
Commentary: Assignment 1 from Tracy Collier.  

I think it is important for me to remember how this course came about in the first place. It was whilst 

sitting next to Juliet Chambers-Coe in the University of Surrey Archives, looking at drawings by Laban 

that were not part of his published sketches.  I came across the Woman with her Dog, and simply said 

‘There’s a movement piece right there’. And so here we are…… 

Task 1: Read the accompanying support materials on Effort Theory, Movement has a 

psychological dimension and Laban Effort and Movement Sensation in conjunction with 

other suggested reading materials listed. 

Your first task of delving into the Elements of Weight, Space, Time and Flow, States and the 

Action Drive Efforts,  should set you on the same train of thought as myself.  Efforts are obviously a 

physical 3-dimensional thing and we are looking at a still, two-dimensional image. However, I think 

you will agree that the mind is very suggestive and so our ability to imagine how the moving image 

would behave is great. If you  find the Efforts in your body as you work through the reading material 

and find the tensions in the muscles that each Effort produces it will allow you to enter the worlds of 

the two images.  

The movement sensation section is very important as it gives the inner life of the images. I 

have done a little further exploration of the movement sensations accompanying the Efforts which 

Laban lists in The Mastery of Movement (Laban, 1980, pp. 73-76), as those who attended my lecture 

at the Labanarium launch event may remember from a few years ago.  My view is that Laban’s work 

here feels unfinished. I know from talking to Dr Valerie Preston-Dunlop that Laban often passed on 

ideas to his students to develop further while he pursued new ideas. With this in mind, I wondered 

whether he might have left this particular subject unfinished. This of course is purely speculation. But 

my question is this: Why did Laban only consider Heavy the sensation of Weight, rather than also 

exploring the emotional impact of Strong as a sensation, as in the efforts? You might like to try 

standing and sitting using both Heavy and Strong and explore how that changes the inner feeling.  I 

would suggest for example, that Press, which in movement sensation  is referred to as Sinking, could 

be tried with a much stronger inner engagement, which may come out as Powerful or Purposeful. Play 

with all of the Strong Effort Actions(Thrust, Slash, Wring, Press) and see what emotional connection 

comes to mind. The same can be explored with Light but using the sensation aspect of Light which 

Laban refers to as Weak (Laban, 1980, p. 73).  So, then the feeling of Elation that comes with Glide, 

becomes for me,  Loss or Grief when internalised. Again, play with the other Light Efforts and see 

where that takes you.   

I have found that by expanding the movement sensation possibilities in this way, I have a 

much richer palette of movement sensation anchor points. My acting students have found this really 

useful as they also begin to understand that it doesn’t matter what words we use as long as we 

understand the visceral sensation that comes from connecting movement to emotion. I also found it 

really useful to put it on the cube, as Jean Newlove does in her book Laban for All.  Below are the 

results of my exploration into using Strong and Weak as opposed to Heavy and Light. This will also 

give you two ways of experiencing Effort, as both physical actions and as sensations. Of course, the 

focus on sensation in the Action Drive invariably invites emotional resonances and we might begin to 

feel the Effort factor of Flow in our movement. When this happens, we move away from an active 

Action Drive and perhaps enter a State (x2 Effort combinations ‘mood’ or attitude) or 

Transformation Drive (x3 Effort combinations all including the Flow factor) – Passion, Vision or Spell. 

Maybe Laban only named the Action Drive combinations because the emotional connection and 

sensations were far too numerous to language comprehensively? How do you describe the 



sensations and emotions arising from the various Effort ‘moods’?  Here is an invitation to finish this 

part of Laban’s research!  

 

 



 It is really important that both the physical and the mental Effort qualities are found and explored. 

We only move when there is a reason to do so. 

 

Task 2: What did you see? 

I think this second task of  articulating what you see is very important, as it teaches us to really 

observe things in detail. And as many directors and teachers will be aware, this is a vital part of the 

creative process and also the developmental journey of our students. To really see, to allow our 

imaginations to think outside the norm, to see the invisible and the implied, the connections between 

moments, all these things are visible if we really look.  

In the picture of the Woman with the Dog, we don’t see where she is, we see what she is 

doing.  We don’t know where she is going but we understand, may be, the purpose of her journey.  

There is an umbrella, is that a parasol or a rain umbrella?  From the shapes made by her body in the 

space, I see that it might be windy and that there might be a force behind her back that she is having 

to resist.  The flow of her body is quite Bound as she resists the wind and also the dog who appears to 

be straining at the leash.  The colour, red, of the muscles drawn inside the body suggest that they are 

under strain as well, so the woman appears to be engaging a lot of effort to maintain her position.  So, 

she is Strong. She does seem to be on a mission as there is a sense of forward projection in the body.  

There is also the attempt at verticality assisted or necessitated by the umbrella.  But is her progress 

Sudden? I doubt it because the combination of factors would suggest that this is a Sustained and 

laboured journey, although her inner desire has the sense of wishing to be progressing faster.  If her 

arm were extending with the dog leash, then we might feel differently as this would suggest the dog 

was winning the battle, but it is not, it is pulled back to the side of her body, suggesting that at this 

point in time the dog is being held in-check.   

