, Halliday
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discusses the two levels of field and tenor in "fictional texts" (1978; 146). Burton makes a
similar distinction for theatre between the 'microcosm’ (the fictional world ofthe play) and the

'macrocosm’ (the real world ofthe theatre) (1980: 178).

The networks and theory developed for theatrical performance here have been influenced
strongly by both the work of O'Toole (1994) and that of Kress and van Leeuwen (1996). The
Metafiinctional names 'Representational’ and 'Compositional’ have been borrowed fi-om
O'Toole (1994), and Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) also refer to the meanings of
representation and composition. However, a point of difference in the terminology should
also be noted, and this brings up an issue related to the metafunctional divisions. When Kress
and van Leeuwen refer to "interactive meanings" (for example 1996: 119; 152) they refer
mainly to the meanings creating the relationship between the image (and represented
participants) and the viewer. They divide the 'participants' in images into two kinds: 1)
represented participants (people, places and things represented in the images); and 2)
interactive participants (the producers and viewers of the image) (1996: 19). Relationships
between represented participants are handled in the Ideational metafimction, whereas, in the
theatre framework, relationships between characters (represented participants) have been

proposed initially as part of the Interpersonal metafunction (as 'Inter-active' relations).

However, the process of drawing the networks began to suggest that, similarly to Kress and
van Leeuwen's model for images, these relationships may fall most naturally into the meaning
potential of the Representational function. This is especially true for the Beat, which is
proposed as a potentially transactive (interactive) unit. A reconceptualisation of the
metafunctions for theatre could treat such inter-active meanings as part of what the theatre

can 'represent’. Future refinements are needed in this area. For the moment, it is important to

148



note that the function that is called "Engaging" in the theatre framework pertains to the
relations between the performance, performers and the audience. The meanings of this

system are closest to Kress and van Leeuwen's "interactive™ meanings.

5.1.1 Metafunctions and Beat boundaries

The Metafimctions can be usefully employed in the interpretation of Beat boundaries. In
language, a clause boundary can often be identified through the patterning of fimctions,
because where there is a clause boundary there is potential for the pattern to change in any or
all ofthe three metafunctions. Similarly, in theatre, where there is a change of Beat (shift in
the transaction and underlying motivations), there is potential for a semantic shift in any or all
ofthe metafunctional systems at this rank, and these changes will be realised expressively in
the performance in a number ofways. Thus one way to identify a potential Beat change is to
note shifts in the metafimctions that are mapped onto the Beat. For example, a new Beat may
involve a different Representational '‘Happening' (realised through new participants and/or a
new interactive verbal or non-verbal activity). In the Interpersonal Metaflinction, between the
characters the alignment may shift (Inter-actional dimension), or there may be a shift in Focus
(Engaging dimension). Compositionally, there may be a distinctly new configuration, or shifts
in choices of individuation and solidarity. These shifts are generally realised through new

combinations of expressive choices such as movement, voice, configuration and lighting.

5.2 Developing Networks for Theatrical Performance

As a way of systematically investigating the processes of semiotic construction for theatrical
performance semantic networks were devised. These networks attempt to make explicit some
ofthe knowledge of the craft, and so represent hypotheses about the potential ofthe

theatrical system. That is, the networks display some of the relevant choices (paradigms)
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available to participants in theatrical contexts - a portion ofwhat it is possible to 'do’ or
'mean’ in theatre performance. The networks allow these choices to be modelled relationally,
so that the value and significance of any particular feature (such as categorical focus) can be

seen to be established only in relation to other possible choices.

As discussed in previous chapters the model developed here is based on theatre in
performance. The options in the networks represent the meaning potential for the staging and
reception oftheatrical performance and hence incorporate meanings that can be realized by a
multitude ofsemiotic resources such as language, gesture, gaze, costume and so forth. The
networks model the potential of the theatrical performance, which is instantiated or
actualized as performance 'text' - particular performances in a particular social and cultural

context. In her discussion of theatre as open dynamic system, Melrose notes;

Ifwe call mise en scene’ dmA 'acting modes' a dynamic open system... then what we find, finm the point of
view of semiotics and its movement towards codification, is that we can only approach 'system’ in historical
terms, codifying established options or strategies. We caimot codify, in advance, cultural change... (1994:
257-258)

This may be true, but it should not discourage us from attempting the task. An explicit 'map’
of options in the system at least gives a strategy for understanding how the system shifts and
expands its meaning potential. It can also give us a way of characterising different styles or
genres of theatre. For example, the typical choices for naturalistic theatre would utilise the
potential ofthe performance system quite differently to those for absurdist or expressionistic
theatre. These styles pertain not just to the scripted drama, but also define different
approaches to performance, that is, they involve different ways of employing expressive and
semantic resources and expanding performance options. An explicit network of performance
potential could therefore be an invaluable teaching tool, both for those learning the craft and

for those who appreciate and evaluate the crafting.
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At this early stage ofthe development ofthe system it would be far too ambitious to try to
chart the entire system of options for theatrical performance, both because ofthe vast number
of choices and because of the continually shifting potential ofthe system. The networks
presented here cannot cleiimto represent all, or even most of the possibilities for theatre.
However, they do demonstrate the possibility of being explicit about performance choices for
theatre, and this explicitness offers rewards for those interpreting theatre (providing a new
way of'seeing' and systematically exploring the crafting of a performance, as well as a
'language’ to share and debate 'readings' of a performance) and for those creating performance

(making the options more available for conscious crafting decisions and problem-solving).

The networks for this investigation are culturally specific to Western styles oftheatre, and
although they are not entirely limited to specific theatrical styles they are not yet applicable to
every theatrical genre. They are devised, in the first place, from the perspective ofthe
performance 'makers' (or those having more specialised knowledge about the construction of
performance), but they are also usable from an audience, or receptive perspective. That is,

they can also be used to explore interpretations of performances.

5.2.1 Theprocess ofdeveloping networks: sources andprocedures

The semantic features in the networks are derived from a number of sources: handbooks for
acting and theatre, semiotic models oftheatrical performance, systemic-functional linguistics
(concepts from grammar and from discourse), the work of Kress and van Leeuwen (1990;
1996) and that of O'Toole (1994). The networks were also devised and tested using a range
ofactual performance data (recent productions of contemporary Australian plays). Two

performances in particular were central to the development ofthe framework; 1) a production
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of Louis Nowra's Summer o fthe Aliens (Sydney Theatre Company 1993); and 2) a
production of Dorothy Hewett's The Manfrom Mukinupin (the National Institute of
Dramatic Art in Sydney 1990). Contemporary Australian plays were chosen as data to ensure
that the networks were relevant to at least a sub-set ofthe contemporary theatre culture in
Australia. Neither performance (or play) was naturalistic, both tending towards a more overt
theatricality. This was usefixl for testing the power of Beat' beyond its origins in naturalistic

acting methodology.

Both ofthe productions mentioned were transcribed from video recordings for the purposes
of closer analysis and exploration of theatrical meaning potential. Admittedly, a video
recording is not the same as a live performance, as it involves another medium (film), and
cannot capture some important aspects ofthe performance (such as the energy ofthe
performance, the dynamic relationship between the audience and performers). However, for

the development ofthe networks it was necessary to study and re-study the performances in

great detail.

Development and testing ofthe networks proceeded in two broad phases. In the first phase,
preliminary networks (Phase One networks) were applied systematically to the performance
of Summer ofthe Aliens. Out ofthis arose a number of issues and problems which led to
some modification ofthe networks (Phase Two networks). It is these Phase Two networks
that are presented in this chapter and the next, although some ofthe problems and issues in
the development of both Phases are reflected in the discussion. The Phase Two networks
were re-tested, for selected systems and features, on Beats in the same performance, and it is
mainly the results from this second phase of analysis that inform the discussion of the

interpretive insights provided by the networks (chapter 7). Thus the hypotheses represented in
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the networks about the 'meaning potential' of theatre were tested and refined in relation to
performance 'instances'. Even at 'Phase Two', one would not want to claim that the networks
are 'settled’. It is important to emphasise their heuristic status - the networks are tools for
deepening awareness o f theatrical resources and construction . They are first attempts at the
systemic mapping of the theatrical landscape, and these maps are open to modification in
various ways rather than being rigid. In fact, one ofthe surprising and pleasing features of
developing the networks was the insight afforded by this very process. Contemplating and
debating semantic possibilities for theatrical performance produced a heightened
understanding ofthe significance and range of choice in theatre, and enhanced enjoyment of
particular instances of theatre, which could be viewed with new insight and awareness of
artistic choices. This process ofdeveloping networks could itselfbe a creative tool for actors,

directors and designers for developing a shared 'vision' for particular performances.

The semantic networks for theatrical performance are metafunctionally organised, and some
interesting problems associated with assigning features or systems to particular metafunctions
in theatrical performance will be raised as the networks are presented. In common with most
linguistic system networks, the point of origin for each network is a unit ofthe rank scale for
theatre (proposed in this thesis). Thus the performance units provide the environment within
which particular sets of performance choices are available. In this chapter, the point of origin
for the networks is the Beat unit. Networks for other units will be presented in the next
Chapter. The diagrammatic conventions for the theatre networks follow those for system
networks in linguistics (for example, Halliday 1973, 1978; Hasan, 1996). These conventions

are presented in Figure 5.1a.
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Networks associated with three major systems will be proposed in this chapter for the Beat
unit: a system in the Representational Metahinction, BeatHcqjpening, Focus in the Engaging
Metafunction, and Focussing Devices as an example ofa Compositional system at the rank of
Beat. As the names suggest, there is a link between the system in the Engaging Metafunction,
Focus, and Focussing Devices in the Compositional Metafunction The particular relationship
between these two Metafunctions in the theatre will be discussed below. It is not possible to
discuss every option and sub-system displayed in the networks, so the discussion will focus
on major systems and the most challenging and interesting aspects ofthe development and

semantic distinctions in the networks.

5.2.2 A Note on Realizations:

While the formalisation ofrealization statements for these performance networks is still at an
embryonic stage, some initial suggestions can be made. The networks below are accompanied
by sample realizations for selected systems and features in each metafiinction. Realizations in
many cases are in terms of functions that are inserted when network features are selected
(such as Actor and Goal) for Goal-directed non-verbal transactions. Suggestions are also
provided where possible, on how the features may typically be ‘physicalised’ in performance
through a range of linguistic and non-verbal choices. This is perhaps not unlike the situation
in language where semantic options may have more than realization in the grammar, although
it is suggested that these alternatives "are likely in the end to turn out to represent more
delicate semantic options..." (Halliday 1973: 75). Only for particular sub-systems in the
theatre networks is it possible to state which semiotic systems must be involved in the
realization (for example, verbal transactions obviously require linguistic choices; non-verbal
transactions necessarily involve the non-verbal semiotic systems in their realization). In many

cases the difficulty of stating realization features is caused by the vast number of ways in
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which semiotic systems can interact to realize semantic options in theatrical performance. A
full range of possibilities for 'physicalising’ semantic choices cannot be presented, because of
the vast potential for creativity and combination of semiotic resources in theatrical

performance.

The difficulty at this stage in stating realizations for the theatre networks does not diminish
their usefulness for analysis and creativity. Similar problems can be encountered for linguistic
networks. Fawcett makes a distinction between three degrees of explicitness in system
networks, and notes that even at the lowest of these degrees (where the realization rules are
not available in every detail), networks "...can be effectively used in textual studies such as
literary stylistics and other types of critical linguistics; studies of sociolinguistic variation ...

and so on." (Fawcett in Benson, Cummings and Greaves, 1988: 10).

5.3 Enter The Networks: The Representational Metafunction for Beats
Representational meanings at the rank of Beat need to be distinguished from those at the rank
of Action. To reinforce the differences in perspective outlined in the last chapter, we will
consider the following hypothetical Beats;

1) Action: One actor/character (A) asks another to perform an action

Re-Action: The other (B) agrees to perform the action.

2) Action: An actor (A) approaches another aggressively and pushes him/her.
Re-Action; The other actor (B) hits back at the first actor.

3) Action; An actor (A) approaches another aggressively and pushes him/her
Re-Action; The other actor (B) falls, and turns away.

The activities of each actor must be considered separately at the rank of Action, even though

the Action may involve other participants. For example. Beat 3) above involves two Actions
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relevant to the two 'characters' in the Beat ('A' and 'B"). Each character has a particular
motivation that forms the semantic basis ofthe Action. Let us say that the motivation for the
first actor (A) can be described aspicking afight (although this is only one of a number of
possibilities). The physical activities that realize this Action are the physical approach and
action ofpushing (along with a range of other factors such as manner, intensity, facial
expression and more). The Action ofthe second actor-character (B) is a Re-Action to the
other's initiation. The motivation for this second actor could be described, perhaps, as

avoiding conflict. Again, this is realized through physical activities (falling, turning away).

At this stage, the Representational systems modelled in networks at the rank of Action most
resemble the meanings ofthe Transitivity system ofthe English Clause. At the rank of Action
we find configurations of processes and participants (actors, goals) similar to those in
language, mapped on to the activities which realise each actor's underlying motivation
(Action). In example 2) above, the activity performed by the first actor (A) can be seen as a
configuration of functions: Actor (actor '‘A'), Material process (pushing) and Goal (the
actor 'B"). The activity of the second actor realises the same semantic configuration: Actor
(this time the second actor, actor 'B'), Material process (hitting) and Goal (the first actor,

actor 'A"). This network for Action (also called Transitivity) will be discussed in chapter 6.

Melrose uses Halliday's transitivity model in her contemporary semiotic theory oftheatre
(1994) to analyse character-type. For example, she suggests as a basic distinction that some
characters are material-process dominant, while others are mental-process dominant
(1994:266). This contrast would be revealed through different expressive choices made by
each actor. As a side-note, it is important to remember, as Melrose points out, that even ifa

character tends towards 'static’' or non-material actions, there still has to be, on the actor's
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part, a high level of energy and tension in the performing ofthese 'passive' actions in order to
create an engaging performance. Melrose refers to this as 'imploded energetic investment’
(1994; 271). The implication is that all Actions must be physicalised or expressed in some

way, even when they involve mental processes such as 'thinking'.

In example 2) above, the Action ofthe first actor-character is the same as for 3). However,
the Re-Action is different. The Action (motivation) ofthe "victim" in example 2) could be
something like 'taking revenge'. This is realized through different physical actions. A major
difference between examples 2) and 3) at the rank of Action, is that the Action ofthe second

actor in 3) is realised intransitively (the physical action has no Goal).

However, this does not seem to fully characterise the Representational or Experiential
difference between the two examples. There is another way we can look at this situation. We
can also look at the Actions in combination and ask: what kind of'experience’' or 'happening’
do they produce interactively! To capture Actions as collaborations producing transactive
"goings-on" we have proposed the higher rank of Beat. The Representational meamngs at
Beat, except where the Beat consists of a single Action, involve activities or states of affairs

that arise through the interaction or transactions between participants.

The transactive difference between the second and third Beats is that one is afight (a mutual
goal transaction), whereas the other represents an attack that is not reciprocated (a non-
mutual goal transaction). The kinds of meamngs that are involved are similar to those
relevant to the experiential functions ofthe clause in the grammar. We can ask, for example .
Who are the participants?. What kind of interactive process is taking place?; Are there any

intervening circumstances? The important factor when asking these questions for Beats is that
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participants, processes and circumstances are viewed in relation to the activity that is
interactively constructed (with the exception of Beats that are 'non-transactive'), notjust the
individual Actions. Viewed as a transactive happening, the first example ofa Beat (above)
represents a contract (or agreement), while its separate Actions are something like a request
(with a motivation such as; topersuade, or to cppeal and so forth) and an acceptance (with

a motivation such as; toplacate or toplease and so on)

We also find some transitivity-like functions in the network for Beat (for example, the feature
Goal-directed for non-verbal transactions). The Beat meaning is closely related to the Action
meanings, but looks at the happening as a whole rather than from the different perspectives of
the participants. The important difference is that for Action, the total interaction needs to be
looked at from as many perspectives as there are characters participating in the Beat. We
need to ask "what is each character doing in the Beat?". From the Beat perspective we need
to ask; "what interactive happening is taking place here?". It is beyond the scope of this
particular investigation, but the relationship between the Beat and Action needs more careful
exploration in order to prevent redundancy that occurs between parts ofthe Beat and Action
networks. The proposal of Beat and Action as separate units is offered as an initial strategy

for clarifying the confusion in descriptions oftheatrical method for the use ofactors and

directors as well as theatre analysts.

Because the Beat activity is almost always defined by this interaction between Actions, the
meanings in the Representational system for Beat have an 'interpersonal’ flavour. They
encompass meanings that would be seen as Interpersonal in language, such as whether
language is used to promote action or to exchange information (Pragmatic system). This issue

was mentioned above in relation to the problem of'Inter-active' meanings in theatre, and
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reinforces the sense that perhaps Interactive meanings are more properly handled as part of

the Representational metafimction.

5.3.1 The Anatomy ofBeatHappenings: A Representational Networkfor Beat

The challenge of displaying semantic options for the Representational systems for Beats is
immense. This is because ofthe vast number of different kinds of interactive activities
possible, and because ofthe complexity of semiotic resources for realising meanings in
theatre. The interactive 'happenings' of Beats involve not only verbal but also non-verbal
actions. These can be simultaneous. A physical activity can be combined with verbal activity,
and each may represent a distinctly different state of affairs (for example, a conversation while
washing the dishes). This means that theatre can actively exploit the possibilities for
congruence and incongruence between the Representational possibilities of different symbolic
systems. In a recent production ofthe Australian play The Blind Giant is Dancing (by Steven
Sewell) an Episode involved a mother-in-law and daughter-in-law washing and drying dishes.
What was taking place verbally, however, was a complicated emotional negotiation, where
each was attempting to stake out her territory and set up emotional boundaries. In some
Beats there was an interaction between the verbal and non-verbal activities. For example, as
the verbal negotiation became heated the actor playing the daughter-in-law would perform

activities aggressively also.

Although it is possible to map only a portion ofthe semantic space for Beats, the networks
can offer valuable insights into meaning-making at a microcosmic level of theatrical
performance. The Representational networks for Beat provide a way oftalking about and
investigating semantic choices such as: “Bchparticipantsareinvdved in which kinds of irtetactive

activiiiesinaperiramailoe, whether these activities are relatively harmonious transactions or
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are problematic, and whether participants act upon each other or with each other (both
verbally and non-verbally). The system ofsuch choices has been labelled "Beat Happening",

and some proposed networks of choices for this system are discussed below.

To interact or not to interact: Transactive and Non-transactive Beats

Beats that involve a relationship between an Action and one or more Reactions represent
activities that are interactively constructed. In other words they represent transactions
between the characters participating in the Beat. An example of such a transaction in a Beat

is:

MRS IRVIN: I've got something special to <she moves ARC, to Lewis> show her in Church on Sunday.
[ <Lewis moves towards Mrs Irvin a couple of steps. >
[<Slight spot on Lewis and Mrs Irvin>
<The bone is around Mrs Irvin's nc«k; both Lewis and Mrs Irvin focus on the bone
which Mrs Irvin holds out)>

LEWIS: What is it?

MRS IRVIN: A piece of bone.
Very special bone.
From St Thomas.

A holy Relic.
{Summer ofthe Aliens, Louis Nowra, STC production 1993)

The 'show-and tell' interaction ofthe Beat is constructed interactively by the dialogue

between Lewis and Mrs Irvin and their mutual focus on the bone.

Transactions can be activities that are constructed verbally (such as a conversation) or non-
verbally (such as a physical fight) or they may constructed through both non-verbal and verbal
means (for example, a fight may involve both language and physical action). It should be
noted that the term "transaction" here is not equivalent to Sinclair and Coulthard's use ofthe
term in their framework for discourse analysis based on schoolroom discourse (1975). In their

work, "Transaction" is a unit on the rank scale of discourse units - the unit above the

160



exchange on the rank scale. However, in the framework proposed for theatrical performance,
it does not label a unit, but rather a semantic feature that is a systemic choice at the rank of
Beat (in the system ofBeat Happening). The term transactive here denotes a type ofBeat in

which there is an activity that is negotiated between its participants.

In a transactive Beat, there is minimally an Action and a Reaction, which together constitute
the transaction. The Action and Reaction taken together represent some interactive state of
affairs, some ofthe possibilities for which are displayed in the network. However, it is also
possible that Beat activities are not negotiated between participants. Beats can be 'soliloquies’,
involving only one participant character. These may be delivered by a character who is either

alone, or who acts "as if' she/he were alone (disengaged from any others present on stage).

For example:

<The lights in the circle dim siightly>
MRS IRVIN: <Looking down at the bone> Please. <She walks downstage 6 steps

before she speaks again> St Thomas.
<She looks up, with her eyes closed> one child <looking up towards the audience> that's

all.
just one sharing of our flesh.
(Summer o fthe Aliens, Louis Nowra, STCproduction 1993)

These Beats contrast with transactive Beats which involve interactive activities and thus they
are called non-transactive. Because oftheir non-interactive status, the semantic possibilities
for these Beats are quite different to those of transactive Beats, so they are represented as

contrasting choices in the network (see Figure 5.1a).

Interestingly, Kress and van Leeuwen include a similar distinction between transactional’
and 'non-transactionai in their Representational system for visual images. Non-transactional

processes include one participant only, whereas transactional processes have two participants
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(an Actor and a Goal). This option occurs in what they call Action Processes. For non-

transactional structures in images Kress and van Leeuwen explain:

The action ...has no 'Goal', is not "done to' or ‘aimed at' anyone or anything. The non-transactional action
process is therefore analogous to the intransitive verb in language. (1996:61)

The choice between [transactive] and [non-transactive] in the proposed performance network
needs to be interpreted a little differently to this. Non-transactive Beats are not always
intransitive - they can involve two participants. However, only one ofthese participants can
be a character. Thus, ifthere is a second participant in a non-transactive Beat, it must be

something other than a character (an object, for example).

In such transitive non-transactive Beats, either participant can play Actor or Goal functions in
the activity. For example, ifa character throws an object the character is the Actor and the
object is the Goal. On the other hand, ifan object flies onto the stage and hits the character,
the object is the Actor and the character is Goal. In Figure 5. 1b the option of
[circumstantial; effective] relates to the case in which a force external to the character - but
not another character - is the Actor and the character is Cjoal (for example, a wall falling on a
character; lightning striking a character). Where a character in a non-transactive Beat acts
upon something, the option [goal-directed] in the same network is chosen. However, unlike
the goal-directed system in transactive Beats (see Figure 5.3) there is no option of [co-

transactant] as (joal for non-transactive Beats.

It is useful to distinguish these non-transactive Beats from transactive Beats that have the
feature [outer]. The two kinds of participant relationships possible in the context oftheatrical
performance - those between the audience and performers (Engaging metafimction) and those

between characters (Inter-active metafimction) mean that Beat activities can be transactions
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negotiated between characters (inner transactions), or they can have the function of directly

informing or commenting to the audience (outer transactions). (See Figure 5.1c)

Outer transactions are interactions between a character or characters from the performance
and the audience. They need to be distinguished from non-transactive Beats where the
audience plays a more 'voyeuristic' role in relation to the interactions ofthe inner world,
rather than being directly addressed. Outer transactions can break the frame ofthe drama,
acting as a reminder ofthe performance context; they are explicit signs that draw attention to
the constructed context of performance and can act as 'alienation devices'. These outer
transaction Beats are often associated with Narrator characters (for example, the character of

the Narrator in Nowra's Summer ofthe Aliens discussed in chapter 7).

