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Before I jumped into rehearsals, the next challenge coming up was the difficulty of 

writing an English play as a non-English speaker. Although my English ability is better than 

two years ago when I first landed foot in this country, the way I use English is still like the 

way I use chopsticks with my left hand, which is unsmooth and unnatural. If we think 

writing a play is hard, then writing a play in an alien language is like going through a maze. 

You know where you want to go but you never know how to get there. In my case, I knew 

exactly what I wanted to say and thought the path I chose was the right one leading me to 

the goal, but sometimes the path could be a dead-end, which means the audience would 

have no idea what I am talking about. In some even worse cases, there could be a monster 

hiding in the path who could confuse my audience in a totally different direction. Moreover, 

my thesis is about the unreliability of words and signs, and it is absurd from the start to rely 

on words to express a thought like this. If I cannot use correct words to present my 

thoughts and make my audience fully understand them, then the project would end up 

making no sense at all.  

To deal with the problem, I had tutorials with my voice professor, Joanna Battles, who 

not only helped me pick specific words to clarify my thought but also adjusted my 

pronunciation to ensure the audience will exactly understand what I say. An example from 

my play is when Bear finds a pair of footprints and wonders if they are a grandpa’s (Bear 

assumes grandpas are a kind of creature instead of a human). The original sentence was 

“Tracks! Are these a grandpa’s footprints?” To make sure the audience is able to get the 

sense of “grandpas are a kind of creature instead of a human for Bear”, Joanna suggested me 

to change “a” into “some”, so the sentence became “Tracks! Are these some grandpas’ 

footprints?” For me, the difference between them was just the use of a singular or plural of 
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the word, but the underlying change was huge, and the adjustment undoubtedly made my 

thought clearer. It is hard for me to use a second language to express my thought in a 

specific, exact way, and the tutorials assisted me in fixing that problem as well as 

communicating with my audience more efficiently and effectively.  

When it became time to rehearse, there arose another question for me to deal with. I 

have been trained as a performer/dancer since I was young, so I have a good sense of how 

my body looks on the stage; however, being a director, choreographer, and performer at the 

same time is another case. I need a director’s brain, a choreographer’s eye, as well as a 

performer’s heart, and then blend them altogether to create a figure, and once the figure is 

well formed, the audience should be able to understand its language, be impressed by its 

beauty, and be warmed by its heartfelt emotion. I tried my best to do the work, but I always 

missed something; luckily, Professor Nick Erickson, my movement teacher, had a quick eye 

for the missing elements of the performance.  

In my one-person show, there is a scene called the double masks, in which the central 

character tells of an old memory of hers to the audience by placing a bag with two faces on 

each side of it over her head. Whoever she wants to portray, the only thing she needs to do 

is to place the person’s face on hers by turning the bag along with a full-body turn, so by the 

time she finishes the turn, the audience will see the new character and she will have the 

other person’s face on the back side of her head. That sounds easy and it was not hard to do 

either. I rehearsed in front of a huge mirror, so I could see the detail of my movement, and 

by the end I thought every part of the movement was clear and well set. However, after a 

rough run-though, Nick said the double masks scene was interesting but unclear. When I 

made a full-body turn and placed the following character’s face on my face, he saw the first 
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character’s face was left behind with my back side of body, and that was confusing. Besides, 

my voice was stuck in the bag, so he could not fully understand what I was saying. These 

were the problems I would never discover when I practiced alone since even with a mirror I 

could not see myself when I turned, and what I heard in the bag was never as the same as 

what the audience heard. In order to solve the problem without dropping the idea of using 

masks (since I liked it a lot), my friend and I came up with an idea of attaching the mask on 

a pair of glasses for one of the characters and using my own face for the other, which is 

young Bear, and then I will have both hands available to enrich the gestures of the 

characters. No pain no gain. I had a lot of trouble, but I also had great fun.    
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CHAPTER 4: IMPACT FROM MOMENT WORK 

 After finishing the first draft of our one-person plays, the acting graduate students had 

a two-week-long workshop with members of Tectonic Theater Project, a theatre company 

located in New York City, whose widely known theatre work is The Laramie Project. One 

month after the murder of Matthew Shepard, a gay student from the University of Wyoming,  

one of the founders of Tectonic, Moises Kaufman, and ten company members traveled to 

Laramie, Wyoming to interview people in the town torn apart by the crime. The play forged 

from these interviews was created collaboratively by the members of the company over a 

long workshop process in which participants were encouraged to operate outside their 

area of specialization.10 Leigh Fondakowski, the head writer of The Laramie Project and 

also a member of Tectonic Theater Project since 1995, introduced Moment Work to us 

assisting in creating our one-person plays. 

