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Summary 

 

The objective, in the first part of the paper, is to capture the 

metamorphosis undergone by the contemporary performance, in general, and by 

Screendance, in particular, so as to reach a meaningful analysis of Anna 

Macdonald’s performance Things That Start Slowly. 

We think that due to the author's theoretical material, centered on the 

study of narration in her work, this analysis is revealing for the relationship 

between performance and narration, in the most recent cultural products. In this 

respect, the British performance of the beginning of the third millennium is 

considered, in the volume Performing Narrative - narration, 'denarration' fracture 

and absence in contemporary performance practice, edited by David Shirley and 

Jane Turner, as a narrative and treated from this perspective in the scientifical 

articles signed by theatre and dance scholars such as John F. Deeny, Shane 

Kinghorn, Linda Taylor, Shirley Davis, Jane Turner, Neil Mackenzie, Anna 

Macdonald. This work is important for our preoccupations regarding the director’s 

narration. 

Performing narrative, as a new way "to write" a performance on stage, is 

rooted in the history of the performance, where we identified sources that we 

tried to analyze and compare. We noticed these sources in the history of cinema, 

but also in the history of dance. Therefore, in an attempt of emphasizing the 

Screendance's specificity, we watched, in parallel, over significant moments in 

the cinema history and the avant-garde dance. In this sense, we placed the 

emphasis of interpretation of the two fields of artistic expression on the essential 

coordinates, respectively, on image and movement. Between these two elements 

there is a common medium - the fluidity, a flow temporally connoted. We are not 

dealing anymore with the concept of still image, of trompe l'oeil, but point out the 

moving image generated by the body of the performer. 

At the same time, taking into account the temporal unfolding of the act of 

reading we can say that, in the case of performing narration, the reading is a 

double reading. It takes place on, at least, two levels as Seymour Chatman 
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notices: ”Narrative entails movement through time not only ‘externally’ (the 

duration of the presentation of the novel, film, play) but also ‘internally’ (the 

duration of the sequence of event that constitutes the plot)”. 1 The way in which 

the two parallel readings merge into one is due to the fact that the narrative of the 

performance is taken into account as a whole. The harmonization of the internal 

plan with the external plan of the temporal unfolding does not require a tilting of 

the balance in favor of one of the two plans, but an identification, made by the 

director, of the points of temporal convergence existing between them. In this 

context, we believe that we can advance the idea of structural identity between 

narrative and temporality. Thus, the narrative unfolding can substitute the 

temporal unfolding. As long as the two plans of temporality and narrative are 

parallel, without any point of incidence, we talk about an unfolding of time. When 

the two plans are intersecting, we deal with an unfolding in terms of narrative. 

Narration, in a performance, reorganizes the system of spatial-temporal 

references. What cannot be removed from a performance is exactly the narration 

of performance as flow of time. This Erzählzeit, which is a pseudo-time that, for 

us, appears as a weather of unwinding, leads us, as Diana Cozma remarks, to 

the idea that temporal inversions a spectator assists to while attending the 

performance are an essential tool of the narration: ”If we’ve been learnt that the 

human being, most of the time, thinks that what happens today is certainly the 

effect of the cause of those happened yesterday, we are asked to linger, even for 

a second, on the thought that actions, dreams, illusions linked to the future 

generate the present”. 2 

Therefore, we believe that the narrative of the performance confronts the 

director, mainly, not only with the problem of creating rhythms and intervals of the 

unfolding, but also with the very nature of the unfolding. 

In the second part of the paper, we analyze the narrative of the 

                                            
1 Chatman S. (1990) Coming to Terms: The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film  în 
H. Poter Abbott (2008) The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, trad. noastră, New 
York: Cambridge University Press, p. 14 
2 Cozma D. (2013) Eugenio Barba şi mărul de aur, trad. noastră, Bucureşti: Ideea 
Europeană, p. 66 
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performance Things That Start Slowly by Anna Macdonald, because it appears to 

be representative, nowadays, for the modality in which the narration of a 

performance is organized. In Anna Macdonald's dance-in-frames, relevant is the 

connection between movement and time. Time is viewed as a continuous 

present, as a series of sequences of now. Unlike the series of movements 

executed in a dynamic rhythm within which this present can not be fully captured 

as a continuous one, in series, often used in the contemporary performance, in 

Things That Start Slowly, the series of movements are committed in a slow pace, 

a slow-motion aiming that every now to be perceived by the spectator fully and 

continuously. 