In many cases, the choice between [non-transactive] and [transactive:outer] for Beats can be
the responsibility of the makers ofthe performance (actors and director/s) as much as the
playwright. For example, Birch cites Berkoffs interpretation of Hamlet's 'To be or not to be'
speech. One of Berkoffs options for performing the first line - "To be or not to be, that is the
question.' - isto play it so that "...it would resemble a dialogue with the audience, as if | was
expecting an answer.” (Berkoff 1989 cited Birch 1991b: 25). In terms ofthe network, this
example shows that it could be a Beat that interacts with the audience - an outer transaction.
However, the option of [non-transactive] is also possible for this Beat: the actor could play it
as exteriorised thought (see Figure 5.1b), without directly addressing the audience. This
choice could be expressed through movements such as pacing up and down, or posture (for
example, sitting with head in hands). This example illustrates a key point already mentioned:
theatrical performance meanings are not ‘fixed' or entirely prescribed by a dramatic text. The

networks represent possible performance options (meaning potential) and the actualizations
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(actual choices) ofthe potential in particular performances are determined through the
interaction of performance participants - playwright, actors, directors, designers - in a range

of contexts - writing, workshopping, rehearsal.

The options for the sub-systems of outer transactions and ofnon-transactive Beats will not be
explored in detail, due to limitations of scope, and also because some of their sub-systems are
similar (although not identical) to those of inner transactions. The major focus will be on the
sub-systems of iimer transactions as they form the most elaborated and interesting part ofthe
network for Beat Happening. Before we leave the non-transactive sub-system, though, there
are some network features that should be explained. As noted above, although non-
transactive Beats only involve one character participant, there may be other non-character
participants or circumstances relevant to the Beat. These non-transactive Beats in which there
is some object, circumstance, or non-human event integral to the activity have the general
feature of [circumstantial] (see Figure 5. 1b), which contrasts with the choice of [non-
circumstantial] (Beats that involve only the non-interactive action ofa character).
Circumstantial non-transactive Beats can involve an independent non-human event (such as
a clap ofthunder, or a fire). This is similar to O'Toole's notion of'Event’ -natural occurrences
which do not involve human agency (1994: 21). Alternatively, the Beat can be effective, as
discussed above. The circumstantial option of responsorial, involves some kind of
circumstance (or non-human event) and a character, but the circumstance does not actually
'act upon' the character. Instead, the character may react or respond to the event or
circumstance. For example, at a clap ofthunder, a character may exclaim or react non-

verbally.
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There is a conceptual problem for non-transactive Beats that needs to be addressed at another
time. Because non-transactive Beats can consist of a single Action, at this stage some ofthe
choices for the non-transactive system ofBeat Hcppening overlap with options in the
Representational network for Action {Transitivity). Although the redundancy between the
networks for Beat and Action does not extend to all of the features, the issue ofnon-
transactive Beats suggests that the unique Representational functions available at each rank

need more consideration.

Realizations (initial optionsfor Beat):
Featnre/s Realizations

[transactive; inner] + Reaction/s (character participant)
multiple character participants
directparticipants in transactionfrom ‘inner world' only
mutual engagement between participants
Mutual engagement can be physicalised through such means as vectors
connecting the character participants (for example, mutual gaze
(intermittent or held), movement towards another, orientation, gesture);
dialogue (participants contributing co-operatively to discourse in a Beat)
or mutual focus on some activity, object or target. There are numerous
other possible manifestations.

[transactive; outer] audience as direct addressee in transaction
This is physicahsed through the creation of a vector between the speaking
character/actor and the audience - through full gaze at the audience and/or
gestures towards them, perhaps even direct address in the dialogue.

[non-transactive] single character participant
ifother characters are present on stage, the non-transactive character is
disengagedfrom them
Non-transactive is often physicalised as a character alone on the stage, but
if other characters are present, this efiect of alienation can also be
achieved through lighting (for example, decontextualising spot-light on
the non-transactive character while dimming light on other characters)
Disengagement' can also be physicalised through the absence of vectors
between any co-present characters (e.g. no mutual gaze, no gesture or
movement creating vector)

Semantic Optionsfor Inner Transactions
Figure 5.2a displays the simultaneous systems with entry feature [inner]. Some ofthese, such

as the Verbal, Non-verbal and Blocking systems are major subsystems, more delicately
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elaborated than the other simultaneous systems. These major sub-systems will be the focus of

the remainder ofthe discussion ofthe Beat Happening network.

Briefly, with respect to the other options, the choices of [metatheatrical] and [aesthetic] are
related to the way in which a Beat activity is framed - whether it is a self-consciously
‘theatrical activity that in some way points to the conventions of performance

(metatheatrical), or whether it is a 'performance within the performance' including songs,
plays and magical tricks performed by characters for other characters (aesthetic). An example
ofa [metatheatrical] beat occurs in Scene 4, Beat 1 ofthe performance of Summer o fthe
Aliens: the Narrator stands in darkness and clicks his fingers, whereupon the stage is instantly
lit up. This is a self-consciously theatrical action; it emphasises the artifice of the performance
system of lighting by drawing attention to the lighting change rather than letting it take place
as an unmarked convention. This strategy is a kind of'making strange'. As Elam notes, "When
theatrical semiosis is alienated, made 'strange’ rather than automatic, the spectator is
encouraged to take note ofthe semiotic means, to become aware ofthe sign-vehicle and its
operations.” (1980; 17-18). The metatheatrical choices were added to the system network
because both ofthe performances used for development and testing ofthe networks had
examples ofthese beats; they are an important part ofthe meaning potential for contemporary
performance. The option of [metatheatrical] also stretches the applicability ofthe networks

beyond purely naturalistic forms of theatre.

The semantic option of [adjacency pair] in Figure 5.2a is derived from its namesake in
ethnomethodological frameworks for discourse analysis (for example Schegloffand Sacks
1973) and relates to the degree of predictability involved in the constmction ofthe

transactive activity ofthe beat. In this performance network it encompasses both non-verbal
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and verbal features (for example, an exchange of greetings can be verbal or non-verbal - a
wave, the lifting of a hat - or a combination of both). However, this system is only 'on trial' in
the network at present. It sits somewhat uncomfortably among the other options because it is
in some ways closer to the realisational end of the scale (for theatre performance) than it is to
the more abstract semantic end. For example, one ofthe realisational possibilities for the
choice of [verbal: formulaic] (see Figure 5.4a) is through an adjacency pair in the discourse.
Also, although a Beat can consist of a single adjacency pair (such as an exchange of
greetings) there is often not a one-to-one relationship between adjacency pairs and Beats, so
that there may be several adjacency pairs in a Beat. Martin has noted such problems with the
notion of'adjacency pair' in his work on discourse semantics (1992: 47). The feature of
[adjacency pair] could be useful for investigating the degree to which the Beat activities in a
performance are constructed in predictable ways, and consideration of choices of [blocked] in
relation to these Beats could illuminate whether there is a pattern of frustrating the
expectation generated by the first part ofthe pair, or complying with this expectation.
However, Martin's comments in relation to discourse 'acts' unnecessarily re-stating meanings
ofthe grammar (1992; 55-56) are worth reflecting on for further refinement ofthe
performance networks: this could be a case where the discourse is already 'doing the work' in
the interpretation of these Beats, so it may be ultimately unnecessary to propose this system

for theatre.

The semantics o fDisruption: the system ofBlocking

The term ‘transactive' implies moving through to some sort of completion or point ofrest in
the negotiation of the micro-activity ofthe Beat. However, the construction ofthe transactive
activity can be disrupted in a range of ways, and where this is the case, the Beat is [blocked].

The first Action in the Beat tends to set up a potential state of affairs, a particular kind of
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transactive activity. The other participants can take up this potential state of affairs in their
Re-Action, and participate helpfully in the construction of this activity, or they can prevent
the state of affairs or activity from proceeding by 'blocking' the transaction. In other words,
participants in a Beat can either 'play the game' set up by the other, or they can challenge the

‘game’ in some way through blocking. For example;

LEWIS: [They're going.
Let's get the shells
[Lewis then flings his hand away, starting to get up, twists his torso to the hack, looking
US, then gets up. Duicie looks back also and gets up at the same time as Lewis, looking
athim...
DULCIE: [Lewis!
Geronimo!
[Duicie runs to Lewis and kicks the back of his ankle, pushing him over; Lewis falls,
resignedly, DSAR.>
LEWIS: No!
(Summer ofthe Aliens, Louis Nowra, STC production 1993)

Dulcie's Action verbally and non-verbally blocks the potential activity set up by Lewis’

suggestion that they "collect shells" (gun cartridges).

The concept ofblocking is derived from at least two sources. The first isthe body of
linguistic work in the area of discourse analysis. In particular, the concept is related to
Burton's (1980) adaptation of Sinclair and Coulthard's (1975) model for the purposes of
analysing casual conversation. Using dramatic dialogue as data, Burton makes the semantic

distinction between Supporting and Challenging Moves in discourse;

...given an Opening Move by speaker A, B has the choice either of politely agreeing, complying and
supporting the discourse presuppositions in that Move, and behaving in a tidy, appropriate way in his choice
of subsequent Moves and Acts, or of not agreeing, not supporting, not complying with those presuppositions..
(1980: 142)

The systemic choice between [blocked] and [unchallenged] in the Beat Happening network

(Figure 5.2b) is based on similar semantic principles of compliance versus disruption (or non-

172



blocked

unchallenged

VERBAL.

inner participants d NON-VERBAL

Beat

L outer

METAFUNCTION;
RANK:
SUB-SYSTEM:

ENTRY POINT FOR SYSTEM:

Representational - Beat Happening
Beat
Blocking

strategic

L non-strategic 1

[inner participants] (only available in [transactive] beats)

rhetorical game

resist object

) refuse
metamorphosis

single strategy

multi-strategy

+ contest

0]

pragmatic failure
unacknowledged

contingency

Figure 5.2b



compliance). However, it needs to be stressed that the Beat is not identical to the Discourse
unit, being a performance unit of a different kind of abstraction. Blocking in performance is
not a purely linguistic phenomenon; it is the semantic choice of disruption to a performance
unit, and can be realized through language, non-verbal signs or a combination of both. The
choice ofthe feature [blocked] means that the activity and negotiation ofthe Beat are in some

way made problematic, and is one way ofbuilding tension and conflict in a performance.

The other source informing this performance feature is theatre practice, and the term
"blocking™ is specifically taken fi-om improvisational methods of acting training (theatre-
sports is an example ofthis kind of improvisational theatre). When, during the course ofan
improvisation, a co-actor projects ideas about the hypothetical action, situation and
characters that are ‘'under construction’, it is more productive dramatically for the other
actor/s to support and actively take up the offered definition of the 'state ofaffairs' than to
"block™ or challenge it. This concept has needed elaboration for the performance framework.
An important distinction is that, while in improvisation the concept refers to the co-operation
or lack of it between the actors in creating a theatrical scene, in the performance network
proposed for Beat, it refers to the way in which the characters represented by actors can
block or comply in the construction of Beat transactions. In a scripted and rehearsed
production, such as those considered in this thesis, while characters may block each other
regularly (as part of the performance design), it is only under exceptional conditions that
actors and co-creators o fthe performance block each other, usually due to mischance (for
example, actors forgetting lines or missing entrance cues; technical hitches such as lights not
working or doors not opening). While the feature of [blocked] in the performance network is

not exactly the same as either ofits 'ancestors’, there is a general ‘family resemblance’, and the
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insights ofboth sources have been valuable for the development ofthe blocking system for

theatrical performance.

When a transaction is blocked, its Representational flavour changes. The denial of co-
operation in constructing the transaction can change the nature ofthe transactive activity
altogether in some Beats. It is for this reason that Blocking is displayed in the network
(Figure 5.2b) as a recursive system. For example, the option of [metamorphosis] (one of the
options in the system with entry feature [Strategic]) is, as its name implies, a blocking Action
that transforms (or attempts to transform) the interactive activity in the Beat. The blocked
Beat example above (between Dulcie and Lewis) is an instance of a blocked Beat with the

[metamorphosis] feature.

Metamorphosis is one ofthe strategic options for blocking. The term 'strategic’ implies that
there is some kind of motivated 'thmst' to the choice ofblocking on the part ofthe character,
such as actively resisting co-operation (resist); deliberately rejecting participation in the
transaction ([reject: withdraw] or [reject: unacknowledged]); or attempting to change the
activity (metamorphosis). The blocking may involve a combination of these strategies, so the
choice of [multi-strategy] permits re-entry into the sub-system. Non-strategic blocks are
more due to non-deliberate and chance causes such as the interruption ofa Beat by something
falling, or a flash of lightning (contingency), or the inability ofthe participants to understand
one another (pragmatic failure). The option [unacknowledged] appears in both the
strategic and the non-strategic sub-system, because a failure to respond in any way to the
Action of another could be either deliberate (willful refusal to acknowledge) or non-deliberate

(for example, not hearing).
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The recursive option in the blocking system allows for the blocking feature itselfto be chosen
again in a Beat, which can create a contest, with each participant trying to outdo the other.
The feature of [blocked] and its possible recursion can create some structural difficulty for the
interpretation ofthese Beats because they complicate the issue of where Beat boundaries
occur (although, as noted earlier in the discussion of Beat boundaries, they are, to a certain
extent subjectively determined in any case). For example, in this Beat from the Sydney
Theatre Company performance of Nowra's Summer o fthe Aliens there is a [metamorphosis]

(at Lewis' Action):

SCENE 7: BEAT 39

BRIAN: Okay <Dulcie looks at Briaii>, let's see how tough you are. <Brian steps towards Dulcie>
LEWIS; <moves between Brian and Dulcie, looking at Brian> This is boring,

let's go

and play cricket.
BRIAN: <Pause> All right. <He runs off USAL, Lewis follows>

This could be seen as two transactions, and hence two Beats; one between Dulcie and Brian
that is blocked by Letvis, and another between Lewis and Brian that is [unchallenged]. There
are two different 'duets’. The recursive system of [blocking] allows for this possibility. That is,
in terms ofthe network it is a 'legal’ Beat, so the issue is one of interpretation: should this be
interpreted as one Beat with recursion, or as two separate Beats with Lewis' Action as the
pivot between the two? The first interpretation is preferred here, as it highlights the
interactive fiustration caused by the metamorphosis. There is not just a 'normal’ Beat change
here; the transactive activity ofthe Beat has been 're-directed’. It is necessary to decide
whether to treat this as separate Beats, each with their own Action-Reaction structure, or

whether it is a kind of'complex’ that can be treated as a structural whole.

This situation is not unlike challenges in the grammatical interpretation of verbal group

complexes. Halliday (1994; 290) discusses the example of 'Mary wanted to go". He suggests
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that this can either be treated as; 1) a projecting verbal group complex (and hence overall as
one configuration of Actor + Process: material); or 2) as a projecting clause complex, with
two functional configurations, the first (Senser + Process: mental) projecting the second
(Process: material). Such intricate reasoning may seem unnecessary for theatre, but it does

raise interesting interpretive issues about the crafting of the performance.

In performance, choices from the Blocking system can be strongly influenced by the scripted
dramatic text, but this is not to say that the other performance participants have no input into
these choices. Blocking, like other performance choices, can be interpreted differently
depending on one's 'reading' of a Beat transaction. This is one reason why the networks are
valuable: they can be usefiil as a way of comparing and debating different 'readings' and
responses. The significance of the option of Blocking will be explored further in chapter 7,

where it will be explored in relation to a performance example.

The realizations below show the contributions ofthe features ofthe system ofblocking to a
transactive Beat. Because this system is available only when [transactive: inner] is chosen, the

realization features associated with these options should be assumed here.

Realizations (Inner transactions)
Feature/s Realizations

[unchallenged] + complying Re-Action
This can be expressed through such means as a supporting move
in the discourse, non-verbal gestures indicating compliance or
agreement (nodding, smiling), physical action that fulfils the
second part of an adjacency pair (such as response to a request)
and more.

[blocked] + non-complying Re-Action
(+ Blocking Action)
This can be expressed through a challenging move in the
discourse (perhaps a dispreferred response to the opening move in
an adjacency pair), and/or through a range of non-verbal
activities that inhibit or hinder the transaction under construction
(such as pushing away, turning away, failure to perform a
requested action).
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Options within the Blocking ~stem :

[metamoiphosis] + metamorphosing blocking Action (blocking
Action re-defined or transforms the activity-type ofthe Beat)

This could be expressed as a topic change in the
discourse and/or physical action that sets up the potential for a
new transactive activity.

[reject: withdraw] + disengaging blocking Action (blocking Action

actively creates disengagementfrom the transaction)

This is physicalised most importantly through physical retreat Ity
the blocking chararter from the other transactant/s, and can also
involve disengagement of gaze and/or

orientation (turning away )

[non-strategic; contingency] + contingent blocking Action (a chance or
accidental event interrupts the transaction)
This is physicalised mainly through non-verbal events - either
chance events arising from a Beat transaction (such as an object
breakmg) or events external to the transaction, perhaps expressed
through sound effects, or a physical event such as a roof
collapsing. The contingency can also be offstage dialogue, or
perhaps the sudden appearance of another character.

V/rbal and Non-Verbal Optionsfor Beat Happening

One ofthe initial decisions to be made for the networks was whether to propose separate
systems for verbal and non-verbal choices, or whether these could be treated together in an
over-arching system that integrated the meanings ofboth. Although it is possible to think of
general happenings that could underlie both verbal and non-verbal choices (such as offers or
fights), in considering performance examples, it seemed that many Beats exploited the
different semantic potential of verbal and non-verbal resources (for example, a Beat in which
there is a 'conversation’ while 'playing cricket'). It appeared likely that the semantic 'picture’ of
Beat would be richer if Verbal and Non-Verbal resources were treated as separate systems in

the network.

Figure 5.2a shows that Verbal happening and Non-verbal happening are simultaneous binary

systems, each with [0] as the second term in the system. This is to allow for the choice of
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combination of Verbal and Non-Verbal Happenings in Beats. However, there is a problem
with these systems. It is assumed that a Beat transaction must involve either a Verbal
happening, a Non-verbal happening, or both, which means that the choice of [0] (Verbal)
AND [0] (Non-verbal) is not possible. The choice of [0] in either system precludes its choice
in the other. In order to indicate this in the network, one ofthe techniques suggested by
Fawcett (in Benson, Cummings and Greaves 1988 ; 18-19) has been adopted. To handle the
problem of "systemic inelegance™ Fawcett discusses the possibility ofusing some marking in
the system network to block unwanted co-selections. Thus the networks that display these
two systems for performance (for example. Figure 5.1c; Figure 5.2a) include marking (with a
star symbol) to indicate restrictions on co-selection. The marking indicates thatfeatures 'a’
and 'b'cannot be co-selected. This is because any other combination is possible - ONLY the

combination of [0] and [0] is systemically illegal.

Admittedly, this is rather a clumsy solution, but to accommodate the various options of
choosing: 1) Verbal without Non-verbal; 2) Non-Verbal without Verbal; or 3) Verbal and
Non-verbal is surprisingly challenging. Other possibilities for displaying this situation could
include the addition ofa recursive system. However, true iteration is not possible here; that is,
once Verbal is chosen, it cannot be chosen again (and the same for Non-verbal) except when
there is Blocking. Alternatively, there could be either a three-term system (a choice between
1) Non-Verbal only; 2)Verbal only or 3) Both Verbal and Non-verbal). No solution is entirely
satisfying, and further work is needed if the network is to be both 'elegant' and yet a fair

representation of the semiotic complexity of theatrical performance.
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Non-verbal Happenings

Problems with identifying non-verbalfeatures in performance

There is an almost infinite number of possible non-verbal happenings at the rank of Beat, so
the system represents an attempt to define some ofthe abstract semantic features that
differentiate these happenings from each other. Also, in the analysis of performance, each
Beat contains such a range of non-verbal information that the task of defining the major
interactively relevant non-verbal choices is complicated. Kress and van Leeuwen outline a
similar difficulty in identifying processes and participants in images containing naturalistic
detail (1996: 46), but they argue nevertheless that these images can be analysed into
participants and processes. (1996: 47). They offer two arguments, the first based on formal
art theory, whereby 'participants' can be perceived as distinct and salient 'masses' or 'volumes'
and processes are 'vectors'. The second argument is derived from functional semiotic theory,
and relates to the roles or functions played by the most salient ‘'volumes' (such as Actor and
Goal) (Kress and van Leeuwen 1996: 47-48). In a similar way, the most significant
transactive non-verbal actions in a Beat can be proposed based on the salience of the actions
and on the roles played by the participants. The relationship between the non-verbal detail in a

Beat and the abstracted participants and transactive processes is similar to the way 'phonemes'

in the phonology of a language are abstractions from phonetic information.

Options in the Non-verbal system

The major distinction proposed for non-verbal transactions for Beat at this stage is between
non-verbal transactions that are directed towards another participant and those that are not.
For example, "sitting down" is an example of a non-directed activity, whereas "hitting
someone" is an activity that is directed at another participant. Directedness is expressed

through vectors which may be created through any combination of gesture, locomotion.
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directed action, posture (for example, leaning towards), and/or gaze. There is a distinct
difference too, between non-verbal transactions that involve physical contact between
participants (goal-directed), and those in which participants are only connected through a
vector (target-oriented). Figure 5.3 displays these options, treating Goal and Target options
in different systems, because a Beat can contain both a Goal-directed and a Target-oriented
transaction. In each sub-system there is a choice between directed actions (goal-directed,
target-oriented) and non-directed actions (non-goal, non-target). The choice of [goal-
directed] is realized through the presence of Actor and Goal functions in the Beat where the
actions ofthe Actor physically affect the Goal. The feature [target-oriented] is realized by
the presence of functions Targeted and Targeter where the two are connected by a vector

only. Atarget interaction does not involve physical contact.

Some ofthe more delicate options for the sub-systems of Goal and Target will be introduced
and explained through examples taken from transcripts of performances (described at the

beginning of this chapter pp. 151-2).

1. Goal-directed Transactions

As shown in the network for non-verbal happenings (Figure 5.3), goal-directed non-verbal
actions can involve a character physically acting upon a co-transactant (character), an object
or the environment as Goal. The Beat below is an example of [goal-directed; non-mutual;
co-transactant], in which the character '‘Max' (Actor) physically acts upon the other

character 'Mercy' (Goal);
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MAX: <he kneels and grabs Mercy's throat> Nay, ifyou strive-
MERCY: But halfan hour!
— JACK;-------- Just halfan hour.
{The Manfrom Mukinupin)

Goal-directed non-verbal transactions can also involve a number of characters as Actors
acting upon another character (Goal) collectively or cooperatively. In the Beat below, Edie

and Clarry both act upon Polly as the Goal:

<During the next lines Edie and Clarry are checking, smoothing, adjusting Polly's
dress while Polly is watching Clem>

CLEMMY:: And Nellie Stewart was principal boy in Cinderella.

All the gallery girls called <Gesture: one hand slicing the air> Nellie! Nellie!

and threw her floral tributes.

POLLY: <loudly, emphatically> Nellie Stewart!

CLEMMY: But then His Majesty's binnt down on a Palm Sunday

and | fell from the high wire

and ended up in Mukinupin.

POLLY: <leans towards Clemmy> Oh! Miss Clemmy, Miss Clemiity, how could you bear

it!

CLEMMY: Dead and buried under a sea of scrub.
EDIE; Don'twriggle, Polly.
CLARRY: Almost finished.

{The Manfrom Mukinupin)

Strictly speaking, it is Polly's clothing that is the Goal, but her clothes are so closely
connected with herself (in a kind of metonymic relationship), rather than being objects totally
disconnected from the character, that this is treated as choosing [co-transactant] as Goal
rather than [object]. More delicate options could be added with the [co-transactant] as entry
feature to make finer distinctions, such as 'body parts' or 'personal possessions' as Goal. In

terms ofthe network (Figure 5.3) the 'pathway' of features selected in this Beat would be

analysed as: [goal-directed: non-mutual: co-transactant; cooperative].

Incidentally, this example also shows one ofthe interesting structural possibilities in the
realizations of Beats. There are actually two distinct transactions going on here, one between

Polly and Clemmy, and one between Clarry, Edie and Polly (mainly non-verbal transaction).
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This situation is treated as simultaneous realisation, where two separate Beats occur in the
same stretch oftime rather than in sequence. This is a possibility ofthe performance context
that can be exploited to create a range of interesting effects, and can also have consequences

for Focus (for example, when two simultaneous Beats compete for Focus).