 Instead of heavily depending on text while rehearsing, the idea of the Moment Work is 

to explore every possible theatrical element that makes up a performance, text being only 

one. Each theatrical element can be anything but what it was used for originally. For 

instance, a pencil sharpener can be a big-mouth monster, and a LED light with a weird 

sound can be a kind of sea creature. Actors start the exercise by saying, “I (We) begin,” and 

the actors do their things, and then they say, “I (We) end” to finish the piece. In the first 

week of the workshop, we explored architecture, light, sound, virtuosity, objects, and 

costume to allow them to speak on their own, and then we added layering as well as text to 

create the moment before, the present moment, and the moment after. While doing these 

exercises, we kept asking ourselves questions like, “what is the relationship between these 
                                                      

10 Tectonic Theater Project, “Tectonic Theater Project,” 
http://www.tectonictheatreproject.org/Tectonic.html (accessed: January 22, 2013). 

http://www.tectonictheatreproject.org/Tectonic.html
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theatrical elements, between objects and performers, between objects and viewers, and 

between viewers and performers?” These exercises helped us individualize each theatrical 

element and gave them space to speak by themselves.  

Later on, the workshop went to an advanced level, which was adopting the Moment 

Work to help us develop our writing work, the goal to make content and form, both 

theatrical elements, to serve one another. First, we were asked a lot of questions by Leigh 

about our one-person plays, and we were forced to answer the questions in two minutes, 

which is a short period of time. For this reason, we didn’t have time to ruminate over the 

answer and needed to come out with the answer immediately, which brought out the 

biggest impact and image of our play. There was no hesitation or ambiguity so that when 

we reworked the script later, these answers helped us make every dimension of the play 

crystal clear. In addition, we were asked to bring three objects to rehearsal, each with 

important roles in our play, and our peers did the Moment Work for us to extend the 

possibility of the objects so that these objects became more irreplaceable and necessary to 

the play and serve the content in an inseparable way; moreover, every peer was asked to 

give each other a question related to the play after our first reading. These exercises 

isolated for us which part of the plays needed to be clarified or reviewed. At the end of each 

exercise of Moment Work, we discussed what the dramatic events of the plays were, what 

the theatrical events were, and what the forms were. The discussions illuminated what the 

shows were about, how the playwrights reveal the story to the audience, and what 

theatrical elements were used by the playwright to explore the story. If the play was not on 

track with what the playwright wanted to say, then he/she would know exactly how to fix it. 
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VITA 

 Chia-Wen Hsu was born in Taiwan and spent her entire life there before she decided to 

study abroad for a Masters degree in the United States. She started to dance in a talent class 

when she was six, and at the age of sixteen she entered the dance class in the National 

Chia-Yi Girls Senior High School to be trained professionally as a dancer in ballet, modern 

dance, traditional Chinese folk dance, Kung Fu, and improvisation. After the three-year 

training, Chia-Wen felt that her desire for dancing was fading away. She did not know why 

she danced, so she determined to leave the stage.  

After a year, something still pulled at her on to perform on the stage, so she had a 

conversation with one of her dance teachers, Chih-Ru Shih, who lent her some theatre 

books and encouraged her to study theatre. Later on, Chia-Wen was inspired by what she 

read and then applied for the department of theatre arts at National Sun Yat-sen University 

to begin her first training in theatre. In her college life, Chia-Wen went to see many 

international performances created by outstanding masters, and these experiences 

broadened her horizons. She came to believe that if she wants to become an artist, she 

should get out the country where she grew up to see how people from other countries work 

in the theatre and how they feel about life. By that time, she had an American instructor, 

and mentor in the theatre, John W. Maloney, who told her America would be a good place to 

start exploring theatre and recommended her to study at LSU.  

Fortunately, Chia-Wen met a group of supportive, considerate, and talented faculty and 

peers and has been growing continuously day by day since she got into the acting program. 

During her study at LSU, Chia-Wen also had opportunities to work with artists from other 

states and even other countries, like France as well as Russia; moreover, in the summer 
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break of her second year, she went to Scotland with undergraduates in a study abroad 

program and performed in the Edinburgh Fringe Festival. These priceless experiences 

made her believe there is no boundary between the arts, no matter where they come from 

as long as they touch people’s hearts. 

Chia-Wen regards herself as blank paper, allowing great artists to draw on her, and 

hopes someday this blank paper will become a beautiful piece of art. If Chia-Wen has any 

step forward to become a professional performer, she attributes her success to the people 

around her to whom she is deeply grateful. 

 