This type of performance narrative and, in particular, the dance-in-frames 

of Anna Macdonald, enjoyed special attention not only from many spectators 

eager to share a universe wherein they recognized themselves, but also from 

scholars. We believe that this reception from the consumers of cultural products 

confirms, like in a sort of political dialogue between the creator and the 

community, the fact that a personal trauma translated into a cultural product, in 

an isolated and creative medium, can play a major role both for the creator and, 

to the same extent or in a greater extent, for the other, no matter his name: 

spectator, community, society. 

It is evident, in Anna Macdonald's performance, the validity of the 

statement: ”Narrative by its arrangement of events gratifies our need for 

order…”.3 The idea of perspective, the vision on one's own individual existence, 

lies deep in the core of any narrative. It is a fundamental aspect of existence that 

the community can not fulfil without aggressing the individual identity. 

Remarkably seems in this example of a performance narration the mode in which 

both the identity of the mother and of her child recompose themselves in a 

narration after a shocking and radical experience. It is a narrative of how a 

human being rises again on her/his own feet, and learn to move on after a 

devastating blow knocked her down. 

                                            
3 Abbott H. Poter (2008) The Cambridge Introduction to Narrative, New York: Cambridge 
University Press, p.38 
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Appealing to surprising means of unfolding narrative on multiple levels, 

both visual-auditory and conceptual, Anna Macdonald succeeds to offer us an 

artistic experience that is no longer a question of obtaining satisfaction. Her 

performance is not addressed to the enjoyment of the senses, but avoiding them, 

tricking them, it touches our deepest intimacy, stating simply that before being in 

one way or another, before having an identity or another, an option or another, 

the most important thing is to be. It is not the dilemma of Hamlet involved in the 

narrative of this performance, but the exact opposite of this dilemma. That is: it is 

not you who choose whether you are or not, but someone else chooses. In Anna 

Macdonald's performance who chooses is not a person, but nature itself, the 

sound of the wind that knocks at the door. Here, through all the narrative means 

involved in the accomplishment of the dance-in-frames, the sequence of events 

is avoided by giving up the very unfolding as temporality and adopting a narrative 

unfolding. 

In Things That Start Slowly we escape from the world of cause and effect. 

Here we speak only of synchronizations, simultaneities, intersections. Thus, in no 

way, can we say, as spectators, that ”If this can make narrative a gratifying 

experience, it can also make it a treacherous one, since it implicitly draws on an 

ancient fallacy that things that follow are caused by those things”. 4 The 

experience that the spectator has, once exposed to the narration of this 

performance, cannot be a misleading one. Because in this performance the why 

is not explored. The narration eludes the diachronic unfolding. It is a narrative of 

the unfolding of the synchronizations in the absence of any necessitarianism. 

Perhaps here is the key to understanding the narrative of Things That 

Start Slowly. And perhaps the evil, from the point of view of the unborn child, is 

precisely the one that it did not fall into the ancient error where things that follow 

other things are mistaken with the cause of things. Perhaps this ancient error has 

a name. Its name is: life. 

