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Encounter With the Arts has exposed me to a wide variety of art forms. During this semester, I began to notice patterns not only inside each art form but patterns consistently intertwining the art events together. One of these patterns is the unspoken language of art, gesture. Various forms of gesture portray different messages to the audience. A repetitive gesture, an arm, leg, or torso movement, from one dancer or character from a play, contrasted to the same repetitive gesture from another dancer or character from a play, can produce two very different reactions in an audience. Every artist uses his or her own gesture to portray their own message to the audience. However, there is an underlying pattern in gesture. The gestures are patterns in art because they are all contributing to mood. 

Kato Tetsuhiro a professor in the Department of Aesthetics, School of Humanities at Kwansei Gakuin University, defines gesture as “a behavior emitting a message with or without using one's voice.” Further, he discusses how important movement is to gesture, “Movements are not necessarily called gestures. Gesture is, whether conscious or unconscious, a ‘significant’ movement of a body” (Tetsuhiro). I will be using this definition of gesture in my essay. In acting and opera, I see gesture just as Tetsuhiro. A gesture is a significant move where the body releases a message with or without using his or her voice. On the other hand, when I am analyzing dance, I would disagree with Tetsuhiro’s. Because there is no use of one’s voice, the definition is modified strictly for one body movement. In an email interview with Mary Graham, Associate Professor of Dance at Hope College, she stated, “Gesture is only motion.”

Inquiring what actors and actresses felt about their gestures as patterns, I asked Amanda Weener, who played Eve in Rimers of Eldritch, “Personally, I rubbed my shoulder, and swang my right foot a lot.  MY character was ‘crippled’ and so I created a broken back (signified by a hunched back and raised right shoulder) and a right leg that was shorter than the other. Eva hated these things about herself; so I had her rub her shoulder a lot, almost as if she were trying to push it back down to where it should be.  I also swung my foot because it was supposed to be the shorter of the two, and swinging it felt easy and in character for Eva.” Amanda agreed that she had created patterned gestures for Rimers of Eldritch. Further, she mentioned that the gestures were not scripted, but she created them to emphasize her character’s personality to the audience. 
To look at how gestures have contributed to mood I will look at InSync Dance Theater and Rimers of Eldritch. Both had two similar uses of gesture that gave me the same message, but left me in two completely different moods. 

During InSync Dance Theater I saw a performance called July 28, 1943, choreographed by Rosanne DeVries and Terri Filips. July 28, 1943 focused on the social, economic problems of the times. Sailors, who had come back from fighting overseas, saw that women had replaced them in their jobs. This situation created a mood of tension. The women were doing their routine dance at this point, which I felt was a symbol of how they had fallen into the routine factory workday. The men were standing around with their luggage repetitively looking at the women and then looking at each other. Then, David Samuels, who played one of the sailors, brought his left arm up and cupped his chin in contemplation. I felt that this was a key gesture to the piece. Before this gesture, I consciously felt the tension. When the gesture occurred, it contributed immensely to my perception of what exactly was going on. The tension had grown even greater with this small gesture. Therefore, the mood had intensified by Samuel’s gesture. 

Rimers of Eldritch used a very similar gesture. Josh Johnson, played by Timothy Heck, and Peck Johnson, played by Blake Konny, were having a conversation about Skelly Manor. At this point in the play, the audience had no indication who had committed what crime. What we did know was that a murder had taken place, and Skelly was suspected by the townspeople. During this conversation, Josh Johnson, tells his family, and the audience, how much he hates Skelly Manor. He went as far as to say “Cursed Drunk.” His father, on the other hand, was sitting in his fatherly chair contemplating the situation at hand. Josh said something to the extent of beating Skelly. The father then moved his hand up and cupped his chin. When this gesture of contemplation occurred, I did not feel tense as I had in July 28, 1943. The Johnson’s were talking about beating up Skelly because he was a pervert and a drunk. Did the audience feel any sympathy for Skelly? Personally, I felt little sympathy for Skelly. The gesture took the current mood and eased the tension at hand. I had felt anger toward Skelly and sympathy toward the Johnson’s. With this gesture, the father was contemplating what his son was saying. I felt equalization on my emotions by moving the tension into justice. Peck Johnson was contemplating revenge, and it made me feel good. Peck Johnson’s gesture had made the mood of the situation flip. In this case, the mood was strongly effected by the actor’s gesture. 

