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Fig. 11. This diagram identifies a written script as the blueprint and point of departure for a theatrical production. 
(Source: Ming Chen.)

Fig. 12. Different from figure 11, this diagram indicates that the impetus for performance/production choices can be 
drawn from multiple “texts.” (Source: Ming Chen.)

De Marinis suggests, they see a vast continuum of visual and aural signs at their disposal and thus 
the realm of creative possibilities expands. Theatre practitioner Simon McBurney of Complicite 
discusses his company’s performative appropriation of text in similar terms: “But that text can take 
many forms—I mean it can equally well be a visual text, a text of action, a musical one. . . . Theatre, 
says Aristotle, is an act and an action. Action is also a text. As is the space, the light, music, the sound 
of footsteps, silence and immobility. All should be as articulate and evocative as each other.”
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With this principle,13 we return to Kowzan’s semiotic notion that all theatre sign systems are 
vital “players” in the creation of a performance text. Indeed, each of the multiple texts referenced 
in the quotes above may serve as “transformable” and “pliable sign and/or symbol systems” to be 
manipulated by the artists (Schechner 227). Furthermore, an inventive collective process is one in 
which the co-creators commit fully to a juggling act of sorts: one that honors the interchangeability 
of all theatrical signs, as well as the myriad of artistic voices that participate in their exploration and 
application. Herein we perceive a convergence of collectivity, theatre semiotics, and polyphonic 
dynamics insofar as the latter offers a framework that lets us visualize, envision, and orchestrate 
the dynamic interplay among shifting theatrical signs in the creation of a theatre and performance 
work.

Conclusion

Ultimately, what are the holistic educational benefits of practicing polyphonic dynamics in 
theatrical production and pedagogy, especially in a liberal arts context such as ours? When we asked 
our student actors to reflect upon their collective creation experiences, Elizabeth Neidel replied: “I 
found it both interesting and effective that a lot of what we explored in the rehearsal process ended 
up in the final production. As a cast, I know we felt a stronger sense of ownership with our characters 
and as an ensemble.” Sara Gosier found “it interesting that a cast, a crew, a choreographer, a director, 
and a playwright can all be crucial components in the writing of a play. . . . It sounds as though so 
many people would prove chaotic. . . . However . . . being that we were in a scholarly setting, each 
of us felt exploratory freedom with safely distributed levels of power.” Lacey Rhodes felt “a sense of 
privilege. It is one thing to be a master at following a recipe, and another completely to be part of the 
creation of something new.”14 Perhaps one of the most salient student comments in this regard was 
this: “In this experience I particularly remember gaining a closer understanding of the ‘group process.’ 
I found much more of a need of communication, compromise, and compassion” (Rhodes).

Polyphonic dynamics can be used to cultivate inventiveness, initiation, collective responsibil-
ity, ownership of creative product, flexibility, relinquishing disciplinary control, and confidence. We 
acknowledge that for most of us, the collective process can be more time-consuming and stressful 
than the traditional production approach; its success depends upon careful planning, flexibility with 
deadlines, positive relationships between theatre artists/educators (including a trust that undetermined 
creative solutions will emerge—albeit it later in the process), and more intensive group participa-
tion in the production and rehearsal processes. Should these conditions be in place, however, the 
educational benefits outweigh the challenges. 

As theatre practitioners and educators, we continually face the stimulating challenge of nurtur-
ing young artists who develop disciplinary skills, then apply those skills effectively to the creation of a 
superior aesthetic product. Equally important, however, is the cultivation of young artists who value 
(and practice) a process that encompasses deep collaboration and connection to the work, openness to 
discovery, and compassionate commitment. In our experience, a collective creation approach guided 
by polyphonic dynamics is clearly a powerful means to achieve that goal.

Born in Shanghai, China, Ming Chen received her master’s degrees from Shanghai Theatre Academy 
(stage design/theory) and, subsequently, at the University of Pittsburgh (theatrical production), and 
is currently a professor/resident scenic designer at Kennesaw State University in Atlanta. Her first 
essay on Semiotics in Theatrical Design was published in Theatre Arts in 1986. Since then, she has 
published (in both English and Chinese) articles and translations in professional journals, newspa-
pers, and art catalogs and has made three book contributions. Her book Visual Literacy for Theatre 
will be published in the fall of 2010. 
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Ivan Pulinkala is an associate professor and director of the Program in Dance at Kennesaw State 
University in Atlanta. Originally from New Delhi, India, Pulinkala moved to the United States in 
1998 to pursue an MFA in dance from Mills College in Oakland, California. His work has been 
commissioned for concert dance (modern and contemporary ballet) and musical theatre, as well as 
for corporate and commercial film. Pulinkala’s book Piper of the Soul will be published in 2010. He 
is the recipient of several awards and grants, including a 2010 National Endowment for the Arts 
grant and the 2010 KSU Clendenin Graduate Fellowship award to pursue his doctoral studies in 
higher education administration. 

Karen Robinson is an associate professor of theatre and performance studies and is the Global Learn-
ing Coordinator for the College of the Arts at Kennesaw State University in Atlanta. She has worked 
as a director, dramaturg, actor, and/or stage manager for theatres and festivals in New York, North 
Carolina, California, Georgia, Morocco, and China. Her directing and dramaturgical credits include 
new script development at KSU, Horizon Theatre Company, and ATHE, as well as performance 
ethnography, chamber theatre, contemporary plays, and period classics. An associate artist at Geor-
gia Shakespeare, Robinson has directed fourteen productions for the company. She holds an MFA 
in directing from New York University’s Tisch School of the Arts, and BAs in theatre and English 
literature from the University of Colorado, Boulder. Robinson is the recipient of KSU’s 2009 Dis-
tinguished Teaching Award, the 2010 College of the Arts Distinguished Service Award, and a 2010 
University of Georgia Board of Regents award for Excellence in Teaching.