In the third part of the paper, referring to one of our performances with The 

Caretaker by Harold Pinter, we try to give answers to the question: What can we 

                                            
4 idem, p. 39 
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say about the actor's narrative? If we were to give a pertinent answer, we would 

begin by reaffirming that the act of the actor can never be in itself. It has a 

narrative development, even when its acts are fragmented, shortened or 

excessively prolonged. The actor's narrative, which reveals the fiction of the 

stage identity, has not only syntactic coordinates of the functions of the acts in a 

semantical unfolding. The actor's act is above all something similar to what is 

defined by morphology. Thus the actor unfolds a narrative not from a syntactic 

aspect, but from a morphological one. The syntactic aspect of the performance 

narrative rests on the playwright, dealing with the textual syntax, and on the 

director, dealing with the syntax that comes to the surface between predications 

and updates, visual and sound forms, visibilities and ambiguities, the actor's 

narration and the narrations of other creators involved in the process. 

An actor dwelling only with syntax is concerned exclusively with meanings 

and encodings, concealments and automatisms, with that which projects him 

outside his specific activity. That is, to offer a body capable of speaking 

incarnation. The actor's narrative shows us not only an ultimate form but also the 

mode in which a form takes shape. This is the morphotic aspect of the actor's 

narrative. In terms of exact sciences, we may say that it is a state of inner turmoil 

which precipitates a precisely contoured shape. 

In terms of narrative, the actor's work is similar to that of a detective's. An 

actor's narrative has as area of unfolding the detection of the mode in which an 

act can be accomplished. Not the why is relevant, but the how. This narrative 

how regards exclusively the actor's craft. Without understanding, one way or 

another, this how, the actor places himself in the narrative at a crossroads. He 

reads and writes, adding to what he reads narrative material. What is important is 

that his carrying forward of the writing not to be a re-writing. The narrative of the 

actor is, firstly, a thorough assimilation of the knowing-how to weave intervals, 

rhythms and syncopations, at body movement level, both from the perspective of 

the kinetic displacement and from the perspective of the breath which has as 

second implication the extremely important act of speech. So, the actor's 

narrative means cover a larger area than the classic speech and the body 
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movement. 

Looking at this issue from the perspective of the dramatic text The 

Caretaker by Harold Pinter, whose experience as a stage actor has influenced 

the approach of the text narrative and whose experience as political activist is 

well known, it appeared, with extreme clarity, the idea that the actor's narrative 

requires, always, in a good performance, the articulation of a text which avoids its 

confinement to a simple exposure, according to a journalistic documentation of 

facts or events. The theatre writer must always have in mind that the only 

relevance to the success or failure of his work is intimately linked to the actor, to 

his ability to negotiate a narrative from his interaction with the text. If the dramatic 

text is limited to the syntactic interpretation and doesn't penetrate also into the 

morphological aspects, it is opaque to the possibility of interacting with the actor's 

narrative. In conclusion, as we have seen in the exemplary case of Harold 

Pinter's dramatic texts, as well as other outstanding contemporary playwrights, 

the morphological level is accessed by highlighting the dramatic poetry. 

Marian Popescu, referring to one of Beckett’s plays, notes: ”The entire 

play is not a text lacking the code, the deciphering principle, but the principle 

itself which cannot be applied, as it does not have a text to decipher.” 5 This 

observation is both provocative and valid for some of the XXth playwrights, 

Harold Pinter being one of them. Indeed, these dramatic texts don’t have a code 

of textual interpretation. The idea that they in themselves are a code of 

interpretation points to, at least, two consequences. The first would be that the 

code is, in his turn, a text. Thus the comprehension of a text as being coded and 

possible to be deciphered using another text opens up an almost unending array 

of meanings. The second consequence might be that, if a text cannot be applied 

as a ”deciphering principle” on another text, there exists the possibility that the 

deciphering principle to be applied on silence. The text deciphers the silence, 

and the silence deciphers the text. 

Autobiographer by Melanie Wilson seems a representative performance 

for illustrating the narrative issue which implies the director in the making of a 

                                            
5 Popescu M. (1985) Cuvintele tăcerii, Bucureşti: „Secolul XX”/nr. 10-11-12/1985, p. 229 
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performance. In actuality, the responsibility for the narrative theme, for the stage-

narrative devices and their unfolding in the context of a performance is the task 

of the director. Current performances do not start from a given text, but requires 

from the director a prior search of identifying the theme and the narrative means. 