InSync Dance Theater’s July 28, 1943 and Rimers of Eldritch both used the exact same gesture, a man raising his hand and cupped his chin in contemplation. The messages were even the same. In both cases the men were contemplating choices. However, my interpretation of the messages was different. In July 28, 1943 I felt an increase of tension while in Rimers of Eldritch I felt the tension lighten. In both cases, the mood of the piece was affected by the gestures of the actor and dancer. 

The patterns of gesture continue to contribute to mood in The Merry Widow. The mood in The Merry Widow was light and comedic. The perpetrator of this comedy was William Theisen who played Baron Zeta. The Baron used a very distinct gesture that I felt gave his character the comedic edge it needed. When the Baron decided that he was destined to do something, or talk to someone, he would raise his arm at a forty-five degree angle, and point his finger out in determination. In Act II, The Garden of Hannah’s Mansion, the Baron decided that he needed to talk to Danilo Daniliowitsch, played by Samuel Mungo, who was trying to have an affair with his wife in the garden house. The Baron put that finger up, the audience realized the conflict, and the laughs rang out. I believe that it was that finger that symbolized the Barons determination and gave comedy to the scene. The reason that this gesture caught my eye was because when he would point that finger out and tell us where he was going, the comedic mood for the scene was enhanced. 

In Actors on Acting, Aristotle’s Rhetoric talks about the management of the voice, “It is, essentially, a matter of the right management of the voice to express the various emotions—of speaking loudly, softly, or between the two; of high, low or intermediate pitch; of the various rhythms that suit various subject” (Cole 12).  In the realm of acting, as far as spoken gesture is concerned, it is those three elements that are of importance. 

Spoken gesture was displayed in Behind Broken Words, with Roscoe Lee Brown and Anthony Zerbe. In one of their many readings, Browne and Zerbe play Roman Gods, Jupiter and Mercury trying to seduce human women. Browne, as Jupiter, needed to convey his wisdom and power. Therefore, by Aristotle’s model, Browne would speak with a loud voice, pitch his voice low, and use a slow rhythm. Zerbe, as Mercury, needed to portray a younger Roman god, a sort of apprentice god, one who was quick to voice his opinion and had much to learn. This is why Zerbe talked in a softer voice than Browne, used a higher pitch, and had a quick rhythm. These patterns have existed for thousands of years; Aristotle who lived before Christ noted them. Still to this day, these patterns are true. When Zerbe and Browne, consciously or subconsciously, used these elements, they were contributing to the mood in the piece. During the scene of Jupiter and Mercury, Brown and Zerbe used no background stage, no music, and no use of light. The only messaging process that they could use to create the mood was their voices or movements.  

A Creative Approach to Amateur Theatre, by Robert Newton, describes mood and its importance, “The impact of ‘mood’ on an audience depends not only on creating and sustaining [it], but on its relationship to those moods which both precede and succeed it” (Newton 34). The switch or exaggeration in mood, as I have shown, is essential. In July 28, 1943 I saw how a gesture could exaggerate tension to bring it to another level. The mood was also affected in Rimers of Eldritch. With the same gesture as July 28, 1943, Rimers of Eldritch’s actors switched the mood instead of exaggerating it. In The Merry Widow, I noted how gesture could not only exaggerate the mood, but transform it. The Baron used his gestures to give the mood a smooth transition between scenes. Lastly, Behind Broken Words showed how the voices of Browne and Zerbe contributed to gesture and mood. 


These are all example of how gestures were used to manipulate the mood of their particular art form. Gestures alone cannot create mood, but they can contribute a great deal to the mood. From gestures that help the transition of a mood, to a gesture contributing to an already existing mood and bringing the mood to a new level, gesture and mood are intertwined.  

Gestures are an integral part of many art forms. I see the patterns of gesture all around me. In every situation of life, there is a pattern, a gesture, and a mood. The patterns, gestures, and moods, are a small glimpse at what Encounter With the Arts has taught me; Anthony Zerbe told our class that, “art is a glimpse, a mere representation of life.” 
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