Non-verbal transactions with [object] as Goal can also be cooperative, but ifthey are not,

they may be [parallel];

<Doring the next lines Lewis and Duicie are picking up shells (used gun cartridges)
from the grass>

LEWIS: Mum says
he's got wife problems or something.
DULCIE: <Dnlcie moves over to Lewis> It's because he lives in Singapore Street.

There's something wrong with the water supply.

<Proi L:D = 2>
— LEWIS:——-- It tastes all right. <Looks at Duicie, then back down at the grass>-----------------------
{Summer ofthe Aliens)

Lewis and Duicie are not acting on the same Goal (the same object), but their action is
[parallel]; that is, they are picking up different tokens (objects) but the tokens have the same
'value' (gun cartridges). The transactive aspect ofthe non-verbal activity is created by them
performing identical activities, even though they are acting on separate Goals. In addition,
because the goal-directed activity is repeated in the Beat, we could analyse this as
[punctiliar: iterative] The term ‘punctiliar' is used in a similar sense to Hasan (1996; 61), to
refer to actions that have an inherent completion point in contrast with those that are

[continuous].

This example also illustrates a point made about the potential for difference between the non-
verbal and verbal transactions in a Beat. The verbal transaction (gossip-like exchange) has no
connection to the non-verbal activity (picking up the gun cartridges). Figure 5.5 shows this

option in the network as [diverging] (entry to this system is only possible when both the
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options of Verbal Happening and Non-verbal Happening are chosen). In the Beat example
above, the divergence seems to be [random] rather than being the kind of contradiction that

causes semantic [dissonance].

Goal-directed transactions in Beats can be uni-directional (the feature of non-mutual in the
network) with the functions of Actor and Goal mapped onto different characters or bi-
directional (the feature of mutual in the network) with each character functioning as both
Actor and Goal in the transaction. For example the non-verbal action between Dulcie and

Lewis in this example is mutual;

<Lewis and Dulcie lie down together, kissing each other>
NARRATOR;  We made love in the paddocks

{Summer ofthe Aliens)

The dimension of space allows such non-verbal transactions to show each character as Actor
and Goal simultaneously. Kress and van Leeuwen also identify such bi-directional processes
in images (1996; 63). The closest to this situation in language would perhaps be a clause such
as; "They kissed"”, in which the 'they' could be analysed as Medium, but it cannot fully achieve

the effect of separate entities simultaneously acting upon another and being acted upon.

2. Target-oriented transactions

Target-oriented actions can also be mutual (where each character is both Targeted and

Targeter) or non-mutual (See Figure 5.3). Examples of non-mutual target-oriented

185



transactions are given below, the first with co-transactant as Target, the second with object
as Target;

a) [target: cotransactant; non-parallel; motion; advance]

MERCY; <She runs across the stage towards Max, her arm outstretched towards him, then
stands AL of him>
That death's unnatural that kills for loving.

{The Manfrom Mukinupiri)

b) [Target; nonmutual: object; parallel; perceptual]

< All characters turn to face upstage and look at the sign. Jack is under the sign on a
higher level. >

ALL: Peridns general Store, 1912.

{The Man from Mukinupin)

The manyfunctions o f Gaze and Motion

Target-oriented transactions are perhaps the most difficult to abstract from the non-verbal

detail ofa beat in performance (from an analytical or interpretive point ofview), because gaze

and movement in performance can have a range of different and complex meanings. For

example, a movement towards another character may not be so much representing a target-

oriented action as being an interpersonal signal of involvement in the transaction. Similarly,

gaze can have a range of functions, often simultaneous, such as:

¢+ indicating which characters are involved in a transaction (the unmarked case for interacting
participants is often intermittent gaze towards each other)

+ marking changes in alignment between characters (a shift of gaze can indicate a Beat
change)

¢+ signalling attitude towards or relationships between characters (for example, averted gaze
could signal anger or dislike)

¢ establishing a Target (watching someone or something).
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It can be difficult to tell in certain Beats where gaze and motion are target-oriented in a

Representational sense. In general, the gaze and motion for target-oriented transactions are

somehow marked. For example, they may be more salient (perhaps exaggerated) and involve

greater concentration and longer duration. This area of performance meaning and expression

presents a challenge that could be explored in fiiture research.

Realizations (Non-verbal transactions)

Feature/s

[goal-directed; non-mutual]

[goal-directed: mutual]

[target-oriented: non-mutual]

[target-oriented: mutual]

Verbal Happenings

Realizations

+physical contact action;

+ Actor; + Goal

Junctions o fActor and Goal mapped onto differentparticipants
in the transaction

+ reciprocal or reciprocated contact action
directparticipants are characters

Junctions o f Goal and Action conflated

and mapped onto each character involved in the reciprocal
action

+ salient vector

+ Targeted; + Targeter

functions of Targeted and Targeter mapped onto different
participants in the transaction

The vector can be physicalised through gaze and/or posture,
gesture, movement. For aural perception, the target-orientation
may be manifested through a more subtle vector (such as an
inclination of the head) together with non-verbal signs of
attention (such as &cial reactions)

+ salient vector

reciprocity (gaze and/or motion)

participants are characters

Junctions of Targeted and Targeter conflated and mapped onto
both characters in the target transaction

The gaze is mutual and/or the movement is either contrary along
the vector (both retreating from each other) or converging along
the vector (both moving towards each other)

The Representational meanings in the Verbal systems of transactive inner Beats again cover

some Interpersonal territory, encompassing some 'Inter-active' meanings pertaining to the
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relations between inner characters. This is because transactive Beats are co-operatively
produced activities, and the meanings being ‘represented’ are not only verbal activities of
different kinds, but also the ways in which participants are acting together, and upon one

another verbally to construct these activities.

The options for the performance system of Verbal Happening are most strongly influenced by
a range of Systemic-functional linguistic research and theory (for example, Hasan 1996;
Halliday, 1973; 1975; 1994; Berry 1981; Martin, 1992). In the initial stages of development,
the majority of this system was organised around Halliday's distinction (1975; 1978) between
pragmatic and mathetic; "...the mathetic/pragmatic distinction corresponds to one of
‘response required' (pragmatic) versus 'response not required’ (mathetic)." (1975: 55).
However, as the networks were tested on performance examples, it became necessary to
revise this division and the semantic distinctions in various ways. Inanumber ofBeats that
were 'mathetic’, although the initial Action did not require a response, the other character did
respond, by entering into a verbal negotiation. There seemed to be a difference between Beats
that involved giving information without verbal negotiation, and Beats that involved an
exchange of information, but where the co-participation was voluntary rather than solicited.
For example:

1) response not solicited; information not negotiated

DULCIE: <exuberantly, looking down> Nfy father was handsome.
[Very brown, shiny like copper.
[<Dulcie stands and moves across AL to Centre. Lewis is looking down>
Tall. <Dulcie moves around to USAR in the circle and continues around to AR of the
chair>
He was Basque, miun says.
He went back
to fight for the freedom of Basque.
He died in a hail of bullets <Dulcie stands ARC, looking out to the audience and hugging
the doll> from the Spanish police.
(Summer ofthe Aliens, STC, 1993)
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2) response not solicited but information negotiated

LEWIS: He must be out ofjail.
DULCIE: <still looking at Lewis, leans back slightly. Lewis, facing US, leans to
the side, as if he's watching someone> He owes Stan mon”.
They had some scheme going with a cop, stripping cars.
<Lewis sits and turns his body to the front>
LEWIS: [<looking at Dulcie. Lewis continues moving around, until he faces diag.
DSAL. He looks up, then up diag. AR>
[Maybe he's practising
to kill him. <Lewis smiles>
DULCIE: <looking down, *"coy™> Fd pay him
if he did.
(Summer ofthe Aliens, STC, 1993)

This situation was resolved by proposing a systemic distinction between pragmatic and non-
pragmatic (see Figure 5.4a). Non-pragmatic Beats are about using language for 'reflection’
rather than 'action’. There are two choices for constructing reflections (non-pragmatic):
mathetic and negotiated information. In mathetic Beats, the activity of reflection involves a
single participant doing the 'meaning-making’, a single participant presenting ideas (such as
giving information, making an observation, imagining) to another participant, who responds
only through signs of attentiveness. The sub-system of choices for Mathetic Beats is displayed
in Figure 5.4c. In Beats that involve negotiated information, the process of reflection involves

more than one participant negotiating ideas (such as a conversation, or gossip).

With these features, the network istrying to capture the paradoxical nature of the Beat as
both a pre-formed whole (synoptic perspective) and as a dynamic process. In performance, a
Beat may appear to be mathetic, until another character steps in to negotiate, turning the Beat
into a negotiated information Beat .Yet, in a rehearsed performance the ‘process’ of
negotiating linguistic meaning in particular is more likely to be the representation ofa
linguistic process than a spontaneous 'process’. In rehearsed forms of theatre, although other
kinds of performance choices may shift during repeated performances, the choice between

[mathetic] and [negotiated information] is one ofthe least 'negotiable’ choices once the
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production reaches the stage of performance (except in extenuating circumstances when

improvisation of dialogue may be necessary).

In addition to these changes to Halliday's mathetic function, the semantic space o fthe feature

[pragmatic] began to expand and shift slightly, so that it could encompass not only verbal
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transactions that involved the requirement of response, but any verbal transaction
involved some kind of linguistic "imposition™ or "intrusion” by one character upon another or

others.

Thus the distinction between pragmatic and non-pragmatic distinguishes between Beats in
which the verbal activity initiated by one character either requires some active response
(verbal or non-verbal) from the other character/s and/or imposes participation upon them
(pragmatic), and Beats in which the initiation ofthe activity places no pressure on the other

participant/s to actively respond or to actively participate (non-pragmatic Beats).

The different Pragmatic systems of meaning in the performance network represent different
kinds of linguistic 'intrusions'. Figure 5.4b displays the options for the sub-system of
Pragmatic verbal transactions. There are intmsions in which linguistic negotiations are
attempts to promote action of some kind: either influencing, where one participant tries to
influence the action of the other, or intervening, where one participant 'offers' to perform
some action affecting the other. These intrusions are action-onented. The action may involve
benefit to one, or other (or all) participants in the Beat. The feature of [beneficile] is adapted

from Hasan (1996: 79). An example ofa [pragmatic: action-oriented] Beat is:

NORMA; Go inside
and wash for tea.
<Pause.>

<Bev walks around behind Gran’s chair to AR>
(Summer ofthe Aliens, STC, 1993)

A second system of'intrusions’ involves the linguistic negotiation of information, but
information that is actively solicited rather than offered (information-oriented).

For example, Dulcie solicits information from Lewis in the Beat below:
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<Dulcie and Lewis are looking of Tstage>

DULCIE; What is it?

LEWIS: Down by the creek.

Two people.

DULCIE: We're doing nothing wrong.

LEWIS: They might be guards from the power station.
{Summer o fthe Aliens, STC, 1993)

The third system involves intrusion ofa symbolic kind. The reality-constructing principles of
language can be used to impose symbolic 'values' upon other participants. These symbolic
intrusions belong in the system ofassignation. The term 'assignation’ is used to mean the act
of assigning values - such as roles, attributes and positions in the social order- and hence is
not connected with its common meaning of "meeting"”. This concept is derived from two
major sources. Firstly, it relates to theories of socially-constructed subjectivity and subject
positioning. For example, Birch notes that the construction of subjectivity is an interactive
process; "Subjectivity is conferred upon us, and we, in turn, confer it upon others.” (1991b:
113). He also points out the significant role of language in this process of conferring

subjectivity, for example;

Talking about a person as 'the one with blond hair and blue eyes' assigns quite a different role to that person
than saying 'the internationally renowned concert pianist’,...even though all may well apply to the ‘same’
person. (Birch 1991b: 149)

The other source ofthe concept ofassignation comes from functional grammar. Relational
processes in the grammar construe relationships between entities in terms of attributes or
identity. The concept of assignation for Beats restricts the symbolic construction to
characters, specifically the characters involved in the transaction, so its realization must
include the roles of Valuer (the one who assigns the symbolic 'values' to the other) and
Valued (the one who is construed or assigned values). The feature of assignation is

significant, because it can show how participants in the stage world are explicitly constructed
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(or 'valued") in relation to others and offers insights into processes such as 'other-ing' (how
certain participants in the stage world are given the value of'other'). Anexample ofa Beat in

which assignation is at issue is;

STAN: <moving towards Lewis>

You know why I let you go out with Dulcie?
Because although you're weird,

you're safe, Lewis.

A-grade poofter safe.

(Summer o fthe Aliens, STC, 1993)

Thus, pragmatic Beats can be negotiating action, information or assigning symbolic values to
other participants, but the key factor is that they are all interventions that demand or impose
participation from more than one participant in the Beat. Each ofthese choices implies
different functional roles (see Realisations below). During the detailed analysis ofthe
performance that forms the basis for the discussion in chapter 7, it became obvious that this
area ofthe network may need finer distinctions and more careful criteria in order to be
applicable across the overwhelming variety of Beat instances in a performance. However,
even these basic distinctions helped to identify important aspects of how the drama and
performance of Summer o fthe Aliens constructs its peculiar symbolic universe and

characters.

The distinctions in the verbal systems may also be of use to actors preparing roles for
performance. For example, in Summer ofthe Aliens, Scene 4: Beat 12 (see transcript in
Appendix A) Dulcie says: "I'm going to leave school, become a prostitute.” This could be
played as a mathetic transaction, as if she is simply informing Lewis without expecting a
response. On the other hand it could be played as a deliberate attempt to provoke Lewis into

a reaction, to provoke him into interacting with her (pragmatic). So the choice between
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pragmatic and non-pragmatic (mathetic) could be useful for deciding how this Beat should be

played, especially as it is a rather strange line for the actor to have to deliver.

This example also shows the subtle difference between linguistic units and performance units.
The system ofverbal options may seem redundant in the performance network, since there is
already a hilly elaborated system for analysing the language (grammar and discourse).
However, the different performance options of pragmatic and mathetic for this Beat show a
choice that does not necessarily come through in a linguistic analysis. Dulcie's linguistic move
can be performed in different ways, which can affect the kind ofverbal Action and transaction
that are taking place. We need a system for verbal transactions for theatre that takes into
account the way the language interacts with other non-verbal performance options in

performance.

Realizations (Verbal transactions)
Feature/s Realizations

[pragmatic: information] + response-seeking verbalisation
commodity sought is information
+ information seeker; + informationprovider; conflate
information seeker with initiator o fpragmatic
transaction; conflate information provider with
respondent to pragmatic transaction
A typical realization ofthese in discourse would be
through a 'knowledge exchange' (for example, as
discussed by Martin, 1992, following Berry 1981) - a
sequence of a K2 move followed by a K1 move.
However, this sequence can be repeated in a Beat and
still be part of the same information-seeking transaction
(Beat). The K1 response can also be non-verbal (such as
nodding). The meaning of information response -seeking
can also be realised through non-verbal accompaniments
to the verbal (gaze, facial expression etc.)

[pragmatic: action] + response-provoking verbalisation;
The transaction involves explicit or implicit verbal
negotiation ofaction relevantto at least one character
in the Beat;
The language o fthe transaction implies (explicitly or
implicitly) roles of
(potential) Affected (or Goal) and/or (potential) Actor in
some action;
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[pragmatic; assignation]

[pragmatic; assignation; non-contractual]

[pragmatic; assignation; contractual]

[non-pragmatic; mathetic]

[non-pragmatic; negotiated information]

At least one ofthe roles -Affected or Actor- must be
attributed (explicitly or implicitly) to one ofthe
immediate participants (character) in the transaction.
The role of "potential Actor* is consistent with Berry's
‘primary actor* in action exchanges for discourse.
(Berry, 1981). The linguistic realisations in Pragmatic
Actions can be elliptical, and the potential roles (Actor
and/or Affected) and reference to action may have to be
assumed. The system of Pragmatic actions allows such a
huge range of possible instances, that it is difficult to be
precise about realizations. More woric is necessary in this
part of the netwoilc.

+ valuing verbalisation

+ Valuer; + Valued

Valuer and Valued must both be immediate participants
(character) in the transaction

Assignations are often realized (in part or whole) by
relational clauses in the graimnar; attributive and/or
identifying

conflate Valuer with initiator of
assignation transaction

+ value-seeking verbalisation

conflate Valued with initiator o fassignation transaction
(response-seeker); conflate Valuer with respondent in
transaction (response-provider)

+ information-offering verbalisation

+ information giver; + addressee/listener

Here there is no cooperative meaning- making in the
discourse of the Beat, although the 'listener’ may provide
verbal signs of attention and interest.

+ information-offering verbalisation

+ co-operative construction ofinformation and ideas
There is turn-taking in the discourse in these
transactions, with both participants actively contributing
to the meaning-making in the verbal transaction.
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5.4 Compositional and Engaging Metafunctions

5.4.1 A Metgfunctional Quandary: Engaging or Organising?

An intriguing, and somewhat frustrating dilemma arose in the development of system
networks for the Engaging function - a problem that, as the framework progressed, did not
seem to be limited to the Beat unit, but instead seemed to be a recurring diflBculty associated
with laying out the semantic and expressive resources for the Interpersonal (Engaging)

metafunction in theatre.

The problem first became apparent when the meaning system ofProminence was considered.
The term 'prominence’ was initially used to describe the way in which certain elements ofthe
Beat could be given a 'marked' quality, standing out from other elements on the stage. This
kind of prominence could be theatrically achieved through a range of devices such as:
contrast, use of higher levels, centring (referring to the physical centre ofthe stage), or any
kind of contrastive option. Each Beat presents prominent elements and these elements may
change from Beat to Beat. In any one Beat there may be several elements competing for
prominence, or there may be one clear 'focus'. There seemed no doubt that the meanings of

prominence needed to be included in an analytical framework for theatre.

The problem was; to which metafunction did these meanings belong? This may appear to be
an odd question, given the fact that the metafunctions are, in many ways, so clearly

semantically and structurally distinct. However, in theatre '‘prominence’ can be described and
viewed in two different ways, making it a possible candidate for two different metaflinctions;

the Interpersonal (Engaging), and the Compositional.
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5.4.2 Argumentsfor Pronunence as a Compositional Phenomenon
The Compositional function, like the Textual function in language, is an organising function
In theatre, the performance must be organised along two dimensions - temporal and spatial.

Catron's image ofthe Director's task is an appealing one;

... the director sh”™)es the production both in space ... and in time, which involves rhythm, pace and tempo.
For the former you are sculptor and choreographer, for the latter you become a syng>hoigr conductor.
(1989:287)

The Compositional function is the means by which the other two functions (Interpersonal and
Representational) are organised into a performance. In the Systemic-Functional model of
language, the Textual function also has a foregrounding function, whereby a certain part of
the clause has 'a special status' assigned to it. (Halliday 1994; 37). In English this is achieved
by putting the element with special status first in the clause. In language there is also another
kind of'focus' at work in the Textual function, that of'prominence’, whereby certain
information is signalled as 'New' through systems o f Intonation. The first type of prominence
(Theme) can be described as 'speaker-oriented prominence’, whereas, the second type of

prominence (New) can be described as listener-oriented prominence' (Halliday, 1994;336).

The suggested system of Prominence in the Beat then, seems to clearly tie in with these
Textual functions of prominence in the clause. Could prominence in theatre be treated within
the Compositional Metafimction as a kind of theatrical 'thematisation' (or 'News')? Seen in
this light, the theatrical system of Prominence would involve the organisation of
Representational and Interpersonal meanings so that one or more elements have a Theme-like
function. The element having Theme function in theatre would be the element that is
psychologically salient to the creators ofthe performance. Alternatively, prominence could be

seen as that which is signalled to the audience as important to attend to - the 'news’.
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An example to illustrate:

In a particular Beat, imagine that a character is revealing an important secret to another
character. They are positioned centre stage. To their right, seated stage left, is another
character, listening to the conversation. The characters in the centre are lit by a dim, wide
spotlight but their faces are in shadow. The listening character to the side is lit in an intense,

white, narrow spot, making her face appear ghostly and intensely white.

Lighting is often used as a focussing device, serving to highlight important information,
actions and reactions. In the example above, what is being signalled is that the reactions ofthe
observing' character are significant, and reveal some new information'. However, the
prominence established by the lighting also draws the gaze and attention of the viewer

towards this participant, that is, it also has an Engaging function. Below are arguments

related to the Engaging role of prominence.

5.4.3 ArgumetUsforplacing Prominence in the Engaging (Interpersonal) Metafunction
The idea of treating theatrical prominence in the Compositional metafunction is certainly
viable. However, from another point ofview, anything that is prominent (contrastive or
marked) tends to attract attention, to 'strike out' at the audience. This means that Prominence
also becomes a candidate system for the Engaging Metafunction. The audience will tend to be
drawn to the elements that are made prominent or focal on stage, and this engagement with
the audience is perhaps the most important process in theatre. During rehearsal, directors,
designers and performers make decisions about what they want to 'strike' the audience at
each moment, what they want to be the psychologically and physically inescapable elements
of each Beat. They aim to guide the eyes and ears ofthe audience participants and to intrude

onthekp”die; sometimesbddly, sometimes subtly, and sometimes playing with (undermining)
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the expectation of clear focus by presenting a confusing array of performance elements
competing for attention, and leaving the audience with a bewildered sense of'not knowing
where to look'. From the perspective ofthe audience, elements having prominence act as a

kind of'imperative' demanding attention, demanding interpretation.

These prominent elements, then, clearly also have an Engaging functioa T h” function like
the Modal elements in paintings identified by O'Toole, which are aimed at "engaging our
attention, drawing us in to the world ofthe painting, and colouring our view o fthat world."(
1994:5). Elements made prominent in the Beat attract attention, drawing us into particular
parts ofthe stage world, and creating interest. Thus, in the example above the audience is
visually and psychologically drawn towards the character who observes the conversation of
the others. The contrasting intensity oflighting on the different characters creates a strong
visual Focus that pulls the attention ofthe audience towards the brightly spot-lit figure. As a
result ofthis, the audience are asked to engage with this character, to note her reactions to
the stage events instead of concentrating entirely on the immediate participants in the
dialogue. The audience can clearly see the facial expression ofthe eavesdropper, while those
ofthe other characters are obscured by the shadowy lighting. Thus the audience can engage
more fully with this character, especially as the human face is a strongly magnetic element of
performance (the semantic pressure of Gaze will be examined later in this section). It should

be noted that it is not the individual devices that create the focus, but rather the effect of their

combination.

5.4.4 Towards a solution
Prominence in theatre appears to exhibit metafunctional ambiguity - that is, it seems to

demand treatment in two different metafunctions. Its Compositional function is to organise
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visual and acoustic information' so that certain elements (events, actions, participants) zre
signalled as important, oflFering a kind of 'news' (narratological, character-oriented or other).
On the other hand, prominence also has a strong Engaging function, serving to reach out to
the audience, to arouse interest and create a relationship between the audience and these

prominent elements.

This is not unlike the situation that arises with the system of VVoice in language, which has
been handled in both the Experiential metafunction and the Textual metafunction. Halliday's
table (1973) of ranks and functions places VVoice as a system ofthe Textual function at the
rank ofthe verbal group. In the same collection ofworks, the active/passive system is found
in a network ofthe transitivity system for the clause (HaUiday 1973:40). In a more recent
publication, Voice is handled both at the rank ofverbal group as an expression of meaning in
the Experiential metafunction (Logical Function) (HaUiday 1994:198), and as a system ofthe
clause in the Experiential function. (1994:168). The system ofVoice has not only been
treated in different metafunctions, but it also appears at different ranks in the sarr»»

metafunction.