The negotiation of positioning, within the team which makes a performance, the 

tasks of the director, dramatic writer, actor, etc., has changed radically. We note 

here that the stage-narrative means chosen by the director impose the 

configuration of the text unfolding. It is a major change from the traditional mode 

of making a European performance. On the other hand, this change has its roots 

in the history of European theatre, if we recall the Elizabethan period or Italian 

folk theatre. 

In choosing the narrative theme of the performance, the director is no 

longer confined to the narrative theme of a text. The focus moves from semantics 

towards narrative morphology. The mode in which the director develops the 

narration is more relevant than what he wants to convey to the audience. The 

director begins to abandon his addressing to the audience and focuses on the 

spectator. Therefore, we believe, it appeared the necessity of ordering 

expressive materials and conceptual contexts in a narrative performed with the 

means of the stage. 

Thus, we discern, at least, three functions of the narration: the narration of 

the performance to which subsumes the narration of the dramatic text, the  

narration of the director and the narration of the actor. We chose to illustrate the 

narration of the performance, the narration of the actor and narration of the 

director from the perspective of a certain performance. Relevant for the narration 

of the director it seems to us the performance Autobiographer by Melanie Wilson. 

At the same time, we note that the realization of the practical intertwining of these 

narratives is the responsibility of the director who is involved not only in carrying 

out his typical narrative, the director's narrative, but also in other narratives, as 

for example, the actor's narrative or the narrative of the dramatic text. 

Also, ”tied to the dominance of vizual and aural sensation, audiences of 

stage and film must apprehend human interiors by inference, much as we do in 
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the course of our lives”. 6 The director's narrative focuses not on illustrating the 

deliverance of a meaning of the performance, but on the deductive, not inductive, 

modality of the spectator to read a performance. This does not mean that the 

performances are subject to a naturalistic aesthetic, but that they show 

themselves in a totally new way to the spectator, as the presentation of a present 

of the stage presence. The director's narrative is no longer a representation, 

doesn't repeat an act happened in the past, but materializes a present. 

The spectator's deduction regarding to what is present in front of his eyes 

has a more morphological than syntactic connotation. The meaning of what is 

happening becomes less important than the form in which is happening. The 

theatrical experience of the spectator changes due to the transformation of the 

director's stage work from putting-on-stage, directing into directing narration. The 

spectator is, at the same time, fully involved in the development of the 

performance and deeply detached from what is happening on stage. 

One of Melanie Wilson's merits is that she manages to provoke in the 

spectator a reflexive attitude, thinking processes and reevaluations of his own 

existence. The theme she chose is that of the impossibility of telling a story of 

one's own life as the character of Flora suffers from a nervous disease which 

prevents her from becoming coherent. Flora is lost in her alter-egos. However, 

Flora does not go beyond the area within which a human being may be defined. 

The way in which Melanie Wilson transposes in narration this existential 

issue is amazing. By appealing to technological means she manages to transmit 

to the spectator, in a non-conceptually manner, the sensations experienced by 

the character of Flora. She doesn't tell the story of Flora, but recreates it from 

fragments. The presence of Flora in front of the spectator is convincing, genuine 

and penetrating, even if it is a narrative convention. 

Our opinion is that the spectator reads a performance when he witnesses 

it, and not only looks at it. Also, we separate the idea of reading something from 

the idea of being read something. Extracting the physical presence of a narrator 

from the narrative, we see that the narrative continues to take place in the 

                                            
6 idem p. 111 
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presence of at least one spectator. The narrative is not necessarily accomplished 

by the physical presence of a person who tells us something. Neither the way in 

which the narrative is delivered nor the source of its deliverance do define it as 

such, but its reception. The discussion, we believe, should take place on the 

coordinates of the fact that for a human being, and this is evident in the case of 

the spectator, the inevitable contextualization of what he sees, hears, or receives 

as information through his senses form, by definition, a text, a narrative. 

