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Abstract 

“Physical models of thought” (Forsythe 2017) may be developed that open new avenues of 
“performative reflexivity” (Turner 1987: 24) in both science and the arts (Rollinde 2019, Lapaire 
2017, 2019b). The strategy for “reading physical” I will present, is a structured, learner-friendly 
way of “doing literature” which I have been developing and testing since 2014. The language 
material used to design this particular type of embodied learning scenario is predominantly 
borrowed from poetry by Emily Dickinson and Walt Whitman, as well as Virginia Woolf’s essays 
and fiction (Lapaire & Duval 2017, Lapaire 2018, 2019a). The proposed activities – written, 
spoken, and kinetic involve the selection and “intersemiotic translation” (Jakboson 1959) of 
written language material into physical displays of meaning, relation and interaction. The main 
objectives are pedagogical, heuristic and aesthetic:  

- (general) “using the body as an instrument of cognition” (Kirsch, 2010: 2864); staging immersive 
learning experiences that force subjects to engage personally and collectively in meaning-making;   

- (specific) showing that “the poetry of motion” (Whorf, 1956: 155) can be used to translate the 
“poetics” and “prose poetry” of literary works (Goldman 2018: 91). 

The strategy is unconventional by common educational standards, yet accords with the general 
mechanisms of human cognition and expression. It is built on three principles - or “pillars”: 

1. Embodiment. From the moment we are born, we express our basic needs and emotions through 
vocalizations and bodily motions (Birdwhistell 1970). As we grow into articulate social beings, 
the sounds we emit and the movements we produce become more abstract, patterned and controlled, 
yet our deepest “instinct to gesture” never subsides (Harrison 2018). Physical displays of attitude, 
emotion and understanding become more numerous and eventually establish themselves as key 
components of social interaction (Jousse [1974-78] 2008, Turner 1987, McNeill 1992, Streeck 
2009, Calbris 2011). An embodied approach to literary education that “uses the body as an 
instrument of cognition” (Kirsch 2010: 2864) and movement as its main expressive medium is 
thus consistent with the physical basis of ordinary semiotic behaviour. It is also ideally suited to 
Woolf’s description of conscious experience as a continuum of perceptual, kinetic, emotional and 
cognitive events. 

2. Intersemiotic translation. Human beings are universally endowed with the ability to “translate” 
what they mean (Jakobson 1959: 232-33) in their own language (“intralingual translation”), into 
another language (“interlingual translation”), or into a “nonverbal sign system” (“intersemiotic 



translation”). As all language teachers and professional translators know, deciding on the best 
translation for something written or said is the ultimate comprehension test for both “intention” 
and “sentence meaning” (Sperber & Wilson 2002: 3). An approach to Woolf’s art that uses 
intersemiotic translation challenges students to develop deep and dynamic forms of understanding. 
Asking oneself how Clarissa Dalloway “sat” on the top of her omnibus or “stood” among her 
guests at the party, and then deciding on ways of “doing it” may sound trivial but forces one to 
reflect deeply upon character and situation.  

The proposed strategy for “reading physical” thus  involves the conversion of “patterns of written 
words” into “patterns of doing” (Schechner [1988] 2003: 321). The learning strategy relies almost 
entirely on “the wisdom of the body” (Piazzoli 2018: 24) and our inborn ability to stage “total 
physical responses” to verbal and non-verbal stimuli (Asher 1966). I will first show how the 
principles and methods of modern educational dance (Laban 1963), physical theatre (Lecoq [2002] 
2019] and gesture theory (McNeill 1992, 2005, Kendon 2004, Calbris 2011, Cienki 2017) may be 
combined to facilitate the transition from page to stage. I will provide further insight into student 
reception, by looking at the journals, drawings and prose poems especially produced for the 
courses. Results from various online surveys and interviews carried out over the years will also be 
shared. 
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