In several places in his framework for displayed art (1994), O'Toole finds systems that are
metafunctionally polyvalent' (for example, "Framing"), and he stresses the interactivity
between metafimctions (particularly the Modal and Compositional). Interestingly, in the
discussion of one particular painting, he notes for the system of'Focus' (in the Modal
function) that. Here it is hard to disentangle the Modal aspects ofthis system from the
Compositional. (1994. 186-187). Thus this kind of interaction between metafunctions seems

to also apply for other forms of art.
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O'Toole's metafunctional framework for the analysis of art is the source ofthe term
Prominence' as used here. In his framework, we find the system Relative prominence' placed
in the Modal Metafunction (analagous to Interpersonal in Language) at the rank of
Episode. An apparently corresponding system at the same rank, '‘Relative position in work" is
placed in the Compositional Metafunction. That is, the way certain elements stand out from
others in a painting as perhaps marked options’, is a feature ofthe painting's interpersonal
meaning - the way in which it engages with the viewers. The ways in which elements are
organised or positioned in relation to other elements in the painting belong to the semantic

resources ofthe Compositional function.

This suggests that in the theatre there may be two such related systems in different
metafrinctions. One system would determine how elements (participants) are arranged
relative to each other, the configurative 'pattern’' in which the elements (visual and acoustic)
are placed in a Beat. The other would determine which elements contrast with this

Compositional pattern' ofthe other elements and so which elements have prominence.

The decision reached for this framework was indeed to propose these two closely related
systems in the Engaging and Compositional metafunctions. These systems represent two
perspectives on the same phenomenon. The Engaging system became Focus while the
Compositional system was named Focussing Devices, thus encoding the close connection
between the two systems. The difference between the meanings in the systems is subtle but
significant, and there is significant interaction between the choices in the two systems (similar
to the interaction between some Interpersonal systems and Textual systems in language).
The meanings in the Engaging system involve, as mentioned earlier, some kind of "intrusion"

on the psyche ofthe audience members, on the audience's' semantic space’, an offer of
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‘engagement’ with selected figures, objects, happenings in the stage world, a demand for
attention. This is similar to Halliday's concept of the "Intruder Function™ in language

(1975:72).

The Compositional meanings ofFocussing Devices are more concrete, perceptually-oriented
meamngs. The fimctions in this system orgamse elements in the Beat as a way ofguiding the
eyes and ears' ofthe audience to important events, characters and objects in the Beat. The
aim in most theatre productions is clarity ofaction - the audience should not be constantly
confused as to where to look and significant happenings, characters and information should
not be obscured, but should be made accessible to everyone in the audience (unless the
production is experimenting with these two systems of meaning - Focus and Focussing
Devices- and deliberately setting up a sense of confusion). This organising principle ofthe
Compositional Function includes not only making some elements more accessible (that is,
emphasising some elements), but also de-emphasising others, and .setting up coherence
between different elements in the Beat. That is, the Compositional systems have a more
general configurational and structunng function while the meamngs of Focus are about the
specific elements that engage the audience. Although the two systems are closely related, and
tend to draw upon the same kinds ofresources, their meanings and realisations are not
identical. There may be several important features or pieces ofinformation' in a Beat that can
be highlighted or signalled in different ways in the Compositional function. These are not
necessarily the same features that are created as Focal (although it is likely that at least one of

the Compositionally prominent features will be constructed as Focus.)

The issue of Theme could be considered in terms of'firstness’ relative to the unfolding ofa

Beat. This would involve the structuring ofthe Beat along the linear dimension. The first
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visual and sound images presented to the audience no doubt have a particular psychological
salience and set up interpretive expectations for the rest ofthe Beat, although these may have
to be retrospectively revised as the Beat unfolds. The performance can exploit this principle,
to create surprise. For example, a Beat from the performance of Summer o f The Aliens begins
with a spotlight on a single figure who delivers a narrative about seeing a flying saucer. The
first impression is that he is talking to the audience (or perhaps his class at school, as it is
reminiscent ofthe genre of "show-and-tell”). However, as the Beat continues, the lighting
slowly fedes up to reveal his family standing around him, listening to the narrative, and we
realise that this also could be interpreted as a re-enactment of another event. At present, the
system of Theme has not been built into the networks for performance, but this example

shows that there is potential for the development of such a system.

545 Engi®ng the audience: systems o fFocus

Melrose notes the importance oftheatre's "orientation to theperformance other’(1994:
260), that is, the significance ofthe audience in the theatrical context. The system networks
for Focus attempt to display some ofthe options in theatrical performance that are specifically
related to establishing contact and relationships between the audience and the performance
and performers. These options are a part ofthe knowledge ofthe craft for any creators of

performance, yet they are not always explicitly set out.

There are two simultaneous systems within the overall system of Focus, one called Focus and
the other Address (see Figure 5.6a). The overarching system involves performance options
that create some form of relationship with the audience. Within the overall system, the sub-
system of Focus involves meanings concerned with who and what engages the audience at

each moment of performance, and the degree to which there is competition among
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performance elements in the Beat for the attention and interest ofthe audience. The system of
Address involves a set of more specific meanings dealing with the human engagement through

body and gaze between audience and actors in theatrical performance.

Address in Theatre

The term 'Address' is borrowed from O'Toole, and the system also incorporates the important
Graze fimction emphasised by both O'Toole and Kress and van Leeuwen. OToole compares
the interpersonal feature in language ofdirect address (which establishes contact) to the way
that paintings can address us directly. He gives the example ofdirect Gaze - where one ofthe
figures in a painting (for example Venus in Botticelli's Primavera) engages us directly with
their eyes and fully visible face. (O'Toole 1994:8). The system of Gaze in painting also has a
negative option. The denial or absence ofgaze is a marked option and can create an uneasy

or disturbing effect, (for example in Bruegel's The Bee-Keepen)(0'Toole, 1994: 157)

In theatre, as in visual art, gaze can be strongly engaging. An actor directly facing the
audience (direct gaze, or '‘open' positioning in theatre terms) almost irresistibly captures
attention. However, there is another dimension to Address in theatre, that arises from the feet
that it is performed in real time by (in most cases) live human beings. This fact not only adds
an extra magnetism to Gaze, but it creates a system of meanings involving the impact of
bodies in space’. The Engaging Metafunction is about psychological and semiotic
impositions' on and relationships between audience and actors and in terms of address, actors
can literally physically impinge on the space of the audience. This imposition may be
somewhat moderated by conventional distinctions between audience space and actor space,
however, contemporary theatre experiments more and more with breaking down these

barriers. In some forms oftheatre, audience members may find 'their space' invaded or
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penetrated by performers, who may even directly address them and reverse traditional
expectations ofthe audience-actor relationship by requesting reciprocation ofaddress. For

these reasons, the choice of Somatic Address has been buik into the system.

Figure 5.6a shows the sub-system oiAddress. The first options involve the system of Gaze
and show that a Beat may have [no gaze] or (+ gaze]. It should be noted that no gaze is not
the same as denied gaze. In the first case, there is no participant on stage capable ofgaze. In
the second case, there is the possibility o fgaze, but it is denied (such as an actor &cing
upstage, away from the audience). Both gaze directly towards the audience (direct gaze) and
denied gaze are options for establishing emphatic gaze (gaze that is strongly focal). Direct
gaze, as the name suggests only includes situations where there is open Gaze - where the face
ofan actor is turned fully towards the audience. This is not exactly the same as the 'direct
gaze* in images identified by O'Toole and Kress and van Leeuwen, because it does not
necessarily directly 'interact’ with the viewer. The live dimension oftheatre means that the
possibility of direct interactive gaze does exist (where an actor actually looks at particular
audience members). However, this is a marked option, and most direct gaze in theatre is non-
interactive - the actor's face is fiilly turned to the audience, but the gaze goes 'past’ or
through the individual audience members. Consistent choices of direct interactive gaze can
characterise particular genres oftheatre performance. For example. Children's theatre uses
direct interactive gaze to establish a more direct connection with the child audience and draw

them into the performance.

Denied gaze - the explicit absence ofgaze - especially when the actor has her back turned to
the audience is a powerful strategy for drawing attention. However the impact ofboth direct

and denied gaze tend to diminish if they are held for a considerable period oftime, or
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rgjeated with predictable consistency in a performance. The type of performance space can

make a difference to choices ofgaze. For example, on the arena stage (theatre-in-the-round)

it is difficult to avoid both denied and direct gaze at any moment ofthe performance, because

the audience surrounds the stage. Thus the significance of choices of Address needs to be

considered in relation to the performance space. The options of [sdective] versus [universal]

in the sub-system of direct gaze were added to accommodate theatre spaces in which it is

possible to have gaze that is direct to one section o fthe audience only (selective) or direct

gaze that is accessible fi'om all positions in the audience (universal).

The second ofthe simultaneous systems is Somatic Address, which refers to the way in

which the audience can be ‘physically' addressed by actors. The options of [marked

proximity] versus [unmarked] refer to the distance between the actors and performers in

any Beat. This can be manipulated by the performance participants (for example by placing

performers at the edge ofthe stage space close to the audience or even in the audience space)

but is also influenced by the size ofthe theatre space. The impact ofthe proximity of

performers, and their heightened energy and animation are important aspects of theatrical

engagement.

Realizations (Address)
Feature/s

[+gaze]
[no gaze]

[non-emphatic gaze]

[+ gaze: emphatic; direct]

Realizations
presence ofelements with potentialfor gaze
absence ofany elements with potentialfor gaze

weaker orientation to audience: 1/4 open

in relation to audience (angled awayfrom audience) 1/2 open
(profile to audience); 3/4 open in relation to audience (angled
towards audience).

The exact positioninp realizing non-emphatic gaze will depend
on the actual stage space.

+ strong gaze positioning;

fullface towards audience
The stage positions and orientations realizing
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direct gaze depend on the "i>e of peifonnance space. For
example, on the arena stage almost any orientation involves
direct gaze to one side ofthe audience, and it is not possible to
have direct gaze addressing eveiy side ofthe audience
simultaneously. On a proscenium stage, it is easier to use direct
gaze effectively, as it is possible to position an actor so that the
audience as a whole has access to the direct gaze.

[+ gaze: eng>hatic: denied] + strong gaze positioning;
fitll back to audience;
gaze/face completely inaccessible to audience
The situation for dmied gaze is similar to direct gaze.
Possibilities are influenced by the peiformance space. (See notes
for direct gaze above)

[somatic address] heightenedphysical proximity between actor/s
andaudience
This can involve placement ofactors at the extreme fix)nt (or edge
in non-proscenium gjace) of the stage which increases proximity,
or actors nuty be positioned close to the audience in the ‘audience
space*.

Optionsfor Focus Type

Figures 5.6b and S.6¢ display the options for the sub-system of Focus type. The systems of
Address and Focus type are closely linked. Most choices in Address have consequences for
the Focus (and vice versa). However, they are not identical. For example, direct gaze can
create Focus, but not always. In a Beat where all ofthe characters except one displayed direct
gaze, and the contrasting character was not only displaying absent gaze but was positioned
centre stage and on a raised platform (these will be discussed in the system of Focussing
Devices), then this character would be the major focal point, despite the lack of direct gaze.
Like Kress and van Leeuwen's Salience, theatrical Focus is created by a complex of

interacting features.

The first options in the sub-system of Focus type are about the degree of Focal pressure a
Beat places on an audience. Categorical focus is where there is an unequivocal focus created,;
there is no confiision about which elements are constructed as focal. Categorical focus can be
a single element (singular) involving a human participant, an icon (such as a statue, or
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prop), or a happening (such as a fight, a sun-rise, a fire or even sound effects such as a piece
ofmusic). Categorical focus may also involve more than one participant, but these
participants must belong to a clear 'group’, either semantic (co-participants in dialogue and/or
action) or compositional (through proximity, conformity). Network 5.6¢ shows some of the
options for types of Focal 'groups’. The grouping created between these participants means
that there is no real competition for Focus. Instead the Focus is shared; we are engaging with
more than one participant, but they form a logical 'group’ in the Beat and so do not create a
sense of challenge. In shared Focus, the strength o f the Focus may be slightly different for
different participants ([heightened]) or it may be approximately [equal]. This can occur
when one ofthe participants plays a dominant role in the dialogue or action, when the
contribution of one ofthe participants is marked through intensity or exaggeration, or when

there are compositional differences.

The other two alternatives to Categorical Focus are both about constructing a sense of Focal
competition: different elements in a Beat vying for the attention ofthe audience (see Figure
5.6b). In the case of challenged focus, two or more elements are clearly focal, and demand
interaction with the audience. For example, two characters placed at opposite ends of the
stage, both spotlit but involved in different activities would clearly create challenged Focus.
Both figures demand attention. However, the elements in this type of focus may be
challenging to different degrees. Challenged focus has two options - competing and unequal.
Competing means that there is true competition between the two or more elements attracting
attention, whereas unequal focus implies that, although other elements may distract

attention, one element has stronger focus than these others. Unequal focus may be indirect.
This term is based on a technical term in theatre and means that, although there may be two

elements apparently having focus, one element actually re-directs focus back to the other. For
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example, in a situation where there is a speaker with a group oflisteners, to break up the
monotony of everyone looking at the speaker, a director may have one ofthe listeners
looking at another ofthe group oflisteners instead of at the speaker. The listener who is not
looking at the speaker attracts attention through contrast, and, through the vector created by
the gaze, throws some focus on the subject ofher gaze also. However, the object ofher gayi»
is looking at the speaker, so the focus bounces back to the speaker. Secondary Focus is
where a participant diverts some focus from other focal participants but their prominence is

not as marked.

The final option - dispersed focus - assumes that no elements have been singled out for
engagement. Almost everything, or everyone on stage is attracting attention in some way, and
no one and nothing has a greater degree of Focus. This technique can be used quite
effectively to create a 'chaotic' effect - for example to create the effect ofa bustling city. The
alternation between dispersed and categorical Focus can be an effective and disarming

technique used to engage and confront an audience.

The Focus network is particularly complex in terms of *winng', because the same options are
available at different points in the network. For example, shared categorical focus, challenged
focus and dispersed focus can all choose from similar types of participant ‘groups’ of (See
Figure 5.6b). Complexity is also added by the possibilities of recursion when [challenged] or
[dispersed] Focus is chosen. The recursive system is added (Figure 5.6b) because it seemed
the most 'elegant’ way to handle the facts that these types of Focus involve competition
between more than one element, and these elements can be any combination of participants,

icons, happenings or locations.
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In performance Focus is a complex phenomenon and the network is necessarily somewhat
reductive. Many Beats tend to be examples of'more-or-less' one type ofFocus rather than
another. However, the network does reflect abstract distinctions which can be found in
handbooks ofthe craft (for example, Catron 1989). Focus choices will be examined in
relation to a performance example after the discussion ofthe system of Focussing Devices

below.

~ Note on Focus ~

To speak of Focus', is not to claim that the audience have no choice about where to focus
their attention from Beat to Beat, nor that every individual will observe exactly the same
things in each Beat. Also, relative seating positions for the audience may influence the efiect
offocal choices in the performance. However, proposing the system ofFocus is a claim that

various aspects of the performance attempt to 'strike out' at the audience. To a greater or

lesser degree, theatrical elements demand attention, and these 'intrusions' are not simply side
effects arising out ofthe organisation (Composition) ofthe Representational meanings into
performance. The 'intrusions' form their own system of meanings belonging to the Engaging
function. The choices made from this system for any performance interact with, but are also

independent ofthe Representational choices for the performance.

As Melrose's quote regarding the 'other-orientation' of performance indicates (1994; 260), it
could be suggested that the meanings of the Engaging system are paramount in theatre; that

above all the performance aims to engage, interest, challenge and relate to the audience.

Realizations (Focus Type)
Feature/s Realizations

[categorical; singular] clear singlefocal point
focus on single individual
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[categorical; shared] clear singlefocalpoint
focusongroup of participants

[challenged; competing] more than one distinctfocalpoint
each point attracts strongfocus independently o fthe other/s

[challenged; unequal] more than one distinctfocalpoint
+ dominantfocal point: one pointattracts strongerfocus than
the other/s either through a vector thatreturnsfocus to the
dominant, or through a difference in salience or significance

[dispersed] no clearfocalpoint

5.4.6 Organising the Beat: The Compositional System o fFocussing Devices

This system is, as discussed earlier, a set of perceptually-oriented resources for structuring
and highlighting meanings in the other metaiunctions at Beat. The resources ofthe
Compositional function organise the participants and processes ofthe Representational
function m both space (through configurations and kinesis) and time (unfolding of
transactions). They also organise the choices of Focus through creating cohesion or division

between participants, and differentiating participants in terms ofvarious kinds of prominence.

Because ofthe perceptual slant of the Focussing Devices system, the terms in the network
(such as those ofKinesis) can tend to be more towards the expressive end ofthe scale, more
‘concrete’, than are the semantic terms in the other systems. Nevertheless, a major semantic
distinction in this system is between cohesion, and separation that is, how elements are either
linked with other elements in various ways or how they are differentiated from them. The
network also embodies concepts of spatial organisation (such as relative positioning); of
kinesis (movement of various kinds that can attract attention) and ofacoustic organisation.
This system is probably the most complicated ofthe three discussed here in terms of sheer

numbers of choices.
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The major sub-systems proposed for this network are displayed in Figure 5.7a. Again, it must
be stressed that this is only a partial network, and at this stage it concentrates mainly on
Focussing Devices organising the human figures in the Beat. The networks need further
development to more fully explore the semantic choices available for organising Beats along

the linear dimension (for example, the organisation of peaks ofprominence as Beats unfold).

Given the scope and technicality ofthis network, each system will be only briefly discussed,
with particular focus on the system of Compositional Solidarity. The sub-system o f
Configuration (Figure 5.7b) displays paradigmatic options related, among other things, to the
spatial principles o f centering versus peripheral positioning of figures on stage in a Beat.
These contrasts can be used to explore how spatial prominence is organised in a performance,
and whether there are any participants more constantly made central or marginal (peripheral).
Although in one sense these terms can be very concrete, referring to actual positions on stage
(for example, 'centre stage'), they are also semantic principles that can be expressed or realised
in different ways, depending on the performance space. For example, on a proscenium stage,
the choice of peripheral is realized by either of the positions of stage right or stage left (with
varying degrees of extremity for example, strong or weak). However, for an arena stage
(theatre-in-the-round) or thrust stage (such as that used by the Sydney Theatre Company for
Summer o f The Aliens) the stage positions realising the features of centrality and peripheral
are different (for example, peripheral for an arena stage can be realised through any position
towards the edge ofthe circle, notjust left and right of centre). Hilton points out (1987:51)
that the centre of power onstage depends on the style of play. In a naturalistic play, the
physical centre ofthe set is strongest (because boundaries are maintained between audience

space and actor-space), while in a metatheatrical production (theatre that draws attention to
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its own status as theatre), the middle front ofthe stage is strongest. The feature of fronting,
which acts as a foregrounding device, can also be realised differently depending on the

performance space.

The shifting reahsational possibilities for even these spatial compositional features
demonstrates the necessity for a multi-level model (one that proposes semantic choices
realised through expressive choices). Mukarovskys matrix of shifting relations recognises the
important fact that each performance orgamses the expressive components into a 'matrix' of
values - the semantic values of each component (such as language, movement, or costume)

are not fbced in themselves, but are only established in relation to other choices.

The choice ofvertical differentiation versus equal plane in this system (Figure 5.7b) is
significant as a device for perceptual highhghting. To develop this system along more
semantic lines, and give it more significance, one could perhaps incorporate O'Toole's system

of'chthonicity which involves oppositions between degrees of'earth-boundedness’ and 'thrust

(1994: 35).

Some other choices in the Focussing Devices network are quite concrete, and hence are less
flexible in their realisational possibilities, for example, kinesis (Figure 5.7¢). The Kinesis
relates to the organisation oftypes of movement in a Beat and includes choices concerned
with:

+ the degree of motion (+ Kinesis versus static);

+ what kind of motion it is (spatial, postural, gestural and/or actional)

+ how many participants move (single figure versus multiple figure).
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+ whether the movement changes the configuration (reconfigunitional versus non-
configurational).
Movement is significant to composition because of its perceptual effect as well as its potential
for changing compositional relationships between stage figures. It tends to attract attention,
and so can have consequences ior Focus.
The Acoustic sub-system (Figure 5.7b) is likewise fairly concrete and is mainly self-
explanatory, so in the interest of space it will not be discussed here. The system o f Deixis
(Figure 5.7b) involves the possibility of creating compositional pointing devices in the Beat -
both through linguistic and non-linguistic strategies (vectors formed by gaze, gesture and
such). The deixis can be non-focussing (incidental) or it may specifically reinforce a Focal
point (focussing), for example, through the use of triangular grouping to create focus on the

figure at the apex; conformity ofgaze towards a certain point).

The sub-system of Compositional Solidarity (Figure 5.7d) is concerned with the

compositional opposition between grouping and separation of actors on stage. ‘Grouping' is

about establishing cohesion between actor figures, and it is this with which the feature of

solidarity is concerned. Compositional solidarity can be established through any combination

of

¢+ conformity (cohesion through the repetition of aspects for example, costume, posture,
orientation, gesture, action)

¢ proximity (cohesion through spatial placement that creates an ‘aggregate’ of figures, at
times a single 'form’, or at least a sense of spatial proximity in contrast to the surrounding
space and figures)

~ mutuality (cohesion through vectors created by mutual focus, where participants are

oriented towards each other).
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Individuation, on the other hand is concerned with principles for establishing separateness

and individuality (prominence) through any combination of;

¢ isolation (separateness created through being positioned distinctly away from other actor
figures)

¢+ highlighting (separateness created through devices such as framing or spot-lighting
which give a figure or figures added prominence)

¢ contrast (individuation through difference, for example, posture, action, orientation).

For both Individuation and Solidarity there is an option ofselective. This implies that there is
a clear contrast between cohesive groups and separated individuals created in the Beat.
Individuation that is non-selective and individual means that every figure on stage is
separated from the others - there is no grouping whatsoever. Non-selective solidarity means
that every figure on stage forms part of one cohesive group. Using these semantic systems to
analyse performance offers a way of exploring the degree to which a performance creates
compositional ‘alienation’, and/or compositional solidarity, and whether there are any
characters that are more consistently individuated than others (These compositional issues

will be taken up in chapter 7 for Summer o fthe Aliens).

The challenges of mapping choices in this system network again relate to issues of recursion
and combination. For example, in the system of Kinesis spatial motion can recur, which also
implies that the configuration can shift during a Beat. The logistics and implications of this
need further exploring: if components can shift within a Beat, then new configurations of
these components do not necessarily signify a new unit, as they tend to do in the grammar.
Perhaps because the Compositional function has the role of organising the other functions

(Representational and Engaging), the shifts within these other functions are more important
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for determining new units. In performance, shifts in Beat Happenings are especially relevant

to the identification of new Beat units (except where the [blocked] feature allows recursion,

as discussed above).

The systems 01 Focussing Devices, as for Focus, also tend to simplify the complexity ofthe

performance situation. Many ofthe binary choices represent nodes on a scale o f difference

rather than discrete categories, and in some cases a third, 'in-between’, option is needed (such

as that of [tension] in the Compositional solidarity sub-system - Figure 5.7d). Martm (1992:

527) discusses this kind of'gradient’ feature in relation to interpersonal systems for language.

The gradient features in performance seem to characterise both the Engaging (Focus) system

and the Compositional System at Beat. Again, the Focussing Devices networks reflect the

kinds of distinctions made in technical guides to the theatre craft, and although they are

simplified, they can still be useful reference points, offering insight mto the crafting of

performance.