If a text is read to a spectator, this will not be perceived by the spectator 

more than a recitation. The reading belongs to the spectator. Without this 

reading, which must not be understood only as lection of a text, the individual 

cannot place himself in the position of a spectator. He, the spectator, will read 

even a recitation. 

We believe, therefore, that Poter Abbott is wrong when he remarks: “… 

the actors do work for us that, when we read, we have to do entirely by 

ourselves”. 7 Even if the actors read in our place they can not but, I repeat, recite. 

Thus, they, the actors, don't put themselves in our place of spectator. But we, the 

spectators, put ourselves in their place, reading also their recitation. Basically, for 

the spectator, the contact with the outer articulated narrative, or even a fractured, 

fragmented narrative, impossible to be perceived in itself as a whole, can be 

accomplished only by inter-relating with the components of a pre-existing inner 

narrative particular prior to the particular act of reading. The spectator figures out 

whether or not there is a narrative delivered to him. And yet, the balance 

between the manner and the form taken by a performance narrative in order to 

be read by the spectator and the inner narrative of a spectator, the 

contextualization which he gives to his own existence, is the task of those 

involved in the realization of the product. Producers, writers, playwrights, 

directors, actors, etc., should not rely on extremes, trying to construct a narrative 

of the performance or too far away from the spectator, illustrating at any cost 

their phantasmic visions, or too pleasing for the spectator, illustrating only what 

the spectator is willing to see. In none of these cases the producers of the 

                                            
7 idem p. 73 
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performance have really built a narrative. Narrative, for those who make a 

performance, is a guarantee that the spectator not only sees or is prevented to 

see, but also that he is able to fulfil the act for which he came to the performance. 

We believe that the spectator, sitting comfortably in his spectator's armchair, 

whether the seat is comfortable or not, comes to the performance in order to read 

it. We are not saying that it is mandatory for the spectator to understand what he 

reads, only that he must not be prevented to read. When the spectator is 

frustrated by the experience of reading, the performance ceases to exist. 

 Throughout this paper we have described some tools that the director 

may use in figuring out the narrative of a performance. Of these the most 

important one seems to be that of using the space of representation not only in 

terms of image, but also as a place of propagating acoustic waves. Another 

important tool is that of not excluding the presence of the actor from the visual-

sound space. The role of interaction to the level of detail of movement and 

utterance between the actor and director is essential in articulating the actor's 

narrative. The actor is unable to carry out his play separated from the actor's 

narrative which must be a part together with the director's narrative in the 

performance narrative without the risk of undermining the intelligibility of the 

performance and thus the possibility of the spectator to read the narrative of the 

performance. Of course, the actor's narrative, the director's narrative, the 

playwright's narrative (which is not the subject of our research) are interwoven 

into a texture of the entire narrative which is the narrative of the performance. 

In this paper we analyzed the narrative of the performance in the terms of 

the dance-in-frames Things That Start Slowly of Anna Macdonald, identifying in 

the texture of the performance the modes of unfolding a narration. We note, here, 

that even in the absence of the classical categories of narration: character, story, 

climax, etc., the narrative continues to unfold, and the spectator can read it, 

making an intimate connection between any performance narrative and 

temporality. We conclude that the fundamental element of a narrative is that it 

behaves like a temporality, substituting it. This feature of the unfolding is, 

according to our opinion, the necessary condition for the existence of a 
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performance. 

We, also, analyze the dimensions and the place of the actor's narrative in 

the narrative of a performance. To illustrate this we have chosen to analyze the 

play The Caretaker by Harold Pinter and the performance, based on Pinter's text, 

that we made as director. We’ve highlighted the close link between the work of 

the actor and the work of the director with the actor which concur to the 

apparition of the actor's narrative. We note, in the case of the Pinterian text, that 

the author's acting experience led him to write a text which favours the apparition 

of the actor's narrative in case of directing errors and thereby prevents an 

eventual collapse of the director's narrative. However, we could highlight, by 

appealing to this performance along with the analysis of the written text, Harold 

Pinter's testimonies related to the written text, to the existing of a margin of 

safety. A safe margin which guarantees the success in making a performance 

narrative even when the actors and the director are not aware of the semiotic 

translations made by the author of the dramatic text. The strict concern to 

articulate the narratives specific to the actor and director, finally get to coincide 

with the perspective of approaching that reality which belongs to the writer of the 

dramatic text. 