Notes

1. Tadeusz Kowzan identified these as word, tone, mime, gesture, movement, makeup, hairstyle, costume, 
properties, settings, lighting, music, and sound effects.

2. A stellar example of exciting original work is Complicite’s production of Mnemonic (1999-2003), an ensemble-
created piece that combined physical theatre, projections, video, sound, lighting, transformative properties, 
exquisite stage pictures, and superb storytelling to explore the theme of memory, the act of remembering, and 
human/ancestral origins.

3. The vast array of theatre ensembles across the globe that practice collective creation (admittedly to varying 
degrees) is a testament to its strong presence. A perusal of Don Rubin et al.’s The World Encyclopedia of 
Contemporary Theatre (with volumes on Europe, the Americas, Africa, and Asia/Pacific) yields a number of 
references to companies that generate their material collectively from among ensemble members; Alan Filewod’s 
The Canadian Encyclopedia asserts the ongoing presence of collective creation in Canada; Eugene van Erven’s 
Community Theatre: Global Perspectives identifies a number of countries/companies in Latin America (138–41) 
that practice collective creation; and the Network of Ensemble Theaters points toward US theatres that practice 
a variety of collective creation approaches—the website currently lists 107 US companies and one UK company 
in its membership.

4. In our survey of ten introduction-to-theatre textbooks used by universities throughout the United States, we 
noted that, at most, a paragraph might be devoted to the description of a collaborative or collective approach, 
while entire chapters are devoted to the hierarchical approach that is dominated by the director.

5. Kennesaw State University, with a student population of over 23,000, is the third-largest university in the 
University System of Georgia. It is located twenty-five miles northwest of Atlanta.

6. The novel continues to chronicle Monkey’s journey: he is released after his 500 years of imprisonment on 
the condition that he serve as guide to a monk bringing the Buddhist scriptures from India to China. Thus the 
title given to the entire work is Journey to the West.
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7. Here, we make use of Keir Elam’s definition of “performance text” as the type of textual material “that [is] 
produced in the theatre,” as opposed to the “written or dramatic text” that is “composed for the theatre” (3, 
emphasis in original). By using the term, we are calling attention to all of the theatrical sign systems that work 
in concert with the written text to create the performance.

8. These include, among many others, Mark Weinberg (Challenging the Hierarchy: Collective Theatre in the 
United States), Anne Bogart and Tina Landau, Mary Zimmerman, Simon McBurney of Complicite, and David 
Catlin of Lookingglass Theatre Company in Chicago. Interestingly, at the time this essay was submitted for 
publication (April 2010), ASTR/CORD disseminated a call for contributions to a volume on the history of 
the international development of collective creation from the twentieth century forward. The rationale for the 
proposal asserts that scholarship about collective creation remains underdeveloped. The Lives and Deaths of 
Collective Creation (Vox Teatri, 2008) and Collective Creation, Collaboration and Devising (Playwrights Canada 
Press, 2009) are cited in the call as comprising the small number of publications on the topic.

9. Our use of “polyphony” to characterize the creative flux in the Monkey King process echoes Mikhail Bakhtin’s 
use of the word in its denotation of multiple voices (and attendant theatrical sign systems), each with equal 
validity. We do not, however, invoke his application of polyphony to dialogic interrelations in a work of art or 
his polyphonic concept of truth; instead, we use the term to capture the flux of multiple artists and/or signs 
participating equally, simultaneously, and variously in a creative process.

10 Credit for this improvisational structure goes to Anne Bogart and Tina Landau for the viewpoints composition-
assignment models in their The Viewpoints Book.

11. Both Incubus and Chakra earned command performances at the regional American College Dance Festival 
(ACDF) galas and the national ACDF competitions in New York City (2008) and Washington, DC (2010), 
respectively.

12. Toward this end, we have found it effective to hire members of theatre companies in the Atlanta area to 
integrate their collective creation practices in our curricula. One such example is our departmental collaboration 
with Adam Fristoe from Out of Hand Theatre, who has taught a physical theatre course for our students 
incorporating Suzuki and viewpoints techniques for ensemble-based work. In fall 2010, he and KSU faculty 
member Margaret Baldwin will teach another course in which they will work with a group of students to begin 
collective creation on a piece of spectacle theatre focusing on water. Out of Hand and Baldwin will subsequently 
develop the piece for participation in an international festival devoted to spectacle theatre.

13. In support of this principle, our theatre and performance creation processes and coursework include 
assignments that require students to explore each theatrical sign as a generator of performance material. One 
such course in the KSU curriculum, Performance Composition, asks students to gather collections of different 
theatrical signs as playwriting prompts. Examples (used for discrete assignments) include: a list of ten daily 
physical actions, sounds, objects, and observed expressive gestures. The students then are charged with shaping 
these texts into sequences with beginnings, middles, and ends. Sometimes they incorporate the written word, 
at other times they focus on gesture, movement, and shape to communicate their ideas.

14. These observations bear a striking resemblance to Bogart and Landau’s assertions in The Viewpoints Book 
that in a collective process “every participant must . . . claim ownership in the outcome” (18).
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