Sample Realizations (Focussing Devices)
Feature/s

[solidarity; non-selective: conformity]

[solidarity; non-selective; mutuality]

[individuation; selective; highlight]

Realizations

all actorfigures on stage are linked into a

cohesive 'group’

figures linked by similarity or sameness o fparticular
features (repetition o ffeatures)

The conformity can take a nuniber of forms; posture;
action; orientation; simultaneous speech; gesture etc.

all actorfigures on stage are linked into

cohesive 'group’

figures linked by mutual orientation

towards each other

Mutual orientation can be physicalised through
orientation of bodies and gaze, posture and movement.

particular actorfigures are separatedfrom a
cohesive group o factorfigures
individuatedfigures distinguished by
prominence marker
Highlighting devices include lighting (for
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example, spotlight), framing devices,
distinctive elevation

[individuation; non-selective; isolating] alt actorfigures on stage are separatedJrom
each other
actorfigures are separated by space
The exact amount of space between figures that
establishes actors as separate instead of a fi>rmal ‘group’
is relative to the size ofthe performance space.

[+ Kinesis: picturisation] + movement
movement does not include locomotion

[+ Kinesis; locomotion: non-configurational] + movement
movement involves locomotion that does not markedly
alter the configurative positioning

[+ Kinesis: locomotion: configurational] + movement
movement involves locomotion that does alter the
configurative positioning

[localised configuration] all actorfigures are grouped as a loose
or tight unit on the stage so as to occupy only one
configurative position in the stage territory
Actors may be configuratively groigied so that, as a
group, they are all centred or all peripheral (the same
side) and so forth.

[difiiise configuration] figures on stage are positioned so that
there is configurative dispersion across
the stage territory
In this case there is clear difierentiation
between configurative positioning of
actor figures.

[+ deixis; focussing] +pointing device/s
pointing devices create a strong vector
towards some element
Deixis may be in the language or through
gestures, movement, gaze etc.

[+ deixis; non-focussing] +pointing device/s
absence of, or weak vector

A Sample Beatfor Focus and Focussing Devices
This ends the presentation ofthe two related systems Focus and Focussing Devices.
To illustrate the networks in use, and to draw out the interaction between the systems, a

sample Beat from a performance ofHewett's The Man From Mukinupin (1990 production by
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the National Institute of Dramatic Art) will be analysed. The performance transcript ofthe
Beat is presented below. Non-verbal aspects ofthe Beat are represented in bold. The analysis

will draw variously on systemic choices from the networks in Figures S.6a-c and Figures

5.7a-d.

<Eek if Centre Stage in the wheat, elevated. He standf facing the audience, looking

straight out to the front>

<There is a spot light on Eek>

<Clarry and Clem sit Downstage Audience Right, holding (drinldhg) cops of tea.>
<Clarry and Oemmy are angled 3/4 open to the andience>

<There is a spot - white, fairiy intense, on Clarry and Clem, contrasting with the rest of
the dim stage. The lighting downstage is stronger than the light npstage>

<In the previous Beat, Eek has just been checking his watch (a fob watch on a chain)

CLARRY; Ahhh, and Eek Peridns is checking his watch.
CLEMMY; Like the white rabbit
CLARRY: Time's stopped.

EEK:  <sighs> Hhhhhhh.
CLEMMY: [But he doesn't know it
[<(approx.) Eek is looking at his watch, then eventually puts it in his pocket>

CLARRY: Doesn't know much really.
CLEMMY: Profit and loss.
CLARRY: Just a Mukinupin boy

1. Interpretations o fFocus

My interpretation ofthe Focus choices in this Beat is that challenged focus has been created.
Both Eek, in his dominating central position, and chatty Clarry and Clemmy (as a group) are
engaging the interest ofthe audience and setting up a relationship between performer and
audience. Because ofthe Focal strength of Eek, | would suggest that this is an example of
competing challenged focus. Although Clarry and Clemmy are the dialogue participants and
would normally be the natural focus ofthe Beat, Eek is placed in a clearly engaging position.
The fact that Eek is also the topic of Clarry and Clemmy's commentary sets him up as the
psychological interest of the Beat (he is the dialogic subject). The fact that both sets of Focal
participants are spot-lit reinforces the interpretation that there is equal divided focus. Eek's
actions are not very interesting, so they do not in themselves necessarily attract attention.

However, his presence is made to consistently impinge upon the viewer because of his
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prominent positioning, his highlighting and the fact that the dialogue in the Beat(s) refers to

him.

In terms of Address, the Beat does contain direct gaze; Eek directly addresses the audience
though his frontal orientation, and intermittently (when he isn't looking at his watch) with his
gaze. There is no competition for this direct address, as Clarry and Clemmy display non-
emphatic gaze (3/4 open to audience). There is no real somatic address; Eek is distanced
from the audience. Clarry and Clemmy are perhaps candidates for somatic address, being
quite close to the front ofthe stage, however their seated position weakens their physical
imposition on the audience (also, the auditorium is quite large, and the audience is a little way
away from the stage). The gaze in this Beat is non-interactive. Eek's direct gaze reinforces

his status as an Engaging character.

2. Interpretations o f Focussing Devices

The first choice in the Focussing Devices system for this Beat is selective individuation of
an individual. Eek is strongly individuated (through contrast of posture, action, orientation,
spatial isolation and highlighting through the use of a spotlight). This is in contrast to the
grouping established between Clarry and Clemmy through their proximity, co-participation in
dialogue, similar direction of gaze, similar posture, level and activity (drinking tea). There is
positional differentiation between Eek and the other two figures in the Beat's diffuse spatial
configuration. Use is made of both Centered Positioning (Eek) and Peripheral positioning
(Clarry and Clemmy), and the Peripheral position chosen is the weak option. This clearly
places Eek in a strong visual position. Clarry and Clemmy are Fronted relative to Eek. There
is vertical differentiation, with selective elevation of Eek. The seated posture of Clarry and

Clemmy further reinforces the vertical contrast between them and Eek. There is contrastive
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orientation ofboth gaze and body: Clarry and Clemmy are 3/4 open while Eek is full open to
the audience. Clarry and Clemmy direct their gaze at Eek (which is focussing deixis), while
he concentrates his out front and down at his watch. The non-selective kinesis option is
taken up here - both Eek and the two women are engaged in activities involving motion.
Acoustically, there are speaking participants (Clarry and Clemmy) who are engaged in
dialogic talk, and this contrasts with Eek’s silence. There is some vocal contrast between
the two women (Clarry having a high-pitched, almost squeaky voice while Clemmy's voice is
lower, more guttural). However, the difference is not marked, and perhaps does not quite

qualify as contrasting.

Thus, there is clear selective individuation of Eek against the grouping ofthe women, which
reinforces the Representational sense of "gossip” by emphasising his 'exclusivity against their
'inclusivity'. The two women are acoustically dominant in this Beat, while being visually less
so. In terms of'information' and the analogy with 'GHven/New' in language, perhaps we could
say that there are two kinds ofimportant information being signalled here. Eek is the visual
news' that the audience is directed to attend to, while Clarry and Clemmy present verbal

news that is significant.

It is important to note that in terms ofthe Representational happenings, we could treat these
as two Beats (one non-transactive involving Eek; the other transactive between Clarry and
Clemmy) that are realized simultaneously. However, in terms of Focus and Focussing
Devices, these Beats are best analysed as one perceptual unit, as their impact is as one . This
situation is quite unlike anything inthe grammar of English, as even with interspersed
realization of clauses (such as an interrupting clause) the two clauses have distinct patterns

not only in terms of experiential meanings, but also interpersonal and textual. Ifthe
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performance example above is treated as two Beats, the choices for each in terms of Focus
and Focussing devices could theoretically be treated separately for each Beat, but this would
be counter-intuitive. The spatio-visual dimension means that the impact o fthese Beats is as
one compositional and focal 'picture’ although there are two different 'states of affairs' going

on.

5.5 Interaction between Metafunctional Systems in Theatre

In order to determine who is focal inthe Beat above, it is almost impossible not to refer to
Focussing Devices such as the use of centering and elevation in the case of Eek, versus the
peripheral positioning (and lower level) of Clarry and Clemmy. This illustrates the degree of
interactivity between the systems. Certain Focussing Devices (such as centering, selective
elevation) are associated with potential Focus. Combinations of Compositional choices will
have particular consequences for Focus. Conversely, selections from the Engaging system of

Focus can have consequences for choices in the Compositional system of Focussing Devices.

The systems of theatrical performance seem to demand explicit acknowledgment ofthe
interaction between different metafimctions. Metafiinctional interaction is not always
highlighted for language, yet it is certainly an issue. For example, there is interaction between
the Interpersonal and Textual systems in language, which is perhaps most obvious in the case
ofthe choice of Interrogative mood. This choice in the Interpersonal system has
consequences for Textual options, restricting the choice of elements that can fiinction as
Theme. In Halliday's words: "What is the element that is typically chosen as Theme in an
English clause? The answer to that question depends on the choice of mood.” (1994:42). For
example, in the clause "Did you bring your umbrella today", in order for the Interrogative

mood to be formed, "Did" must be placed in Theme position. Ravelli's dynamic perspective
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(199S) offers a new and intriguing way ofunderstanding such metaflinctional interaction in
the construction of clauses. With respect to discourse semantics, Martin comments on the
difficulty of understanding and representing interaction between different metafunctional
systems. He explains that within grammar the co-operation between different metaiimctions in
creating text is handled by mapping different systems onto each other using "realisation.”
(1992:390). For discourse, though, he points out that "the ways in which systems co-operate
in the process of making text is much less well understood. It is clear that these systems are

interdependent in various ways..." (1992: 390).

5.6 Comments on the Beat networks

The rich semiotic environment ofthe theatrical performance leads to particular complexities
in the networks such as munerous recursive systems (for example, in the Focus networks and
the Focussing Devices networks). This recursion is more similar to that found in discourse
and genre than it is like recursion in the grammar. Martin explains that schematic structures
such as those of genre allow recursion ofnon-ranking elements, unlike the grammar, in which

"in principle, only ranking units, clause, group or word can be recursive." (1985: 255).

For the unit of Beat, some recursive systems are a way of covering the semantics ofthe unit
without undue redundancy in the network. For example, without the recursive system in
Focus type, the resulting 'displayed* network would be not only vast, but would have a high
degree of redundancy. Happily, the meaning of recursion is appropriate to the 'meaning
potential' of this system. For example, the principle behind the choice of challenged focus is

iteration, or in other words "more than one ofthe same" (more than one point of focus).
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Recursion in theatre networks does not always imply dependency, and it is not always
realized sequentially in a Beat as recursion ofelements in discourse (within exchange
structures) or generic structures would be. For example, in the system ofFocus, the choices
ofcharacter as focus and object as focus may be realized simultaneously rather than

sequentially in a Beat, although sequential realisation is also possible.

Another prominent feature ofthe networks is the number of systems with [0] as their second
term. These systems handle the possibilities for combining semantic choices, and are often
needed because ofthe multitude of different semiotic systems contributing to theatrical
performance. The result is networks with (in some cases) large numbers of concurrent
systems. The possibihties for choosing ‘'this' and 'that' and 'something else' can be vast in
theatre. This is an important part oftheatre's semiotic flexibility and irmovativeness, but it can
make the networks rather unwieldy. Despite these issues, the network is such a powerful way
of displaying and understanding the meaning potential ofthe theatrical system that it seems

important to persist with the task.

5.7 Summarising the Beat

The unit of Beat, initially emerging from theatre practice, has been elaborated and p-nhnnr«.

in chapters 4 and in this chapter using the systemic-functional model. This process has

involved;

+ making some ofthe 'instinctive' choices for theatrical performance explicit through
networks so they can be shared by all participants and systematically explored in

performance
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+ being explicit about the resources for different kinds of meaning in Beats so that we can go
beyond Representational issues, and also consider how each Beat interacts with the
audience and is organised compositionally. This provides a much richer semiotic picture of
the Beat. For example, the networks include meanings related to the sensoiy experience of
theatre, for example, choices related to somatic systems and energy, recognising that a
vital part oftheatrical performance is the physical, sensory and affective impact o f actual
bodies-in-space and of lighting and sound.

¢ clarifying the confusing issue of how Beats can be both interactions and units of individual
motivation by proposing the unit of Action.

¢ proposing a relationship of realisation between performance meanings and expressive
systems. This takes the focus oflfthe individual components (such as language, music,
costume, movement and so on) and looks instead at the semantic principles that underpin

and integrate these expressive systems.

The networks for Beat are not just proposals for a theory, they are proposed as practical tools
that could be applied in the analysis and interpretation ofinstances oftheatrical performance.
For example, they could be useful for comparing and debating responses to and
interpretations of drama and theatrical performance, for exploring in detail the synergistic
‘crafting’ of performances, for theatre criticism, and theatre education. They could also be
valuable for the production oftheatre, as a resource for playwrights, actors, directors,
designers. As 'tools' the networks are not intended to be prescriptive, or rigid; they can be
modified to suit particular purposes. What they do offer, is a new 'way of seeing' theatrical
performance, and this is valuable even for those who have an 'insider's knowledge' ofthe

craft.
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Chapter 6

Above and Below the Beat: A Rank Scale for Theatrical
Performance

This chapter will expand outwards from the Beat to propose a set ofunits for theatrical
performance. The units take another step toward the exploration oftheatre's unique design
principles, for they will allow the investigation of ordering at different levels of performance
and interaction between semantic patterns at these different levels. Continuing the analogy
with language, it is proposed that theatrical units can be described using a rank scale, or
constituency model. The advantages and disadvantages ofthis constituency model for the
theatre will be discussed, and alternative ways ofviewing structure will be considered in
relation to both theatre and language. Also in this chapter, several semantic networks for units
above and below the Beat will be suggested and described, and issues such as the relationship

between the Engaging and Compositional metaiunctions will be re-introduced.

A table displaying the set of theatrical units and some ofthe proposed metafrmctional systems
is presented later in the chapter. It is noted again that these do not claim to represent the
entire range of semantic possibilities for theatrical performance. It would be difficult for any
theoretical or analytic framework to make such a claim, firstly because of the sheer magnitude
of symbolic activity in the theatre; and secondly, because ofits constantly changing nature. As

Peter Brook, a leading theatre director and theorist, notes;

In the Theatre, every form once bom is mortal; every form must be reconceived, and its new conception will
bear the marks of all the influences that surround it. (1990; 19).
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6.1 Seeking Theatrical Units: Issues and Arguments

This project is certainly not the first to attempt to define units for theatre, and not the first
either to use a model of language as a guide in seeking these units. The works of Pavis
(1982), and Elam (1980) exemplify approaches that attempt to identify theatrical units and
that use language and linguistics as a metaphor in the process. Elam addresses the question of
whether it is possible to segment the performance into units, and acknowledges the difiSculties
inherent in this enterprise o f dividing up and studying the dynamics ofthe "horizontal'
unfolding and 'vertical' semantic relations" ofthe theatrical performance (Elam 1980:46). He
does not, in the end, offer a solution to the problem ofthe "discrete unit" for theatre (1980:
49), suggesting that the nature and units ofthe various systems ofthe theatre need to be more

fully understood first.

In her review oftwentieth-century European traditions in theatre semiotics, Melrose (1994)
raises a number of concerns with semiotic theories such as those ofPavis and Elam. Her
reaction to what she sees as the prevailing 'logocentricity’ of the theories has already been
noted in chapter 3. Melrose contests the assumption that language and linguistic theory can
be taken as the most useful starting-points or models for the analysis oftheatre. In reaction to
Pavis's metaphorical reference to theatre's many languages of expression’, Melrose suggests

that they are;

..neither languages' at all, nor indeed commensurable with 'natural languages', even iffor some o fthem the
relationship between what is approached as 'sign’ and what it might be thought to ‘stand for*, is indeed
arbitrary. (1994:12)

The work of Elam is also criticised by Melrose, although it should be noted that he does in
fact caution against the "abuse" ofthe linguistic metaphor; that is, he warns against assuming

too great a correspondence between the organisation of language and that oftheatre (Elam

238



1980:48). Melrose distinguishes her own semiotic project from these traditions by proposing
to adopt"... a semiotic discourse relating to complex cultural practices not wholly governed
by language..." (1994:43). She aims to find a starting point other than linguistics for the

description and analysis of theatre practice.

However, it is notJust the logocentricity* of Elam's approach that concerns Melrose. Elam's
discussion of theatrical units raises another issue arising from this language-based analogy:
the issue ofwhether it is appropriate to search for units at all, given the unique nature of
theatre. Melrose argues that "the hiunan experience oftheatre confounds the unitary bias of
certain linguistic traditions™ (1994:16). Her concerns about the performance units proposed in

these theories are also foreshadowed by Esslin:

The idea that the theatre ... being a system of signs could be treated as a language with its own
grammar and syntax and with the scientific rigour with which linguistics tackles verbal
languages turned out to be a misieading analogy, sitrgtly because of the congtlexity of dramatic
performance [...] This makes it very difficult to arrive at a basic unit - analogous to the unit of
meaning (a semanteme in linguistics or a bar in the notation of music) by which the multitude
ofsignifiers unleashed igx)n the audience could be noted down for ar”™ given moment ofthe
performance. (Esslin 1987:19)

These criticisms offer challenges to the methodology ofthe present project, which both uses
linguistic theory as a guide for developing a framework for theatre and seeks to propose a set

ofunits for theatre. These challenges will be taken up below.

Addressing the Concerns:

Melrose's concerns are well-founded in relation to some ofthe cases that she cites (for
example, Pavis' theatrical 'morphemes' and 'nominal syntagms’). However, not every
application of linguistic theory to theatre necessarily shares the assumptions and methods of

the projects ofthe past. It is strongly argued that the present framework offers a positive
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example of how valuable linguistic theory can be as a guide to the semiotic system of theatre.

The success ofthe project relies on the particular linguistic theory being applied.

As discussed in chapter 4, the systemic-fimctional theory has a number of features that make
it a desirable analogy. The theory is not focussed onforms so much asfunctions. This means
that the analogy applied to theatre involves a search for meaning, not particular linguistic
forms. The metafimctional metaphor is applied to the theatrical context with care, always
bearing in mind the unique nature oftheatrical performance. Points at which the linguistic
analogy does not 'fit' for theatre have been noted and considered with respect to what they
might indicate about the nature oftheatre. These points often bring into focus problems in the
linguistic theory, so the undertaking can usefully serve linguistic theory as well as theatre
theory. The analogy, far fi-om attempting to mould theatre in language's image, involves

considerable dialogue between the two semiotic systems.

Below, Melrose's criticisms of past semiotic projects on theatre are briefly addressed more

specifically.

Logocentricity

Although this thesis begins with the assumption that Halliday's model of language has a great
deal to offer to the analysis and exploration of Theatrical performance, the metaphor is not
taken literally. Theatre is not seen as a 'language’, nor does it necessarily share the same
structures as language (such as morphemes, phrases or clauses). Although language is one of
the contributing semiotic systems for theatre, it is emphasised that the model of theatre
presented here is at a different level of abstraction to that of language. The units developed

for theatre are specific to the theatrical context.
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The analogy does involve the assumption that, like language, theatre is a semantic resource
for its users and that its meaning potential can be at least partially represented through
semantic networks. The other assumption arising from the analogy is that there are broad
types of meanings, or metaiunctions common to all symbol systems, linguistic and non-
linguistic. The analogy is one of function; it does not assume equivalence of form. This is not
the same as cases outlined in Esslin's quote above, in which theatre is "treated as a language

with its own grammar and syntax

The question o f Theatre Units: a Linguistic Imposition?
Melrose queries the validity of seeking theatrical units, with past attempts having been too
"language-oriented”. O'Toole notes a similar concern raised in relation to semiotic theory of

Film/Cinema:

Early analyses of film were confused, I believe, by too great an insistence on a 1:1 match
between linguistic units and units ofa visual code, and some well-founded opposition has
developed to the construction of hierarchies of units for the study of ait.

(OToole 1995: 161)

O'Toole's comment holds a key to the problem. If exact equivalence is assumed between
language and other symbol systems, such as art, film or theatre, not only will the task of
defining units be extremely difficult, but also the unique structural and semantic features of

these non-linguistic symbol systems will be obscured and inaccessible.

In this project it is argued that a framework of units allows the complexity of meamngs in
theatre to be explored in a systematic and detailed way. It also provides a way of exploring
and mapping the interplay of meanings between larger and smaller units in the overall work.

The framework need not only focus on the "breaking-down" of the performance into
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segments; it can also allow insight into the synergetic or "up-building” processes noted by
Melrose. The suggested units are not based upon literal analogies with linguistic units. The
major analogy was the use of constituency structure to represent the organisation o ftheatrical

units, while the semantic inspiration for the units themselves came from the craft and theory

of theatre.

The Relationship between Performance and Spectator

Melrose makes an important claim; that semiotic theories oftheatre tend to ignore the
spectators in theatre and their relationship with the performers and the performance. The
fi*meworic proposed here encompasses the audience-performance relationship as an
important part ofthe model. Firstly, the framework shares with Halliday's theory the
characterisation ofthe system as a shared meaning system. More specifically, the framework
proposes a set of meanings concerned with this relationship between audience «nd
performance/performers - the meanings belonging to the Engaging Metafimction. Although
audience responses are not specifically studied here, the networks and units could certainly be
used as a point ofdeparture for discussions about audience responses, evaluations and

interpretations.

6.2. Guiding Works for Proposing Theatrical Units

As predicted by the projects ofthe past, the task of finding and defining possible units for
this thesis presented a number of challenges due to the unique features ofthe theatrical
context. Theatre is a complex system incorporating a number of different symbolic systems in

dynamic interplay and, unlike language, it has both spatial and temporal dimensions.
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However, even given the additional complications ofthe pluri-signification oftheatre, many
ofthe difBculties encountered in defining a set ofunits for performance resemble those facing
linguists attempting the same task in language. As discussed in chapter 5, explorers ofthe
linguistic landscape are not presented with a set of clearly delimited units from the outset.
Neither is it a matter o f simply discovering the units that 'pre-exist' in language, for there is
considerable controversy in some areas of linguistics regarding the validity of particular units

(for example, the unit of "sentence™ in grammar).

The task of finding units for theatre was, in many ways, not unlike the task faced by Sinclair
and Coulthard in 1975. Their ground-breaking research into the structure of classroom
discourse exemplifies the kinds of questions raised in generating theory and analytical
frameworks in language. Questions such as: "What counts as a unit"?; and "What is the
relationship between a unit'sfunction and its structural realisationT strike chords with those
raised when the issue ofunits was approached for theatre. At the time oftheir investigation,
the structures in discourse that Sinclair and Coulthard were exploring represented largely
uncharted territory in linguistic research. Like the framework presented here for theatre,
Sinclair and Coulthard modelled their hierarchical system ofunits on Hallidays theory of

language (1975:24).

In addition to the wealth of linguistic theory and research that has informed the development
of the units for theatre, O'Toole's work (1994) has been a particularly useful guide in this
endeavour. O'Toole offers sets of hierarchically organised units for a range of forms of art,
such as painting, sculpture and architecture, and for each unit explores semantic systems in
the three major metafunctions. The table ofunits and metafunctions presented in this chapter

is closely based on those developed by O'Toole.

243



However, neither the linguistic theory nor the systemic-fiinctional frameworks of visual art
could provide all ofthe answers in this search for a theatrical performance framework. One
major difference between theatre and these other semiotic systems is that theatrical units and
systems of meaning for each unit need to encompass both linguistic and non-linguistic
behaviours. Secondly, theatre, unlike visual art or language, has two axes: spatial and
temporal. Language shares with theatre the linear axis, and visual arts share the spatial axis,
but the simultaneous existence of these two dimensions oforder in theatre is unique. The
combination ofthe two dimensions creates an environment of intense semiotic activity where
the values of multitudinous theatrical signs are in a constant state of flux. Thus the
framework needs to be able to handle the meanings related to space as well as to shifts

through time.

