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WHAT IS PHYSICAL THEATRE?WHAT IS PHYSICAL THEATRE?
How the physical body portrays a person’s experience through

dramaturgical and kinesthetic research (Kriegler-Wenk 397).

Greek Theatre ⟶ 20  Century th Expressive body + Human emotion



Mime  ⟶ commedia dell’arte, pantomime,
and harlequinade 

EUROPEAN ORIGINS  

“Physical theatre” - not used until late
1960s 

“Theatrical malady”
Gestures- “precede knowledge,
thought, and language” (Murray and
Keefe 21). 

Acting techniques 



“Applied Aesthetics”

(1839)

Body divided into

three sections 

Rationality and

exactness

Influenced Ted

Shawn, Isadora

Duncan and

Rudolph von Laban

DELSARTE AND LABAN
“Laban Movement Analysis” (1920s)

“An action that a person

completes directly parallels their

inner feelings” (Newlove 27). 

“Man moves to satisfy
a need” 

- Rudolf von Laban 



GESTURES
Symbols = people, places, objects

Semiotics 

Kinesics - code for translating

movement of the body on stage 

Interpretation of a symbol 

“Smile” = jealousy or rage 

Humans inherently view others as

we view ourselves



influential artists
Jacque Lecoq Pina Bausch Lloyd Newson



Sports ⟶ Theatre 

Travail et Culture (TEC)

Mimed improvisatiom 

Can the body itself convey emotions without the use of

facial expressions?

Neutral mask

Simplicity and senations 

JACQUE
LeCOQ
“The body is to be feared,
villfiied, denied, or admired
as some ‘other from a safe

distance in the gallery”
(Lecoq 54).



Leather mask made by Amleto Sartori (1930s)

Reference point

No inner conflict, a state of receptiveness, and a

state of neutrality before action 

Increased sensations  

The body becomes the face 

THE NEUTRAL MASK

“Beneath every expressive mask or commedia dell’ arte
masks, there is a neutral mask supporting the other”

(Lecoq 38)
Video of Neutral Mask

Performance

https://youtu.be/26dAQgac7qU?si=v7a-NUhOuomo-uXN
https://youtu.be/26dAQgac7qU?si=v7a-NUhOuomo-uXN


pina
bausch

Dance + Physical Theatre 

1973 - Tanztheater Wuppertal 

Human actions ⟶ Choreography

 Performer's personal history/identity 

Evoke > Console 

Café Müller (1978)

Gestures = lived experinces

“Bausch takes quotation, physicality,

and gestures and turns them into

something extraordinary, awful, and

sometimes sublime through precision,

repetition, and exaggeration” 

(Murray and Keefe 78). 

“I am not interested in how people move, but what
moves them” (Pina Bausch 1997) 



CAFE MÜLLER CAFE MÜLLER 

https://youtu.be/_c6Vrmm_CG4?si=pMULTRrpWb2gnG6t
https://youtu.be/_c6Vrmm_CG4?si=pMULTRrpWb2gnG6t


PHYSICAL THEATRE in
contemporary times

Lloyd Newson

“DV8 Physical Theatre
Company”

(1986-2022)

Amandi “Baye” Washington
and Sam “Asa” Pratt

“Baye and Asa”

(2015-Now)

4 | 2 | 3

“DV8 is dance about something… I feel genuinely
frustrated by most contemporary dance“

 (Newson, 2015, as cited in Frost).

Enter Achilles

“Baye & Asa's 4 I 2 I 3 is a cathartic and
visceral experience like none other. It must be

seen.” - Mikhail Baryshnikov (Baye & Asa)

https://www.bayeandasa.com/423
https://youtu.be/Ipazh-RHgcY?si=AyNCJAEYrFUOqLii


Dramatic and kinesthetic research

Basic human movement

Neutral and expressive masks

Choreographic tool 

Relationship ⟶ Dancer and Audience

concluding thoughts



SENIOR
CAPSTONE II

Investigating “Neutral Mask”

Gestures

Coventional and

unconventional

Acting techniques 

Spoken word, props, etc.

Conveying narrative  



“It is both arresting and
enlightening to sense that we

are ‘hard-wired’ to see
others as we are ourselves”

(Lecoq 45). 