The narrative of the director was analyzed, particularly, in the performance 

Autobiographer by Melanie Wilson. Here we observed that the preoccupation for 

unfolding is implicit in the work of the director. Noting the implications of the 

narrative in the temporality issue from the perspective of the performance Things 

That Start Slowly by Anna Macdonald, of the actor's narrative in The Caretaker 

by Harold Pinter, as an essential tool in the composition of intervals even by 

simply alternating silence and sound presence, darkness and images, 

respectively, of the actor's narrative viewed in a double perspective, both of 

Harold Pinter's as actor and of the actors Diana Cozma, Eugen Titu, Adrian 

Matioc who played in the performance, we conclude, by analyzing the 

performance of Melanie Wilson's Autobiographer, that the director's narrative, 

essentially, involves the watching eye of the director over events (stage acts) in 

terms of the architecture of the visual and aural movement. 
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   Also, we notice in the narrative of the performance of the beginning of 

the third millennium the predilection for existentialist themes, corresponding to a 

phenomenological philosophy, such as loss, absence, ego, identity, themes 

moulded in a narration made with stage means, in forms that can be identified, 

sometimes, as belonging to the aesthetics of the "techno-sublime". Although the 

narrative of the European performance of the XXIst century takes specific shapes 

using, in an obsessive way, the latest technological means, these means are 

used only as part of a narrative. At the same time, the intertwining of the themes 

with the technology is designed to generate the ancient "liberation", "purification". 

The spectator experiences, also, the alienation which humanizes. However, for 

the spectator to have this experience, the narrative no longer takes the form of a 

single story; the narration is an assault of stimuli that require from the spectator 

mental involvement of active-reactive type. The spectator is not left in a sort of 

incomprehensibility due to the aesthetic signs exposed in front of his eyes. Thus 

the narration is not perceived as a simple monologue, the stage monologue. The 

spectator, even without the possibility of replying orally or with physical actions, 

exposing himself to the narration, enters in a dialogue with the multiple author. 

Any actor can certify that the spectator communicates with the actor who plays 

the character through micro-actions, change of breath, silence or sneezing. 

The themes around which the performance narrative gravitates have their 

correspondent to the ancient Greek tragedies, such as the themes of sacrifice, 

loss, death, agora in the community, or to the ancient comedies marked by 

virulence and generating wonder and laughter. 

However, a major difference between the grain of tragedy encapsulated in 

the nowadays performance narrative and the Greek tragedy lies in the mutations 

suffered by the contemporary individual, changes generated by a whole range of 

scientific discoveries, many of them majorly inverting the perception and 

understanding of the individual in the world. Camus's dream to bring, in a modern 

manner, the tragic genre back on European stages seems to be accomplished by 

the use of technology. 

References have been made, in this sense, to fundamental coordinates 
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specific for the narrative of the performance, respectively to image, space, time.  

We’ve proposed the idea that the narration of the performance consists of  

theatralization, dramatisation and de-referentialization from the daily reality of an 

event. The performance narrative, we think, is one of the most representative 

modes, in our times, of conceiving and scenic incarnating an idea or obsession 

or interrogation, capable of revealing possible new meanings of theatricality. 

Theatricality, ”... this concept [which] has something mystical in it, seems too 

general, idealist and ethnocentrist. ”, 8 might find its right place in the stage work 

and might be taken down, without being broken, from the pedestal on which it is 

placed today. 

We think this new way of narrating a performance more than a symptom 

of a different type of performance creation. We believe that it is a representative 

way for the performance of the third millennium. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                            
8 Pavice P. op. cit. p. 383 
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