6.2.1 Pikers Unified Theory o fthe Structure o fHuman Behaviour

In 1967 Pike presented an investigation of language and other forms ofbehaviour in various
social contexts with the goal of developing "a unified theory, a unified set ofterms, and a
unified methodology" that could be used to analyse any "complex human activity” without
sharp methodological discontinuities between verbal and non-verbal activity. (Pike 1967:26)
In other words. Pike sought a theory that could manage both verbal and non-verbal aspects of
human behaviour as a unified whole in social contexts. His endeavour has obvious links with
the theatre project of this thesis, particularly with reference to one ofthe challenges outlined
above: that of finding a way o f integrating linguistic and non-linguistic behaviour into the

analysis.
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Pike proposes a unit called the "behavioreme™. The sufBx -erne is generalised from linguistic

terms such as thephorteme (Pike 1967:121). This unit is defined by Pike as:

...an emic unit or component of purposive human activity, hierarchically and trimodally structured, having
closure signalled by overt objective (“tural clues within the verbal or non-verbal behaviour of the domestic
participants or domestic observers..." (1%7:121)

Although the behavioreme has not been adopted as a unit for theatre, its definition is worth
examining. In investigating the unit Pike has identified a number of features similar to those
noted in the theatrical context. Firstly, Pike specifies that the perspective is an emic one -
behaviour studied as from inside the system. (1967:37). This contrasts with an etic
standpoint, where behaviour is studied as an outsider, or an "essential initial approach to an
alien system™ (1967:37). The emic perspective recognises the value of particular behaviours
as part ofa cultural whole, and aids the understanding of the attitudes and motives of "the

individual actors in such a life drama” (1967:41).

The question ofthe perspective to be adopted in the framework for theatre presented some
difficulty. The emic standpoint is the most satisfying for understanding the complexities of the
context. However, even having decided this, there are still further questions to be addressed.
Different participants "inside the system" have varying perspectives on the system. For
example, the understanding of the system that the playwrights, directors and performers hold
is potentially vastly different to that held by the audience. This issue is taken up again later in

the chapter.

In considering the case of a Church Service, Pike notes that even though there was a
continuum of physical activity, it still seemed to be divided into segments or "significant

major chunks of activity” (1967:73). His discussion ofthese segments raises issues similar to
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those raised by the theatrical context in this chapter. When performance data were consulted
in an initial attempt to define theatrical units, a hypothesis was formed regarding the major
points of shifts in the performance. The places in the performance where there seemed to be a
significant shift or change in several ofthe major expressive systems almost simultaneously
seemed to offer potential umt boundaries. Pike observes ofthe 'segments' in the church
service that One segment ends, and another begins, whenever there is an appreciable
CHANGE in activity. The most apparent changes are seen when the actors differ.” (1967:75).
He also points out that the borders ofthese segments exhibit indeterminacy, in spite oftheir
being signalled by a change in activity. (1967:77). Here again is an issue raised also by the
theatrical units (for example, the indeterminacy ofBeat boundaries was discussed in

chapter 5).

The behavioreme is described as "hierarchically and trimodally structured". Pike views the
church service as a whole' within which "smaller emic wholes may be viewed as parts of
larger whole, which in turn are parts of still larger ones.” (Pike 1967:79). This leads to the
conception ofthe behavioural units as hierarchically structured, like the units in language.
Pikes suggestion of hierarchically ordered units combining verbal and nonverbal behaviour
lends support to the possibility of defining such a set of units for theatre. Pike's work lends
useful insights to the development of a set of units for theatrical performance, and his
treatment ofthe problems that arise is reassuring, as many ofthese are similar to the

challenges provided by the theatrical context.
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6.3 Proposing Theatre Units

Units marked by ‘shifts’

As mentioned above in relation to Pike's findings, it was observed that in theatrical
performances there were clear points where there seemed to be an almost simultaneous shift
within several ofthe theatrical systems at once. This may seem an obvious point; the marking
ofscene boundaries, for example, through lighting, changes of setting and musical interludes
is a familiar convention. However, these shifts also occurred on a smaller scale within scenes.
They seemed to represent nodes in the performance, often functioning like a cadence in a
musical piece which indicates the end ofa phrase, section or the whole woric (Kennedy,
1985:106). It was hypothesised that these shifts were expressions of underlying shifts in

meaning that could help to propose a set of units.

The meaning o fthe shifts

In order to develop the set ofunits further, and to explore the functional significance ofthe
shifts, literature and background knowledge fi'om the craft oftheatre were consulted. This
reliance on theatrical information for inspiration had the advantage ofensunng the concepts
for the units were genuinely developed from and for the theatre itself, rather than based too
closely on analogies with language. The units developed utilise a combination o f concepts

from writing on both the structure of drama and on the structure oftheatrical performance.

Some ofthe units proposed here invoke famihar terms such as Scene’, but which need careful
explanation in the context ofthe rank scale presented here. Other units such as Episode' are
based on concepts from the craft which have been further developed for this thesis. Criteria
for recognising boundaries ofthe units have been suggested, and these appeal, in the final

analysis, to the way in which the performance treats the play rather than to the structure of
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the play itself(or notes that the playwright may have included in the script on production).
Clear boundaries are not always characteristic ofthe units (see, for example, the discussion of
Beat boundaries in the previous chapter). In addition, as Halliday notes for the identification
ofunits in language "... there can be no question of independent identification o fthe
exponents ofthe different units, since criteria of any given unit always involve reference to
others, and therefore indirectly to all the others."(in Kress 1976:59) This is true for the
Theatrical units presented here too. Particularly in the cases ofBeats and Actions, it is
essential, in Halliday's words, to "shunt" between the units to describe either one ofthem. As
with the semantic networks, the units were tested upon performance examples and modified

in relation to some ofthe problems that arose.

Theatre is conceptualised in the same way as Pike's Church service: the performance is a
whole, which is constituted by combinations of other smaller 'wholes', which in turn are made
up ofeven smaller whole units. It is suggested that, like the units of language, each ofthese
theatrical units carries "patterns of meaningfiil organisation” (Halliday in Kress 1976 :56). In
language, Halliday notes "patterns are associated with stretches that not only are of difiéring
extent but also appear as it were inside one another, in a sort of one-dimensional Chinese box
arrangement.” (in Kress 1976:57) The organisation ofunits along the rank scale implies that
there is a particular relation between these units, and that they form a hierarchy. Thus each
theatrical unit consists of one or more ofthe units fi'om the rank next below in the scale.
Further implications of the rank scale will be discussed at the end of this section, along with a
deeper consideration of issues of the structure of theatrical performance and its analogies

with linguistics.
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The proposed rank scale ofunits for theatre is presented below, followed by a brief
description ofeach unit. Each unit is discussed in terms of its development from concepts of
linguistic theory and theories of drama, theatre and acting, adaptations for the purposes of

this thesis, semantic characteristics and criteria for identifying the unit in description of data.

Proposed Rank Scale of Units of Theatre
UNITS
Work
Scene
RANK T Episode
Beat
Action
The Work is the unit at the highest rank (the entire performance), and it consists of
combinations ofone or more Scenes. Scenes are made up ofone or more Episodes which in

turn are constituted by combinations of Beats. Units at the lowest rank of Action combine to

form Beats.

6.4 Descriptions of Units

6.4.1 Work

The term "Work" is borrowed from O'Toole's framework for the analysis of paintings.

The Work is the largest unit ofthe scale, and refers to the entire theatrical performance. It not
only refers to the boundaries set up by the script (where there is one) or 'blueprint’ for the
performance, but also to the boundaries set up by the performance itself These are not
always as clearly defined as might be expected. Although in many productions there are
conventional signals indicating the opening and closing ofthe performance event (such as
lights dimming once the audience is seated, or the raising ofthe curtain at the beginning ofthe
play) there are also variations on this. For example, the audience may be confronted with a

fully lit stage setting to scrutinise before the actors arrive onstage and the actors may form
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part ofthis scenic tableau, going about their business on stage. The actors may even interact
with the audience. For example, in a recent Sydney Theatre Company Production of Dinkum
Assorted, some audience members were served cups oftea by actors from a tea-trolley
onstage. Before the 'scripted’ part ofthe performance has even begun in these cases, the
audience starts to interact with the stage world, to hypothesise about the possible 'semantic
space' ofthe play. For the performers also, these choices are significant to creating the overall
efifects ofthe performance. Increasingly, contemporary theatre plays with traditional
boundaries between audience and performers, thus the boundaries ofthe 'whole' can not be
predicted on the basis of a set of conventions or rules. The boundaries of'W ork' must be
seen as fluid. Pike makes a similar note in relation to the church service:" Considered as a

total single segment, the church service has fuzzy borders as its parts do.” (Pike 1967:78)

However, despite these boundaries being fluid, there will often be a point when it is signalled
to the audience that they should pay attention to particular happenings in the performance.
This may be signalled through lighting, through the raised voices of the actors or through the

use of introductory music. Performances such as these are treated as unmarked cases.

At the rank of Work, functional choices are concerned with the broadest Representational
events, settings, characters, and semantic motifs; with captivating the audience and drawing
them into the performance as a whole; and with creating simultaneously unity and diversity -
"the freedom compatible with order” (Hopkins in Cole et al. 1973: 219). The whole is a
"gestalt” with complex relationships between the whole and its constituent parts. For the
makers of the performance the creation ofthe whole involves handling the overall rhythm of

the performance. This, in turn, involves the realisation of familiar dramatic concepts such as
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'tension’, and 'rising plot action' where applicable. Systems at Work rank also involve the

design ofthe spatial unfolding and patterning ofthe performance.

6.4.2 Scene asA Unitin the Rank Scalefor Theatre

'Scene’, of course, is a familiar term in theatrical discourse associated with the division ofthe
performance and the drama. However, the meaning or semiotic 'value' of Scene may vary
according to the historical, cultural and social conditions ofthe drama or the individual writer.
A Scene can be defined in some cases by a change in place and/or time (for example, Glenn
1977:98). Other references present the scene as a major structural unit of the play's action.
Benedetti defines the Scene in this way in relation to Beats; "We will define a 'scene’ as a
grouping o fbeats within which one major segment o f the play’s total action occurs. "
(1981.188). Benedetti treats the scene as reflecting the same basic structure as other
theatrical units such as Beat, with a motivating scene action and conflict, a clear "shape" and

scene crisis. (1981:188).

Special mention is made ofthe traditional French Scene in several ofthe works consulted

(for example Catron 1989; Benedetti 1981). In Catron's definition;

The French Scene is defined as a unit of a play delineated by the entrance and exit of a major
character. The term ... originated with the seventeenth-century neo-classic French playwrights,
who constructed developmental units of their plays around entrances and exits of major
characters. (1989: 49)

As with Beat, the varying treatment of'Scene’ in the literature makes it difficult to arrive at
one clear definition. It was decided that two semantic definitions were to be taken up in
proposing units: firstly, the issue of change in time and place, and secondly the concept ofthe
shifting relations caused by the entrances and exits of characters, referred to as the Trench

Scene'. However, these are treated as the bases for two different units; the Scene and the
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Episode respectively. In the performance data it was observed that some ofthe major
semantic shifts seemed to involve the transformation ofthe semiotic potential ofthe
performance space in terms oftime and/or location. The shifts in the relationships and
interaction of actors onstage in many cases could occur within these larger units of action
having particular temporal and locative values. The unit of Scene is proposed as the larger
unit (defined by transformations oftime and space), and the Episode is proposed as a unit at
the rank directly below Scene. Scenes, then, can consist of one or more Episodes. The
Episode is most like the French Scene in nature, although again the definition has been

elaborated for the purposes of the framework proposed here.

The unit Scene suggested here is defined semantically by a change in temporal and/or locative
setting in the performance. The Scene divisions for a performance based on this fi-amework
will usually, but not always, concur with those offered in the script for the performance. Also,
although the setting may be indicated explicitly in the script, the performance may present the
setting in a variety ofways, so the semantic networks presented later in the chapter recognise
the contribution ofboth dramatic script and performance to the creation of setting. The
change in semiotic value of the dramatic space that defines the unit boundary of Scene may be
realised in a variety ofways such as a physically transformed set and/or lighting changes.
Each Scene adds new dimensions to the historical, temporal, social and spatial geography of
the stage world, and involves the audience in constant semiotic re-orientation to the

Representational 'value' ofthe performance space.

6.4.3 Episode Units
As discussed above, the Episode unit is based on the French Scene, which is represented by

shifts in interactions and alignment between participants onstage. In the traditional French

252



Scene, these shifts are caused by exits and entrances of major characters. However, when the
concept of Episode was tested on performance data it became clear that in addition to the
shifts caused by the physical entrances and exits of characters, other changes in the
interactional configurations on stage could be discerned. For example, a character may be
onstage but not involved in the central interactions going on between other actors. Characters
may leave and re-join interactions without leaving the stage. A special case was created by
the use ofthe Narrator in Summer ofthe Aliens. This character was often present during the
interactions of other characters, watching these interactions, but he only rarely directly

interacted with other characters.

The concept of involvement became important in determining Episode boundaries. Where
there could be said to be a clear shift in the configuration of characters involved in an
Episode, it was decided that a new Episode had begun. Determining involvement is not
always simple though. For example, there is the question of non-linguistic involvement. Even
if a character does not actually contribute to the dialogue, she or he can nevertheless be

significantly involved in the Episode. It is also difficult to determine prospectively in all cases

exactly which characters are involved in the Episode.

A set of heuristic principles can be suggested, to assist in the task of defining Involvement,

and thus identifying Episode shifts. For most characters in an Episode, their ‘involvement' is

recognised by;

¢+ their ability to contribute to the semantic thread ofthe Episode action non-verbally and/or

verbally
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¢+ their signalling this involvement in the activity ofthe Episode through a range of
realisational features such as proximity to other involved members, vectors, grouping and
gaze

¢ reciprocity - having their contributions (verbal or non-verbal) acknowledged by other
involved participants. Any Action undertaken by the character in the Episode should have

the potential to stimulate a Reaction.

These features would identify the 'core’ participants involved in an Episode. Ifthe set of
participants defined by this kind of involvement shifts, then there is almost always a new
Episode. However, there may also be various kinds of 'unratified' participants who may be
‘involved' in the Episode, but whose involvement is not signalled in any ofthese ways.
Generally these are 'observer' type participants, who watch Episodes without being
acknowledged and without actively participating. Their involvement may be signalled through
gaze, posture, and/or facial expressions signalling their attentiveness to the Episode action
and other characters. The significance ofthese Episode participants is that they are explicitly
signalled as in the act of observing: we are meant to notice that they are 'spying’ or
‘eavesdropping’ on other characters. They are also signalled as 'outsiders' in relation to the

core group ofinvolved participants.

There are two kinds of'observer' functions; 'metatheatrical' observers, who are actors or
characters outside the 'reality frame' ofthe Episode (such as the Narrator figure in Summer of
the Aliens) and other observers who are characters in the same ‘world' as the observed
participants. From the analysis of Summer ofthe Aliens it appears that the shifting presence of

metatheatrical observers does not seem to affect Episode boundaries. The Narrator
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sometimes appears or disappears in the middle of Episodes, and his exit or entry is hardly

noticeable.

The concept of'involvement' can be found in literature on discourse analysis, and many ofthe
issues surrounding involvement in discourse resonate with the issues for Episodes in theatre.
Several definitions of'involvement' are reviewed by Tannen, with particular reference to
conversation. Gumperz's description of involvement as "an observable, active participation™ in
conversation (cited Tannen 1989:11) is compared with Merrit's "mutual engagement”, which
is "an observable state ofbeing in coordinated interaction, as distinguished fi'om mere co-
presence” (cited Tannen 1989:11). These definitions, with their emphasis on "observable"
engagement are useful for the definition of involvement sought here for theatre. In theatre,
there is considerable pressure to create observable signs for the audience to interpret, and in
the case of the Episode this necessitates the physical expression ofinvolvement in the Episode
interaction. Tannen's own definition, which is more concerned with the psychological and
emotional aspects of involvement (1989:12), is not as relevant here, except perhaps in relation

to the audience's sense ofinvolvement in an Episode.

Episodes, like Beats, may be realized simultaneously, because ofthe spatial dimension of
theatre. There may be more than one Episode taking place on stage at any one time, and these
can compete for attention to differing degrees. There may be a focal Episode (indicated
perhaps through lighting), with the other Episodes taking minor focus, or the effect may be

similar to that of dispersed focus in the Beat, where each Episode competes for attention.
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6.4.4 Below the Beat: Rank o fAction

As the Beat has already been discussed in some detail in chapters 4 and 5, it will not be
further characterised here, except insofar as it relates to Actions. In the theatre literature
consulted, the term 'Action’ was often included in the definition ofa Beat. For example,
Catron, in his discussion of how the Beat works for an actor, explains that the character can
be seen to have an intention, which leads her or him to take an Action that can stimulate a

Reaction. (1989:96) Other works refer to the Beat Action (for example, Bruder et al, 1986).

As explained in chapters 4 and S the Action is treated in the framework developed here as a
constituent component ofthe Beat at the rank immediately below. This means that the Action
represents the underlying psychological motivation of each character in the Beat, and that

Beats represent the transactive combinations ofthese Actions.

The use ofthe term 'Action’ can be misleading, for its meaning usually suggests event-like
physical activity or behaviour (be it speech or non-linguistic behaviour). In the case of Beat
Action, the term has a psychological meaning - that of 'purpose’ or 'intention’ (the term
'motivation’ is preferred here for reasons discussed in chapter 5). Benedetti, in discussing
dramatic action, points out that the meaning of Action does not exclusively refer to events.

He cites Fergusson on dramatic action;

The word "action' - praxis- as Aristotle uses it in the Poetics, does not mean outward deeds or events, but
something much more like "'purpose’ or "aim." Perhaps our word "'motive' suggests most of its meaning.
(Fergusson cited Benedetti 1981:176).

Fergusson goes on to make a point that is significant for the description of Action as
proposed here: "We guess at a man's action by way ofwhat he does, his outward and visible

deeds.” (cited Benedetti 1981:176) This statement encapsulates two important aspects of the
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theory ofthe unit Action developed here: 1) that the psychological Action or motivation

chosen by the actor must be expressed by the actor through "outward and visible deeds” - in

other words through physical activities and performance features of language; and 2) that the

audience hypothesises (albeit unconsciously) about the psychological motivation on the basis

ofthese visible (and audible) verbal and non-verbal activities.

It has been suggested that the actors choose their psychological motivations for the unit

Action. Where there is a dramatic script, this usually serves as the most important guide in the

interpretation of Actions, but it is not an entirely prescriptive process. This means that for

every new performance ofa play, there is the possibility of innovation even down to the

smallest units ofthe performance. An example ofhow an essential Action for a Beat can be

chosen to link a series of physical actions and dialogue is provided by the handbook ofthe

National Institute of Dramatic Art (1986). It is worth presenting here, as it illustrates the

concept of Action eifectively and will be used later to explore the Transitivity network for

Action. In this example, a section of Williams' Streetcar Named Desire is analysed from the

perspective ofone character: STANLEY, and demonstrates the first step that an actor may

take in using the text as a blueprint for performance.

STANLEY:

STANLEY:
STANLEY:
EUNICE:
STANLEY:
EUNICE:

STANLEY:
EUNICE:
STANLEY:

Stella! (There is a pause) My baby doll's left me! (He breaks into sobs. Then he goes to the
phone and dials, still shuddering with sobs.) Eunice? | want my baby. (He waits a moment;
then he hangs up and dials again.) Eunice! I'll keep on ringin' until | talk with my baby! (...
he hurls the phone to the floor... Finally Stanley stumbles half dressed out to the porch and
down the wooden steps to the pavement before the building. There he throws back his head
like a baying hound and bellows his wife's name: "Stella! Stella! Sweetheart! Stella!'")
Stell-lahhhh!

I want my baby down here. Stella, Stella!

She ain't cornin' down, so you quit! Or you'll git th' law on you!

Stella!

You can't beat on a woman an' then call "er back! She won't come! And her goin't' have a
baby! ... You stinker! You whelp of a Polack, you! | hope they haul you in and turn the
firehouse on you, same as last time!

(humbly) Eunice, I want my girl to come down with me!

Hah! (She slams her door)

(with heaven-splitting violence) STELLLAHHHHH! (...The door upstairs opens again.
Stella slips down the rickety stairs in her robe ... they come together ...)

(in Bruder et al 1986:24-25)
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The handbook gives a number of suggestions for the specification of Stanley's essential action

in this section;

a. to beg a loved one's forgiveness.

b. to clear up a terrible misunderstanding

c. to retrieve what is rightfially mine.

d. to implore a loved one to give me another chance.
e. to show an inferior who's boss

f to make amends for bad behaviour.

(from Bruder et al, 1986. 25)

Any ofthese underlying purposes could serve to give a psychological coherence to Stanley's
actions. The ideas for the actions are derived from the features ofthe context, the nature and
pattern of physical activity, the language (semantic chains. Mood choices, modality choices),
and an understanding of human psychology. The physical activities that can realize such
Actions include movement (locomotion), gesture, posture, orientation, facial expression,
intensity, energy and speed. Vocal realisations of Action meanings include features of

intensity, pitch, intonation contour, rate of delivery, use of pause and timbre.

This example also provides a good illustration of the semantic difference between Beats and
Actions. As a Beat, this is a blocked transaction between Stanley and Eunice. From the point

ofview of Stanley's Action, however, it is a verbal process with Stella as a kind of target.

BeatArchitecture: Actions in combination

Halliday's comments on the realisations of the 'consists of relationship in linguistic units are
useful for conceptualising the structural realisations of Actions in a beat. He notes that
‘consists of may be realised in form by sequence, inclusion or conflation, thus "ifin a given
instance a unit of one rank consists of two units of rank next below, these may appear in form

as one following, interrupting, or overlaying the other.” (Halliday in Kress, 1976: 58). It is
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proposed that the structural realisation of Actions in a Beat can be sequential or dispersed.
Where Actions are distributed sequentially in a Beat, one Action is completed (or almost
complete) before the Action ofthe other actor begins. In these cases, the Action may be
realised as a single 'turn’ in the discourse. This would mainly be the case where the stage
action is primarily or exclusively verbal. Dispersed realisation implies that the physical and
verbal activities realising the Action are distributed throughout the Beat. The Action in this
case iswoven through the Beat, and thus the Actions of different actors will overlap and

interweave.

Where a Beat consists o f combinations of Actions, these Actions can be related to each other
in various ways. One Action may serve as a stimulus for other Actions in the transaction that

forms the Beat. Thus there is a dependency relationship between the stimulus Action and the
Reaction/s that it stimulates. All Actions have the potential to stimulate a Reaction, but not all
actually do. The stimulus for Reactions may not always be provided by a character; it could

be some non-human event (a gun-shot or Ughtning flash).

There is an added complication with Action structures in Beats because Reactions themselves
have the capacity to stimulate further Reactions. This is a similar situation to the covariate

structures discussed by Martin (1992:25). This can be represented diagrammatically as.

The first (or 'stimulus’) Action is not the same as the Initiating Event in a dramatic or literary

narrative. This sequence may be repeated several times in an Episode. The diagram simplifies
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the performance situation (it shows the Actions/Reactions as discrete particles). However, it

does illustrate the fact that this structural sequence makes it difficult to firmly establish Beat

boundaries.

The combination of stimulus Action and single Reaction is not the only structural possibility
proposed for Beat. For example, the same stimulus Action (or Event) may elicit Reactions
from different characters. This would mean that there is more than one Reaction dependent
on the stimulus Action in the Beat, and can be likened to hypotactic clause complex structures
in grammar an independent clause has more than one dependent clause. For Beats, this

structure could be modelled as;

ACTION

REACTION

Because ofthe dependency relationships, these all form part ofthe same Beat. Either ofthe
two dependent Reactions has the potential to act as a stimulus Reaction for the next Beat.
Actions, like Beats and other units proposed for theatre, involve a degree of interpretation in
their identification. The identification of Actions can be easier when Beats are determined

first.