I feel that she is moving between Action and Vision drive, Space and Time never leaving her. I 

sense a great awareness around this character. I wonder how exhausted she will be when she finally 

reaches her destination. If we think of the elements of Space and Time in the Jungian terms of Thinking 

and Intuiting then we can see that she needs her wits about her  if she is to stay upright and that she 

needs to be responding in the moment to the changing circumstances that inclement weather and an 

eager dog, necessitates. The physical Effort qualities of the picture suggest some Strong Effort 

combinations, despite the fleeting feeling of the Vision Drive. Is there also an outer lighter set of Efforts 

that are playing a masking game?  Look at the shoulders of the woman, they appear to be lifting 

upwards, may be in an attempt to appear a little less hassled?  May be an attempt to impress.  There 

are, for me,   inner and outer Effort qualities, and because of the conflict there seems to be an 

exchange between movement sensation and objective function within those efforts. One also 

wonders about her breathing; it appears to me that she is holding her breath. Does this change her 

centre? There are a lot of contradictions in this drawing for me, and therefore it is rich in possibilities 

in terms of movement development and exploration.   

The Woman and the Cat. How different can two drawings be? The previous one didn’t even 

seem to be complete with scratchings of different colours suggesting that the background was not 

important to the picture. The action being the focus. This drawing however, has a much more 

complete sense to it. The colours are earthy and the scene is clearly set.  For me, there is a sense of 

outward breath in this picture.  The stillness and calmness of the picture give us much more of a sense 

of indulgence, rather than fighting. I feel that there is a compatibility between the inner and outer 

efforts here. This is a willing Sustained time element. I sense a Light touch, and a combination of 



Indirect and Direct movement needs. There is whatever is in her bowl to maybe pick at, and the cat to 

stroke.  It is so strange, but not surprising, that I am even typing more slowly as I examine this drawing. 

It has much more space around it, in Effort terms, even though the physical space is more compact 

than the woman on her walk. It doesn’t seem as noisy either.  But I get the feeling from the pencil 

strokes that Laban was keen to get this image down quickly, before anything changed. The other 

picture also has this sense as it is quite sparse, but this one has a fuller feel to it. The cat does look a 

little as if it might be off at any moment as its head is lifted.  I wonder if the gaze of the woman has 

just happened, that she may have ‘dabbed’ her head around.  

 It would be fun to explore the relationships in Effort terms between the two women and their 

animals. Playing with sudden, or sustained gaze. What that does to the relationship and indeed the 

mood of the piece. Or indeed the changes within the battle between the woman, her dog and the 

weather. There is also much more Free Flow in the Woman and the Cat. Might we explore the Heavy 

sensations here? 

 The Woman and the Cat has a sense of Spell and Vision to it.  The lack of Time and Weight 

being much more evident here. No need to make decisions. Just a wonderful opportunity to indulge 

in the moment, get lost in your thoughts. What she is doing is not of importance. Obviously, there is 

Weight in Spell drive allowing us to experience the wonderful alchemy of Flow and Weight together 

(Dream State), Sensing and Feeling, which give us emotion. As I look at this picture I breathe out and 

sit happily in sensations of Heavy Effort combinations However, there is also the possibility that her 

thoughts may be Floating with a sense of Suspension. Again, we have opposing inner/outer efforts.  

But this is not about bodily exertion, it is about allowing the effort to leave the body.  A very different 

feeling altogether. There is much more going on internally than externally in this drawing. 

Having looked at these pictures and taken out as much as you can from what you see. It is 

important that you then experience those details in your body.  I encourage you to try and recreate 

the contradictions of both women in your mind and body.  Really allowing the Actorly Quests of What 

(Weight), When (Time) Where (Space) and (How/Why) Flow to find their place. The changes for the 

woman happen in very different circumstances. The woman with her dog, has many outside obstacles, 

whereas the woman with the cat has time for much more inner contemplation, that will make for a 

much subtler journey.  But a journey they both will make.  

Observations from submissions 

 On reading the submissions I was struck by the great variety of responses. Those of you who 

noted their observations around Task 1 have given both factual and visceral reflections with regard to 

the Efforts and Action Drive.  One participant observed habits in self that they observed were may be 

getting in the way of truly exploring the motion factors.  There was a beautiful observation that 

‘thought patterns’ were ‘held in between the hands.’ This was then followed by a very visceral 

exploration of Efforts and Motion Factors.  There was a poem which had come directly from a 

participants visceral and emotional experiencing of the Motion Factors.  Chekhovian characters were 

used as examples of Efforts, very clearly lifting those characters off the page.  I liked also the simplicity 

of a participant’s description of how the body felt with each Motion Factor,  for example ‘Strong-I feel 

muscle stretch against bone’  This is a really vivid image of how the body can feel when moving in this 

way.   

 The observations of the pictures themselves gave some beautiful poetry with one participant 

shaping the poem on the page in a way that took me on a movement journey through the eyes of the 

cat, and an imagined happening in the undergrowth.  There was also an invitation to see the bigger 



picture surrounding the woman and the cat.  It was interesting that some of you saw tree branches in 

the black cross to the left of the picture, whilst others saw a bird.  There was an observation of the 

contrast between the strength in those branches and the ‘flexible curves of the woman’s clothing’.  

The creating of a grid to explore and evidence the contrasts between the two pictures had a real clarity 

to it.  There was also an invitation to see the other picture through the eyes of the dog, and a fabulous 

suggestion that the woman with the dog was ‘on the way to a friend’s bohemian lodgings for tea’ 

where she would have extra cream.   

I have smiled a lot through these submissions.  The act of ‘seeing’ is so varied for us all as the 

phenomenological act has us all looking from our own viewpoint.  This is what is so fascinating about 

art and theatre making.  The audience members will each have their own thoughts on what they see, 

depending on what experience they bring with them to the witnessing. For us as creators and teachers 

the sense of perspective and continued curiosity is imperative. As you move into the second 

assignment keep hold of this sense of curiosity and of seeing for the first time.  The second task is not 

so much about observing the Space in the pictures, but of exploring it. This has less of a written 

expectation and more of an experiential development.   