Frost, Wendy. “Practitioner Focus: DV8.” Drama And Theatre, 22 Aug. 2024, www.dramaandtheatre.co.uk/content/features/practitioner-focus-
dv8. 
Kriegler-Wenk, Zoe Rose. “Lessons in Embodiment From the World of Physical Theatre.” AMA Journal of Ethics, vol. 27, no. 6, 2025, pp. E397–401,
https://doi.org/10.1001/amajethics.2025.397.
Kukkonen, Aino. “DV8 Physical Theatre as an Example of Norm Critical Dance Theatre.” Teatterikorkeakoulun Julkaisusarjan Verkko-
Oppimateriaalit, disco.teak.fi/tanssin-historia/en/dv8-physical-theatre-as-an-example-of-norm-critical-dance-theatre/. Accessed 26 Sep. 2025. 
Lecoq, Jacques, et al. The Moving Body: Teaching Creative Theatre. Routledge, 2002. 
Murray, Simon David, and John Keefe. Physical Theatres: A Critical Introduction. Routledge, 2007. 
Newlove, Jean. Laban for Actors and Dancers: Putting Laban’s Movement Theory into Practice: A Step-by-Step Guide Jean Newlove. Routledge
Nick Hern Books, 2012. 
“History of Mime & Timeline of Development.” Invisible Ropes, 24 Sept. 2025, invisibleropes.com/history-of-mime/. 
“The Lasting Impressions of Café Müller.” Dance Reflections by Van Cleef & Arpels, www.dancereflections-vancleefarpels.com/en/lasting-
impressions-cafe-muller. Accessed 27 Sept. 2025. 
“What’s Commedia?” Faction of Fools, www.factionoffools.org/whats-commedia. Accessed 28 Sep. 2025. 
“What Is Semiotics: Definitions, Origins and Applications.” School of Critical Design - Applied Speculative Design, www.critical.design/post/what-is-
semiotics-definitions-origins-and-applications. Accessed 24 Sep. 2025. 
Dv8 Archive | Theatre Collection | University of Bristol, www.bristol.ac.uk/theatre-collection/explore/live-art/dv8-archive/. Accessed 25 Sep. 2025. 
Library, The New York Public. NYPL, Vaudeville Nation, web-static.nypl.org/exhibitions/vaudeville/intro.html. Accessed 10 Oct. 2025. 
What Is Physical Theatre - The Royal George Theatre, www.theroyalgeorgetheatre.com/what-is-physical-theatre/. Accessed 1 Oct. 2025. 

Works Cited 



https://mariaisabelarango.net/a-theatre-of-gesture/

 https://dance-teacher.com/why-baye-asa-want-you-and-your-students-to-sweat-to-the-music/ 

https://brooklynrail.org/2017/10/dance/Pina-Bausch-Three-Generations-On-3/ 

https://germanhistorydocs.org/en/a-new-germany-1990-2023/choreographer-pina-bausch-during-a-dress-rehearsal-of-quot-cafe-mueller-

quot-may-15-2003 

https://www.pinabausch.org/archives/video/cafe_30010270_01_0001 

https://carnavaldelsur.cl/quienes-somos/metodo-jacques-lecoq/ 

https://www.filipecrawford.website/mscaras 

https://journeys.dartmouth.edu/fdelsarte/ 

https://isabellaalden.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/hand-exercise-from-ladies-home-calisthenics-1890.jpg 

https://isabellaalden.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/physical-culture-class-gymnastic-compositions-1890.jpg

https://isabellaalden.com/tag/francois-delsarte/ 

https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/stories/blackface-birth-american-stereotype 

https://themaskery.com/masks-for-purchase/basel-masks/ 

https://www.plymovent.com/en/products/welding-grinding-helmet 

https://vjjoson.com/2020/04/07/ancient-greek-theater-masks/

YouTube, youtu.be/Gv4i_CV04kM?si=IpFTcYJ_A4Sshci8. Accessed 9 Oct. 2025. 

YouTube, youtu.be/Y_0GvlL4s9o?si=plh9vzwRLHClKBB9. Accessed 9 Oct. 2025. 

Works Cited Continued (Photos and Videos)



Link to Pa

Thank You for Listening!

Any Questions?

Email me! grd1005@sru.edu