6.4.5 Structural considerations: is a constituency model sufficient?

The evidence of dependency structures between Actions in a Beat suggests that the

constituency model cannot account for all structure in theatre. This does not necessarily
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negate the validity of the constituency model as one means ofaccounting for structure in
theatre. Supporting evidence for such a model can be found in acting methodologies, which
suggest that the processes of breaking down and building up performance into a set of smaller
and larger constituent units are important to the craft of theatre. For example, Benedetti's
Stanislavsky-based theory of acting proposes a hierarchy of'actions', each of which has its

own complete shape and structure. As he explains:

The overall energy-shape of the main action of a play is created by the cumulative effect ofa number of
smaller action patterns, each ofwhich is, in turn, created by yet smaller action patterns. (1981:185).

Benedetti's set of'actions' is quite similar to the set of units proposed here. He suggests, from
smallest to largest; a) the individual moment; b) Beats; ¢) Scenes; and d) overall (main)
action. (1981:185) Each unit of action has the same basic shape for Benedetti, which reflects

the "fractal" patterning that is characteristic oftheatre.

However, we may also need to propose other perspectives on stmcture for theatrical
performance that complement the constituent approach. Again, the analogy with language can
be helpfiil. As discussed in chapter two, constituent structures exist alongside other kinds of
structure in language. Martin (1992) discusses the problem ofusing only constituency to
account for structure in language, and as an example refers to the model of discourse
structure developed by the Birmingham School. In this model, he explains, "all aspects oftext
structure have to be incorporated into a single rank scale .... This naturally puts a great deal
of pressure on move structure to capture cohesive relations as multivariately structured act
sequences.” (Martin. 1992:56) To overcome the problem of forcing the rank scale to capture

A aspects of text structure, Martin proposes four distinct discourse structures - identification,

conjunction, ideation and negotiation.
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At the end ofthis chapter we return to the issue of alternative perspectives on structure,
taking into account the realisation of metaflinctions in theatrical performance. The exploration
so far suggests that univariate structures (for example, the relationship between Actions in a
Beat) and multivariate structures (such as the functional roles in the Beat Happening) can

exist side by side in theatre as in language.

6.4.6 A Note on 'Acts’

'Act’ is a division often associated with drama and theatrical performance, and in initial
attempts to define the set of units for this framework, the Act was included as a unit directly
below 'Work' on the rank scale. However, this unit proved diflBcult to define fimctionally, and
it was difficult to suggest any unique realisation criteria in performance for Acts. In the end it
was decided that it was more useful to see the Work as being constituted by combinations of

Scenes than to have the intermediate unit of'Act'. This concurs with Benedetti's units of

theatre performance (outlined above).

6.4.7 Table of Theatrical Units and Realisations in Performance
To summarise the above discussion a table is presented below, setting out the units of the
rank scale and providing a semantic gloss' for each unit and possible realisations marking

boundaries (these are samples only; they are not exhaustive).
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Table 6.1: Proposed Theatrical units

UNIT DEFINMON BOUNDARY
MARKERS IN
PERFORMANCE
WORK whole performance; Lighting (house lights
gestalt off~on); Music (house
music to theme music
transitions)
SCENE semantic shills in Lighting change;
Temporal and/or intensity, colour, focus
Locative setting; Music, set change, new
theatrical space takes characters, 'transition’
on new temporal and characters and linking
spatial values. monologue e.g.
narrator
EPISODE shift in the matrix of exits and entrances of
participants involved in  actors; Ughting change,
action; different change in spatial
configuration of configuration of actors,
characters having change in composition
potential to contribute of orientation of actors
to the semantic thread
of discourse and of the
unfolding activity
BEAT shifts involving a change in spatial
transaction between configuration,
characters, an inter-act.  relationship between
A new negotiated actors' levels, posture,
activity and focus. orientation, gesture
ACTION the psychological Activity: change in

"motivation’ within
the Beat for each
individual actor; new
"thought™.

vocal pitch, intonation,
intensity, rhythm,
pausing; facial
expression, gesture,
posture, orientation,
individual movement

6.4.8 Afinal note on the rank scale analogy

One ofthe implications ofusing the Rank scale analogy with language, is that there may be
the possibility of'rank shift', which is "the transfer ofa (formal realization ofa) given unit to
a lower rank” (Halliday in Kress 1976:58). Rank shift does in fact exist in theatre. For
example, a Work can be embedded in a Scene (the device known as the 'play within the

play’), such as the performance ofthe play The Murder o fGonzago in Act HI, Scene 2 of

Hamlet
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Also following from the features ofthe constituency model is the possibility that one Action
may constitute a Beat, one Beat may constitute an Episode, one Episode may constitute a
Scene, and one Scene may constitute a Work. In language examples ofthis phenomenon of
the rank scale are not difficult to find - for instance, the sentence "Stop!" This is a clause
consisting ofone group, which consists of one word, which consists ofa single morpheme.
Examples in theatre are more challenging to identify, since they tend to defy conventional and
social expectations ofwhat a play' is. An example comes from one of Beckett's short plays, a
play called Breath. In this play, the curtain rises, the lights on stage come up, the soimd effect
ofa "sigh" or "breath” is heard, the stage lights dim and the curtain falls. The whole play

consists of one Event/Action, and hence but one Beat, Episode and Scene make up the Work.

6.5 Metafunctional systems above and below the Beat

The remainder ofthe chapter discusses the applications ofthe metafunctions borrowed from
systemic-functional grammar to units above and below the Beat. Below, a table is presented
displaying the units of the rank scale and the proposed metafunctions for theatre. The table
adds the fourth metafunction described by Halliday - the Logical Metaflmction, although
work has yet to be done in this area for theatre in this project. In the boxes corresponding to
each unit, displayed horizontally across the table, are some ofthe suggested systems for each
metafunction. There are some gaps in the table at this point (for example, Interactive
meanings at Scene rank). These are not necessarily gaps in the semantic space oftheatre.

There may well be systems of choices that are relevant in these semiotic places, but more fine

tuning is needed to be sure.
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Table 6.2: Proposed Metafunctions and Units in Theatre

WORK

SCENE

EPISODE

BEAT

ACTION

KEY:

Representational
META-THEMES
PLOT ACTION
CHARACTER:
“Portrayals
‘SnperObjectives
OVERALL SETTING
(physical, social,
location, temporal, local
vs. non-local)

SCENE SETTINGS
(location, time)
SCENE ACTION
(section of narrative)

FIELD OF
ACTIVITY (social
activity under
construction)

SEMANTIC FIELD
(Topic-like)
BEAT HAPPENING

TRANSITIVITY
(participants, processes,
agents)

ACTION GOAL
("Objective"/
"Motivation")
CHARACTER-
(Personality, education,
goals)

INTERPERSONAL

"INNER"

Inter-active
SOCIAL
NETWORKS:
*Kinships

TENOR - Social
Roles

STATUS
POWER
ALIGNMENT

ATTITUDE
(Character to
Character;
Character to own
Action; Actor to
Character)
RECIPIENCY

"OUTER"

Engagement
*MODALITY
OVERALL
RHYTHM:
(Visual, Acoustic)
*Momentum
PREVAIUNG
MOOD - Design:
Light, colour,
shape, texture
AESTHETIC
APPEAL
«INHERENT
FOCUS (Actor,
Character)

ATMOSPHERE
SCENE
RHYTHM:
(Visual, Acoustic)
*Tempo

CENTRALITY
SALIENCE
colour, style
PACE

FOCUS:

*Focus
«Address

(Gaze, Somatic)
*AFFECT:
*Nature of
Interaction
BEAT PACE
*AFFECT:
*Nature of Action
EXPRESSIVITY
energy, intensity,
concentration,
tension,
paralinguistic
features

Compositional

NARRATIVE LINE

Sequence
CXJHESION-

Visual: colour, shape,

line, texture

Awral: rhythm,
harmony, musical
style and mode
Kinesic: style and
quality o fmovement

CXIMPOSITIONAL

GESTALT -

Visual: layout, use o f

space, levels
Acoustic: vocal
texture, sound vs.
silence

Overall texture
CONTINUITY
(Time, place,
participants)
SCENIC DESIGN
BOUNDARY
MARKERS
Lighting, frozen
tableau

CONFIGURATIVE
DESIGN
SELECTIVITY
COHESION
(Language and
Activity)
FOCUSSING
DEVICES
(organising
information)
COLLOCATION
(Language and
Activity)

*DEDCIS
TELEOLOGY OF
ACTION
(Motivational/
psychological
coherence)

*Bold type, Upj>er Case indicates a major system (e.g. FOCUS)
tBold Type, Lower case indicates a sub-system of one of the Major systems (e.g. Address)
tText in Brackets () gives either a semantic "gloss™ of a system, or examples of relevant

types of meanings/functions in the system, (e.g. (social activity under construction) gives

a description of the system FIELD OF ACTIVITY)
tltalics indicates possible realisations of meanings in the system (e.g. SALIENCE can be
raised througli colour or style)

Logical
CONJUNCTION
(relations between
Scenes)

DEPENDENCY
Action-Reaction
CAUSATION

ENHANCE-
MENT
ELABORA-
TION
EXTENSION
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Observations about the Table

"Inner” and "Outer" Context

The issues of Inner and Outer context have been introduced in previous chapters Avith
reference to the two kinds of interpersonal transaction taking place in the theatrical context -
the two levels of "dramatic engagement” in Hilton's description (1987:132). As noted
previously, there is some uncertainty about where the systems ofthe Inter-active function
belong. Although they were initially instinctively placed with the Engaging function for this
Table (as both are kinds of Interpersonal relations) in developing the networks, it was difficult

not to include these meanings in the Representational networks.

Conceptualderivations

The terms and system in the table were derived once again from systemic-fimctional linguistic
theory (for example, systems such as Field o fActivity, Enhancement, Transitivity); from the
frameworks of O'Toole (1994) (for example, Centrality; Address; Compositional G estalt)
and Kress and van Leeuwen (1996) {Salience); and from literature on theatre and theatre
semiotics (for example, Super-Objectives; Focus). A detailed description of each ofthe
systems is not possible here, so this chapter will explore selected systems from each rank and
across different metafunctions. The systems not elaborated in this thesis are put forward as

hypotheses to be explored in further research.

Perspectives o fthe Framework

As with Pike's investigation of structures of social behaviour, the emic, or insider' perspective
is taken here. However, it was noted above that there are distinctions to be made within this
emic perspective. The table and networks represent the semantic resources of theatre from
the position ofthe creators or makers of the performance. It is suggested that the audience

will interpret the choices presented in a production according to their own experience.
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without necessarily having a full understanding ofthe semiotic potential oftheatre as a whole
system. The analyst, like the audience, is in the position ofworking backwards from the
realisations or expressions, and from these interpreting the semantic choices ofthe creators
(although with the advantages and disadvantages of the video ofthe performance, and often
with additional background information). The emic perspective ofthe makers is the

potentially the richest.

FractalPatterning in Theatre

Another notable feature ofthe table is the high incidence of similar meaning systems at
different ranks. For example, in the Engaging fiinction, the same phenomenon of 'rhythm’
appears as a significant system of choice at almost every rank. Other examples can also be
found. Systems of choices concerning the meanings of locative and temporal setting operate
at the rank of Work, and at the rank of Scene in the Representational metafunction.
Compositional resources for spatial design are available at the ranks of Work, Scene and
Episode. The specific choices at each rank where there is a similar semantic system will differ,

but there are strong affinities between the systems in terms oftheir overall functions.

These repeated systems suggest a kind of'fractal’ patterning. The term 'fractal’, first used by
Mandelbrot in 1967 describes the way patterns of form are repeated in nature on different
scales (Turcotte, 1992:1). The concept of fractal, in its most basic form, offers an intriguing
metaphor for patterns found in language, and, as the above table indicates, it is also relevant
to theatre. In the grammar, the principles of ordering that place the Theme at the beginmng of
a clause are echoed in the placement of Deictic elements first in the structure of nominal
groups. (Halliday, 1994: 187). In O'Toole's framework for painting, the system of Gaze

functions both at the rank of Work and the rank of Figure in the Modal Metafunction.
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6.6 Semantic System networks above and below the Beat

The previous chapter proposed and explored three semantic networks at the rank of Beat, for
the Metafiinctions Representational, Engaging and Compositional. This section will offer
several more networks displaying at least one system from each unit above and below the
Beat. Again, the networks are semantic, representing some of the available meaning resources
in theatre, and the networks below illustrate different metafiinctions. As with systems for
Beat, there appears to be strong interaction between the metafiinctions for theatrical

performance, a topic which is taken up again at the end of the chapter.

The development of the networks for these units had its own drama. In each case, seemingly
straightforward terms such as 'setting’, ‘involvement' or ‘action' became less and less simple,
particularly when actual performance examples were examined. The process of preparing the
networks showed these to be rich and complex 'systems' of choice, and provided further
insight into theatre's semantic and expressive resources. No formal realisation rules are
possible at this point, but some suggestions are made for each system in the course of the

discussion.

6.6.1 The Engaging Metafunction

1. Rhythm ofthe Work

Rhythm refers to the total effect on the audience of the play-in-time: its sequential pulses created by such units
as beats, action units, scenes and acts and by dialogue, character changes and stimulus-response cycles.
Rhythm is the master control, a drum beat that dictates production effects...

(Catron 1989: 298)

The system of Rhythm is placed in the Engaging Metafimction, because ofits consequences
for the relationship between the performance and the audience. The quote from Catron above

supports a view of Rhythm as an Engaging (interpersonal) system. However, there are also
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arguments for viewing Rhythm as a Compositional system, as it involves the organisation of
dimensions of performance along both the temporal and the spatial axes. O'Toole places
Rhythm in the Modal Metafimction in his framework for painting, but notes that Rhythm has
Compositional aspects too. He suggests that these rhythmic patterns can be discussed both
Compositionally, in terms of their contribution to the overall design, and Modally in terms of

how "they work together to engage us with the painting” (O'Toole 1994:7)

This is yet another instance ofthe close interactive relationship between the Engaging and
Compositional functions in theatre, and it is becoming clear that it is simplistic and misleading
to assume that the systems in the individual Metafunctions work in isolation from each other,
no matter whether it is language, painting or theatre under consideration. As O'Toole

explains,

... the three functions always work together. They are inseparable, and we only separate them in our
description as a convenient way of focusing on the particular systems which operate for each function one at a
time. (1994:23).

The network for Rhythm in theatre (Figure 6.1) represents both the spatial and the linear
aspects of performance, incorporating visual and kinaesthetic rhythm as well as soimd rhythm.
The systems of Speed pertain to the basic rate ofthe play, the regularity ofthe rhythm and
the Momentum (the sense ofwhether the rate ofthe play is consistently building or
decreasing). The other simultaneous system with Speed is Pace. Pace, in contrast to Speed,
refers to the rate of change ofthe rhythm ofthe play (shifts in tempo and rhythms). This

variation in internal rhsdhm is important for maintaining audience interest and engagement, as
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Catron notes: "One premise governs the entire theatrical production... Whenever the
production takes on a repetitive sameness, audience interest will decrease.” (Catron 1989;

290)

The system of Speed offers a choice between different basic rates; quick, moderate, or slow.
These terms are impressionistic, but even musical terms denoting speed such as allegro,
vivace or largo tend to have a value' only in relation to other terms rather than an ‘absolute’
value. Different styles of performance predict different rhythms. For example, farce tends to
be quick, while tragedy tends towards a slower rate in performance. In the sub-system of
Momentum, there are simultaneous choices. The first system offers the choice between
accelerating, decelerating or constant rate in the performance The second refers to the
rhythmic structure arising from the sequencing ofunits in the performance. The performance
may be punctuated, with beginnings and endings of sections consistently marked (for
example, through lighting changes). There can also be slight pauses between units, and a
consistent use of cadence at the end of units such as Scenes (closure-oriented). This creates
quite a different effect to continuous rhythm, which is created by the consistent "running on"
ofunits one into the other, without the "neutral silences™ (Hilton 1987) ofthe closure-
oriented performance. The choice to have overlapping units of performance (for example,
where scene beginnings overlap with the ending of the scene before) contributes to a stronger

sense of momentum by creating a kind of 'perpetual motion'.

The Pacing of a performance can be varied - with consistent variations, or shifts in pace and
rhythm, or it may be consistent, with very little change in the rhythmic characteristics ofthe
performance. Where the performance pace is varied, the shifts may be sharp, or sudden,

neutral, or subtle (barely perceptible). As noted above, the effective Pacing of a
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performance is one ofthe most important aspects of creating a production, with significant

implications for the capturing and maintenance ofthe audience's attention throughout the

performance.

Visual and Kinetic Rhythm in theatre are akin to rhythm in visual arts, but with the added
dimension of movement. Systems of choice proposed in this network for these include a
choice between linear rhythm (either cnrvUinear or non-curving straight lines and angular
shapes) as opposed to non-linear (these can be realised in the set and costume design as well
as styles of movement). Kinetic rhythm can be stylised (for example, in Melodrama
exaggerated gestures and movements create their own rhythm) or natural, or can involve
contrast between the two. Kinetic rhythm involves also cycles of energy (for example a
build-up of tension and then forceful release) which can be varied or consistent. These
choices are related to performance tendencies, and again the values ofthe choices are relative

rather than absolute.

Realisations

In the performance, rhythmic choices are expressed in a wide variety ofways, and using a
variety of expressive resources. For example, temporal aspects of rhythm can be expressed
through features of language, such as the pacing of turn-taking, use of pauses, and rate of
delivery. The length and pacing of Beats, timing of exits and entrances and timing and force
of physical action also realize aspects of rhythm, as do the trajectories created by movement,
the rhythms of movement (flowing versus staccato), the directedness of movement (strong
direction versus ‘aimless’). The set, costume, and lighting designs contribute to visual and

colour rhythm.
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The Rhythm ofthe play is built up unit by unit, as is reflected in the systems of rhythm at
virtually every rank in the framework. However, the overall characteristics and impact ofthe
rhythm must be carefully '‘conducted' as a ‘whole' for performance - the sum ofthe
constituent rhythmic parts is truly not as great as the whole. A final choice in the network
involves a distinction between central rhythm, where there appears to be a fairly consistent
underlying rhythm governing the performance, or polyrhythm where there seem to be

several different rhythms underlying the performance.

2. Engagement with Episodes: the System of Centrality

Each ofthe characters in an Episode has a particular kind of impact, some having the
potential to attract the heightened awareness and involvement ofthe audience, and others
perhaps being more neutral, or receding into the background so they are ofless interest. This
impact can shift from Episode to Episode, so with each new Episode there is the potential for
the relationship between the audience and particular characters to change. The system of
choices related to the varying status of characters in Episodes and their relationships with the
audience is called Centrality. Figure 6.2 shows some suggested options relevant to the

relative Centrality of each character in an Episode in theatre.

Why might the audience be drawn to particular characters in Episodes more than others? And
what are the theatrical resources for creating or neutralising the impact of particular
characters? It is questions such as these that are addressed by the system network for
Centrality. Intriguing revelations, the delight (or horror) of recognition, and the 'surprise’ ofa
new character appearing are all factors that can attract attention towards particular
characters. The roles that characters play in the ‘drama’ ofthe Episode can also heighten or

diminish their impact. Victims and persecutors, characters who dominate dialogue and action,
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characters whose 'subjectivity' is at issue in the Episode, all can have strong Centrality and

hence tend to strongly engage the audience.

Empathy

The network shows these different aspects of Centrality in systems such as Empathy.
Choices in this system involve information, which can be used to create a kind o f intimacy
with characters (through important disclosures or the reverse, the concealment of significant
information that the audience shares with the character/s). Another kind of empathy is
created when there is some issue of'subjection’ in the Episode, that is, a particular character
or characters are being symbolically construed or positioned in particular ways. For example,
in Summer o fthe Aliens, Scene 2, Lewis is symbolically ‘positioned' in several Episodes by his
family. Their language construes him as 'immature' and not behaving appropriately for his age
in relation to girls ("At your age, Lewis, you don't wrestle girls").The issue of subjectivity

here constructs Lewis as the major point of interest in the Episode.

Recognition
Enter: A character wearing a terry-towelling hat, shorts, t-shirt and thongs. He has a white

stripe of zinc cream across his nose and he carries a barbecue fork in one hand and a can of

beer in the other.

An Australian audience would no doubt immediately recognise this socio-cultural stereotype,
and, particularly where the characterisation is cleverly satirical, tend to be drawn to this
character with a kind o f fascination. This example illustrates one option in the system of
recognition. Through these choices, the playwright and performance creator can use

recognisable tokens ofthe culture to create a relationship with particular audiences. These
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kinds of stereotype can be used in different ways in performance and for different purposes,
and they embody cultural, political and ideological assumptions ofthe play and performance.
Birch discusses the ideological implications of such stereotypes in drama, for example how
they can reinforce practices of'othering’ through "humour ... generated at the cultural expense
of others.” (1991b: 121). The use of stereotypes in theatrical performance can also reinforce
cultural or sub-cultural identities (for example, the popular series of Australian plays Wbgs
out o f Work, and Wog Boys performed and written by Australian actors from a range ofnon
Anglo-Saxon backgrounds). These stereotypes, then, can have a strongly Engaging function
with respect to the audience (even if the response is hostile), and also have wider implications

that reinforce the relationships between theatrical performances and their cultural and social

contexts.

Stereotypes can also be dramatic conventions, such as the recognition ofa Villain' prototype,
or an exaggerated 'hero'. These, as well as the socio-cultural stereotypes above constitute a
kind ofrecognition that involves elements extrinsic to the particular performance. There is
also another type ofrecognition that is intrinsic to the performance. For example, in Moliere's
Tartuffe, the entrance ofthe central character, Tartuffe, is delayed and prefaced by extensive
discussion about him. This builds a sense ofexpectation and gives his eventual entrance a
more intense interest and prominence. This is an example of delayed identification: role, in
which we first encounter the character as a 'role' defined by particular 'values' and are

introduced later to the 'token' (the figure representing the character).

Another choice in the recognition system, the choice of character as 'news' is, in a sense, the
opposite to ‘recognition’. When a character first appears in the play, they have a kind of

prominence by virtue ofthe fact that they have not been seen before; they are not recognised

276



yet as a character in the world ofthe play. This 'newness' engages attention, which may
diminish over time depending on other factors in the Episode. This function is like 'news' in
the information structure of a clause, which is part ofthe Textual system, not the
interpersonal. However, in language, 'new' can be described as 'listener-oriented prominence’
(Halliday, 1994: 299) and it is this 'listener/viewer-orientation' that is seen as relevant to the

issue ofEngagement in the Interpersonal function here.

Actantial Involvement

Again in the system of Centrality we find that some ofthe options seem to stray into what
appears to be the territory of other metafunctions. The system of Actantial Involvement
contains options of actional centrality and dialogic centrality, which perhaps seem more
like Representational choices. However, these choices can have implications for determining
which participants engage interest and attention in the Episode, and hence are included here.
The difference is that here we focus not upon what participants are actually doing in terms of
processes and interactive activities, but how centrally involved they are in the drama ofthis
action and dialogue, which will have implications for their relationship with the audience
(although these choices do not always entirely determine the degree ofa character's

Centrality.)

Actantial strategy refers to a character's actual participation in dialogue and action in the
Episode. The system of Modal responsibility, on the other hand, is more related to questions
such as: "Who is most central to the 'issues' ofthe Episode?”; "Who is central to its
‘argument'?". This system involves the choice between nuclear and satellite. Nuclear
characters function like the Subject in the Mood ofa clause: ifyou take them away from the

Episode, the central 'argument' cannot continue. A character may have little or no actantial
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involvement, yet have nuclear status. Another example from Summer ofthe Aliens illustrates
this. In a scene in which the Japanese Woman visits Lewis' family (Scene 8 in the transcript),
she has no involvement in the dialogue ofthe Episode, and yet she is 'talked about' and
watched throughout the whole Episode, which reinforces her nuclear status. Thus she is
constructed as strongly Engaging in the Episode, yet we never hear her speak or interact with
the other characters. We are drawn into a kind ofvoyeuristic relationship with the Japanese

woman that reinforces her 'otherness'.

Involving or AlienatingJunctions

The first system in the network proposes that the relationship between characters , an
Episode and the audience can either be alienating or non-alienating. This distinction follows
Brecht, and his theatrical aims ofbreaking or preventing the empathic or emotional
involvement between an audience and the characters and action in a play, in order to create a
more intellectual involvement. His strategy for achieving this included ‘alienation devices' that
could break the expectations and emotional involvement ofthe audience and foreground the

theatricality ofthe performance (drawing attention to its artifice).

There are several ways in which a character can be alienating in an Episode. In the Brechtian
sense, the character might function to expose or remind the audience ofthe constructed
nature ofthe performance, or the performance context (signalled construction). Characters
can also be alienating ifthey are made obscure in some way (for example, a disembodied
voice), or ifthey are somehow denaturalised (for example, through mask or non-naturalistic

makeup; or through highly stylised movement and gesture).
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The network allows for the combination of [alienating] and choices from the Empathy system,
which may seem contradictory. However, many contemporary performances combine a range
of styles, for example, combining options from both metatheatrical and psychological styles of

theatre, so it seems possible that these network features could be chosen together.

All ofthese choices from the network combine and interact to create the overall status ofa
character in an Episode and to influence the relationship that they have with the audience. The
relative Centrality ofa character in an Episode, then, is constmcted through a 'syndrome’ of
features rather than through any one categorical choice. The network provides a way of
seeing how characters are constmcted in each Episode through configurations of semantic
choices, the combination ofwhich may create interesting tensions (such as in the Episode
with the Japanese woman ).We could use the network to look at patterns in performances,
asking "how does the audience typically engage with particular characters in the
performance?” (for example, are particular characters typically alienating?; are certain

participants typically nuclear without being significantly involved in action and dialogue?).

6.6.2 The Compositional Metafunction

The Compositional Gestalt ofa Performance Work

The system of Compositional Gestalt involves choices relevant to the organisation ofthe
entire performance. Through choices from this system, the unities and contrasts within the
overall visual and acoustic design are set up, and choices from the other metafunctions are
organised into a coherent performance. For example, the compositional design establishes the
parameters and characteristics of the ‘world' created onstage, both in terms of concrete
features ofthe landscape and imaginary dimensions. The design of the stage and set creates

physical boundaries within which the actions and interactions ofthe performance take place,
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and choreographic design establishes the 'geography’' ofthe stage used by particular
characters and groups of characters. The soundscape ofthe performance (voices, music and
sound effects) is also orchestrated into a 'score' by choices in the compositional metafimction
(acoustic design). The compositional gestalt also organises the possibilities for Focus and

other choices from the Engaging metafimction through stage, lighting and acoustic design.

Networks showing sample sub-systems for Compositional Gestalt are presented in Figures
6.3a and 6.3b. This system encompasses so many different organisational possibilities that it is
only possible to offer a glimpse into its meaning potential. The system includes compositional
strategies that are general principles of organisation. These can affect choices in a number of
semiotic systems. For example, the choice between dense organisation and sparse
organisation (Figure 6.3a) can influence set design, choreography and grouping ofactors and
dialogue and sound. A dense production creates a "busy" feel, for example, using a cluttered
or detailed set design with stage furniture and many props, a tendency to have many actors on
stage at once, perhaps even performing different activities simultaneously, ornate costumes
and/or layers of sound, perhaps tending towards polyphonic texture. A sparse production
creates a more selective, minimalist stage environment. For example, the set for Summer of
the Aliens has an only earthen circle in the foreground surrounded by stones, with patches of
dry grass in the background and a brick wall as the backdrop. The use of stage setting is
minimalist throughout, with selective furniture and props (such as a single deck chair). The
placement of actors onstage tends towards individuation (Beat system of composition)
rather than grouping, which reinforces the sense of sparsity. This compositional strategy is

clearly related to the world of the play, which creates a pervasively bleak social and natural

landscape.
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Many ofthe sub-systems in the Compositional Grestalt need a third term that involves
combining the other two options. This is because options (such as order versus randomness)
can be used to set up contrasts within the production, and so the compositional strategy is not
one or the other, but both. This again can often be related to Representational meanings. For
example, a sense of order and balance for the living space of one character and a sense of
randomness and cluttered density for another's can contribute to a contrast between the

personalities ofthe two characters.

Stage Design

There is a special set of choices available specifically for the design ofthe stage, and a sample
of these choices is presented in Figure 6.3a. These spatial options are fairly self-explanatory;
they involve choices about the size ofthe stage space created by the set, the degree to which
the design is modified or shifting during the performance, the use of different levels or
planes in the performance and the use of any dominating icons as a unifying principle for the
production. An example ofthe use ofa feature icon occurred in a Sydney Theatre Company
production of King Lear, during which a huge white statue representing Lear was always
present onstage. In every scene the icon would change position, and by the end was hanging
precariously. The icon, as well as having a Representational fiinction as a symbol of Lear's
transformation in the play, was also a unifying principle of organisation around which the rest
ofthe set revolved. All ofthese stage design choices have implications for the kind ofworld
that is created in the performance and the effect ofthe play on the audience. For example, a
compressed stage space can intensify interactions and any conflict in the performance, so that

the tension can seem to virtually explode out ofthe performance.
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Lighting the stage

Lighting is a multifunctional system in performance, having the potential to play an important
role in each ofthe metafunctions. It can create atmosphere (Engaging), represent events,
times and locations (Representational) and divide the stage and the figures onstage into
different areas and groups (Compositional). A set of choices for lighting strategies is
presented in Figure 6.3b. Lighting can create different textures in performance, which relates
to lighting's role in composing a 'stage picture’. There may be interplay of light and shade,
pronounced use of shadow, differential use of colour (complex texture) or the compositional
strategy for the performance may tend towards a basic 'wash’, which doesn't distinguish
between areas on stage. Other choices in lighting involve intensity, colour, and whether
lighting tends to shift or remain fairly static. These choices can contribute to the unity ofthe
production, and either create a dominant (atendency towards dim lighting, for instance) or

make use ofvaried intensity and colour.

Acoustic Texture o fthe Performance

This system represents some ofthe choices concerned with the orchestration ofthe acoustic
dimensions of the performance (Figure 6.3b). The overall acoustic texture may be
polyphonic or homophonie. This is a matter of degree, but polyphonic productions create a
predominant sense of competing acoustic 'melody lines': consistently competing dialogue,
events, interactions, and overlapping sound effects and music. A homophonie texture tends
towards having a main acoustic 'melody' that is supported by but not in competition with
other stage activities (for example, in this type of texture, sound effects and music would
either be heard on their own, or softly under dialogue rather than competing). Again, a
production may consistently use both ofthese options to set up contrasts and variety (varied

texture). The Acoustic dimension ofthe performance may not necessarily choose vocalisation
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as the dominant sound. The network shows a system of choice related to the dominant sound

type in a performance, in which there is an option of nonvocal dominant.

The network for Compositional gestalt is more elaborate in terms of concurrent systems of
choice (possibilities for combination of choices from different systems) than it is in terms of
delicacy. This does not suggest that there are no finer distinctions, but rather it indicates the
huge scope ofthis organisational system. The system also allows for congruence or contrast
between different semiotic systems. For example, the visual strategies may involve density,
while acoustic organisation tends towards sparsity. Again, for this system, we will need a
recursive system to capture the possibilities of relationships between different semiotics. The
networks presented tend more towards spatial systems of organisation, but there is, of course,
also organisation along the linear dimension (for example, sequencing, breaks in the
performance and so on). An important note about many ofthese choices is that many features
reflect points on a continuum rather than simple binary choices, and some can be relative to

the performance space (for example, ‘expansive' 'neutral’).

6.6.3. The Representational Metafunction

1. Setting the Scene
Scene Setting is a system ofthe Representational Metafimction. The meanings in the system
involve choices in temporal and locative setting for the individual Scene (another system for
Setting exists at the rank of Work). In developing this network it was interesting to find that
the notion offsetting' became less straightforward as the network was tested on performance
examples. The possibilities of complex setting within a scene make this system more

semantically rich than was expected.
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The suggested network of choices for the system of Scene Setting (Figure 6.4) will be
explored in relation to a performance excerpt from Summer ofthe Aliens, which is presented
below. The setting in this Scene is a simple one because the performance space represents a
single temporal and locative setting. A complex setting would give the performance space the
value of more than one location and/or time simultaneously (perhaps through a "split-set”

design").

[<FX - crickets>

[<Lights up, low intensity, blue tone. The stones in the circle are visible - white. There
is a blue pool of light in the circle. The grass is dark>

[<Dulcie is sitting on a trapeze suspended above the stage. Her face is in darkness.>

COSTUME;

Dulcie: Yellow sleeveless top with halter neck and brown (?) pattern;
Red/pink short skirt; tennis shoes without socks

Lewis: light blue jeans; cream/yellow with yellow stripes short-sleeved
button-up shirt with a collar, untucked; black Gym boots/shoes

<Lewis enters from USAR through the upper path in the grass. He holds the pillow
behind his back (Moves towards the circle?)>
LEWIS: Dulcie.. Dulcie..
DULCIE: Shh. <she turns upside down on the trapeze>
LEWIS; Dulcie?
DULCIE: Catch me.
Will you catch me
if I fall?
LEWIS: <steps towards the trapeze> What are you doing up there?
DULCIE: Shhh.. He'sjust gone to  sleep.
Drunk as a skunk.
Did you bring the pillow?
<Lewis holds up the pillow>
It hasn't got sponge in it,
it's got real feathers?
LEWIS: <throws the pillow to Dulcie who is still upside down>
That's what you asked for.
I had to steal it from my sister.
We've got two choices. <He is looking up, as if at the sky, hands on hips>
[Wait here
and watch the skies
or go down to the power station.
[<Lights intensify, blue tone intensifies>
.. (ETC)
(Excerpt from Summer ofthe Aliens by Louis Nowra, STC production, 1993)

One obvious thing to note about the meanings of'setting’ here is that rather than there being a

discrete block that realises this function, there is a trail of semiotic ‘clues’' throughout the
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excerpt (and continuing throughout the scene) as to the details oftime and location. The clues
include choices from different expressive systems including language (deictics such as "here";
references to processes with possible temporal associations such as "sleeping"), lighting (low
intensity, blue colour), sound (continuous sound effects of crickets), set (the trapeze) and

costume. The meaning options that these encode will be discussed below

The values ofthe time setting are relatively clear in this scene (temporal specification). This
is realised by the redundancy in the coding (lighting choices work with linguistic and sound
choices to convey similar meanings of setting. The option oftemporal specification can also
be realised through explicit reference to time in the language (for example, the Narrator could
have been used to explicitly state the temporal setting as he does in the first scene). The
identification oftime in the Scene above is diurnal, that is, a broad time in the cycle of
day/night has been indicated. The sound effects ofthe crickets, and the dim, blue lighting
suggest that it is either night, (in opposition to day) or perhaps the liminal time of twilight.
The duration of the Scene is not specifically indicated. (In Scenes where there is some
reference to the passing oftime, or the use of a time-prop such as a clock, the option of
duration indicated is taken up). The costumes suggest that the season is summer (sleeveless
top and short skirt for Dulcie and short-sleeved shirt for Lewis). However, this does not
represent a significant choice for seasonal cycle in presented above, as it is not different to
the previous scene. The choice of'summer’ in this play is at the rank of Work. This system is
necessary at the rank of Scene, though because other plays may involve changes of season

within the play/performance.

The locative values ofthe spatial setting ofthe Scene above, are also quite clear, so the

option of location definite has been chosen. This is realized mainly through linguistic cues.
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such as Dulcie's reference to Stan (indicating the proximity to her house), and later comments
such as "it's here in my backyard". This kind of linguistic deixis, combined with gestural
deixis is important in creating the dimensions and sense of geography of the stage world. The
fact that Dulcie is already onstage and Lewis enters and comes to her also aids the sense that
it is Dulcie's "world" that we are now viewing. The location in the scene is specific (Dulcie's
backyard) rather than generic (e.g. "a backyard"”, "any backyard™). This systemic contrast can
be likened to the difference between identifying and attributive clauses in the grammar. The
location here is given a specific identity rather than being a member of a class possessing

certain attributes.

Overall, a clear sense of temporal and locative setting is provided by the performance for this
scene, even though the use of set design, props and stage furniture is minimal. The
combination ofthe lighting, sound, staging and positioning of Dulcie and Lewis, the

"trapeze", and the language furnish the details of the setting.

However, theatre can also exploit the potential of ambiguity for setting, by denying the
audience (and reader ifthe playwright chooses ambiguous setting) a clear sense ofthe
temporal and/or locative values within which the action ofa scenes is set. In these cases,
choices are realised through a significant reduction in the amount of redundant coding or
perhaps the total absence of any indicators that encode setting. The alternative option to time
specified in the system is time unspecified, where the scene does not establish a clear time
frame. Location can be indefinite instead of definite, and in this case, values of location may
be suggested or hinted at, or alternatively a sense of location could be completely denied (for

example, by having only an empty stage). The ambiguity of setting in Beckett's Waitingfor
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Godot is well-known, and contributes to the sense of ambiguity about purpose and

meaningful behaviour in the play.

The role ofthe performance choices can be crucial in establishing setting. Even where the
instructions for setting are explicit, the performance makers may choose to reduce the degree
of certainty about the setting in accordance with the artistic principles for that performance.
Alternatively, where setting is ambiguous in the dramatic text, a performance may choose
instead to create an explicit setting to suit certain purposes ofthe performance (for example,

at Work rank. Waitingfor Godot could perhaps be set in a bar).

Another possibility is that of complex setting. In some cases this involves the co-presence of
two distinct temporal and/or locative settings, and in these cases there is the possibility of
action-continuous transfer (for example, where the location moves without disrupting the
flow of action, such as moving between rooms in a 'house' on stage). In other cases there may
be a shift in the 'reality-frame' (for example, the intervention ofthe Narrator into the
‘remembered world' in particular scenes in Summer o fthe Aliens). The setting values of the
Scene may also be transformed (for example, in Children's theatre, there is the possibility of
transformation ofthe space through 'magic’). Where this happens, the boundaries between
scenes can become confiised, and it depends on the continuity of action and interaction as to

whether there seems to be a new scene or not.

A performance may also set up different ‘orders of reality’ (the Realis) system, and scenes

may move between these orders (for example, through 'memory’ or 'fantasy' scenes). A sense

of interpretive confusion can be created when the orders become intermingled. For example.
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in the scene above in Summer ofthe Aliens, although the temporal and spatial setting framing
the action between Dulcie and Lewis is clear, the Narrator stands and watches the scene,
which confuses the clarity of setting. The 'remembered world' of Lewis and Dulcie has
become so 'immediate’ that the presence ofthe Narrator creates confusion. Is this scene
representing the Narrator 'remembering' his past? Or is he watching as an 'actor’ not a
character, reminding the audience ofthe performance context? The answer (ifthere is one) is
not so important as the fact that the setting acquires multivalence through this performance
choice, which contributes to a persistent strategy of choices that are 'unsettling' in the

performance (this issue will be taken up fiarther in chapter 7).

2. The Transitivity System o fActions

In order to produce a basic network at Action rank, the most important questions asked

about the Representational meanings were:

v What are the different kinds ofprocesses that can be 'enacted' in theatre at the micro-
level ofAction, and how are these conveyed to an audience?

v What kinds o fparticipants are associated with each kind o fprocess?

Answering these questions proved complex, especially when performance examples were
considered. The complexity is associated with the relationship between the semantic
'motivation’ (conscious or unconscious) that gives an Action unity and the physical and verbal
activities that 'externalise’ this motivation and make it accessible to an audience. The difiBculty
is that there are two possible perspectives for each Action. For example, in the Beat from
Streetcar Named Desire above, a list of possible underlying Actions is suggested, including 'to
beg a loved one'sforgiveness’, or 'to retrieve what is rightfully mine' and so on. These

Actions represent different semantic choices for the Actor. However, the issue of
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interpretation for the audience only arises in the performance situation, in relation to sets of
non-verbal, verbal and paralinguistic choices that the actor uses to express or externalise the
motivation. These choices of externalisation would be expected to vary according to the
interpretation of the actor. The performance creates a 'potential’ within which different
audience readings are possible. For example, in the performance of Stanley's Action, the
inclusion ofaggressive physical actions for Stanley such as smashing a bottle or pounding on
the door could be congruent with particular interpretations ofthe underlying Action (such as
retrieving what is rightfully mine rather than beggingforgiveness), but, significantly, they
would also add a new dimension to 'what is going on' - what is being represented - in the

Action.

The question is; do we try to network the more abstract choices for 'motivation’, or the more
accessible 'doings' (physical activities and verbalisations) of the Action? The 'doings’ still have
a semantic component; they can be seen as fimctional configurations of'roles’ (for example, if
Stanley smashes a bottle, he is an Actor acting on an inanimate Goal). Patterns ofthese kinds
of choices can reveal strategies of character construction in a performance. For example, we
might expect that the character of'Stanley’ would be physicalised in performance as 'material-
process dominant' (reinforced by lines which suggest his aggressive physical action such as;
"You can't beat on a woman an' then call 'er back"). If this is the case, the choice of
physicalisation of Stanley's Action in the particular Beat discussed here then, is significant. Is
this Beat to reinforce a pattern of physical aggression through material processes such as
smashing bottles and/or pounding on the door? Or do we see a change here in Stanley's
physicalisation (no aggressive material processes) that might contrast with the pattern, and

perhaps signify some change in his character and his relationship with Stella? The system of
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choices for physicalisation can offer insight into the construction of character (for both

audience and performers).

The network will focus on this system of choices, the choices about what characters do
(including both verbal and non-verbal processes) in performance Actions, leaving the
networking ofthe more abstract system of'motivation’ for a future project. These 'doing’
options are still presented as semantic distinctions, even though they are closer to the
expressive domain than the semantic 'motivations'. Halliday's model of transitivity for the
grammar of English seemed to offer the most promising way forward, and thus many ofthe
terms in the Action network are similar or identical to those ofthe grammar system.
However, they need to be re-interpreted for theatre, as they involve non-verbal semiotic
systems as well as verbal systems, and the possibilities for combination are different. The
systemic potential for Transitivity in theatrical performance is different to that ofthe

grammar.

The system network for Action Transitivity is still a ‘work-in-progress’, as the distinctions
between process types, and issues oftheir '‘physicalisation' have demanded constant refining
and re-thinking. However, an initial proposal is presented in Figure 6.5. Aspects ofthis
performance system are discussed below, focussing on the issues associated with options for

Processes and Participants.

Enacting Processes in Performance Actions
In order to characterise the possibilities for processes more fiilly, we need to move beyond a
distinction between material and mental processes. The network starts with a choice between

action and reflection, following from Halliday's distinction (1994; xiii) between these two
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fundamental meaning functions. The Action network modifies this distinction to refer to
different types of processes within the ideational metafunction; those that have the potential
to act upon other participants (for example material processes), or have a certain action-like
'thrust’, and those that are not action-like so much as reflections of inner states (mental
processes), processes of symbolic construction (Symbolic processes) or verbal processes that
construct ideas (and that do not have a pragmatic thrust other than 'telling' or voicing

thoughts).

As in the grammar. Actions can involve choices o f material processes (treated as options in
the action system), mental processes (treated as options in the reflection system) or verbal
processes (treated as an option in both systems, which will be further explained below). A
material process is realized in performance through a clear physical action, often involving
another participant (to be discussed below). The interesting fact about mental processes in
performance is that, even though they reflect 'inner states', they must somehow be
‘externalised’ in order for the mental process to be interpretable. Thus mental processes are
brought closer to material processes. However, they can still be distinguished by their

different realizations and scale.

Mental processes tend to involve subtle expressions. This is often through the means of facial
expression (smiling, frowning, a puzzled look, and so on), but can also involve posture
(slumped posture could indicate unhappiness; tension in the body could show anxiety). Often
mental processes will be realized as a 'behavioural surge' ofthe kind discussed by Martin in
his framework for Appraisal (1996). 'Surges of behaviour' are associated with particular
mental dispositions (in the system of Affect). For example, the behaviour 'crying' tends to be

associated with unhappiness (although this is not the only possibility). Behavioural processes
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in the grammar share characteristics of both mental and material processes (Halliday 1994
138). In theatre, the requirement that mental processes be externalised blurs the distinction
even further, and behavioural processes can be seen as one option for the manifestation of
inner mental states. The option of'behavioural’ is proposed only tentatively in the network;
for theatre it actually seems more appropriate that its semantic contribution be treated as part

ofthe mental process option.

Verbal Processes

Verbal processes create another challenge for the network, because the language in Actions,
like language used in any social context, is not just used to reflect about the symbolic universe
ofthe play, but also to 'do’ things. The problem of defining the different ways that language
can be used to 'act' in Actions and of determining distinguishing criteria connects with areas
of linguistics concerned with such notions as 'speech function' and 'speech acts'. The major
difficulty with defining different speech acts, and identifying them in discourse is the well-
documented "absence of bi-uniqueness between meaning and form" (Hasan 1985b: 1). That
is, speech fonctions such as 'offer' or 'request’' seem to be able to be expressed through a range
of different lexico-grammatical forms. The issue of speech acts has been taken up within
systemic-fimctional approaches to linguistics. For example, Hasan (1985b) proposes a
solution to the problems of form and meaning in speech acts, a solution which she
demonstrates in relation to the category of'offer’. Her solution involves the construction ofa
semantic network for ‘offer’. This solution is appealing, but given that it takes Hasan some
seventy-odd pages to develop this argument with respect to 'offers’, it is clearly beyond the
scope ofthis thesis to develop an elaborated network for the verbal 'doings' possible in
theatre. The distinctions proposed for verbal processes in Actions here are very roughly

sketched, but are workable at a basic level for interpretation and creation of performance.
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It would perhaps be possible to use Searle's speech act categories, as Elam does (1980), as a
guide for verbal process options in performance. However, Elam concentrates on the
dramatic text, rather than speech acts in performance, and the way lines are played in
performance can change the function ofthe utterance. For example, in Summer o fthe Aliens,

the dramatic text indicates the following exchange;

BRIAN; Wogs aren't like us.

LEWIS; But you're a wog.
BRIAN; No, I'm not.
LEWIS; Your mother's Italian

(Nowra, 1992: 14)

Lewis' dialogue in this Action could be played in at least two ways: either with a kind of
accusational thrust towards Brian, or as a statement merely reflecting a 'state of aflfairs’,
without necessarily targeting Brian. Although the former option may seem the more likely, in
the performance ofthis play discussed in the next chapter, the actor playing Lewis seems to
treat this Action in the second way, as a kind of'reflection’ that is not necessarily intended to
attack Brian. This choice helps to construct Lewis' 'naivety' in the performance. The
difference between this kind oftargeted verbal action and verbal reflection can be seen in
contrasts in the intonation and intensity of the delivery, facial expression, gesture and
movement. For example, played as a verbal 'thrust' (or action) towards Brian, the lines could
be delivered with strong emphasis on the word "you're", greater volume and a firm pointing
gesture towards Brian. Played as a verbal 'reflection’, the delivery would be ‘lighter’, without
the same sense of forcefulness. The distinction is important for the actor in this Beat,

particularly if this is to contribute to a pattern for the performance.

This example shows that verbal processes (realized through linguistic structures) in Actions

can be used either as a kind of'action’, or as a kind of'reflection’. Of course, any verbal
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utterance can be seen as a kind of'doing’, but the distinction here relates to the difference
between verbal processes that are played with a kind of force, or 'thrust' and those in which
the major function ofthe verbal process seemsto be more passively 'reflecting' states of
affairs or constructing ideas. To represent this, the network shows that the option of verbal
process is available in both the sub-systems of action (as [verbal] and reflection (as

[verbalised]).

In the reflection system there is a distinction between [verbalised] and [non-verbalised].
Language can be used to construe mental processes or symbolic processes (symbolically

construing identities and attributes of elements ofthe stage world) in Actions.

For example, in Summer o fthe Aliens Lewis' Grandmother 'verbalises' her mental state to

Lewis in this Action 