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Brenda Farnell and  
the Laban Script in Anthropology Studies  

 
When people think of Labanotation, it is commonly in relation to 
preserving/recording dance movements and choreography. It is interesting to note 
that a group of anthropologists are using Labanotation for other kinds of movement 
such as rituals, ceremonial action and sign languages.  They call this the Laban 
script to emphasize Labanotation’s formal properties as a true writing system that is 
comparable to any “alphabetic” script. In one case, Brenda Farnell has adapted the 
system to notate non-vocal (action) signs in the storytelling performances of Nakota 
people, an indigenous nation of North America. 
 
Farnell, who currently serves on the Professional Advisory Committee at the DNB, 
is doing research and teaching with the Laban script.  She has recently donated her 
books and articles on this to our library (we repeat the list again in this issue at the 
end). Farnell first studied Labanotation with Sheila Marion while a dance student at 
London’s Laban Dance Centre (now called Laban) in 1976-77.  She had danced 
and choreographed using Laban’s movement principles throughout high school in 
England, and was also exposed to Motif Writing during her undergraduate training 
at I.M. Marsh College, Liverpool University.  It was her interest in a broad range of 
embodied human actions that later took her into anthropology and to New York 
University where she studied with Dr. Drid Williams.   Currently she is an 
Associate Professor in the Departments of Anthropology and American Indian 
Studies at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign.  Her research topics 
include linguistic and sociocultural anthropology, anthropology of the body and 
human movement, expressive culture, and multimedia ethnography.   
 
The main focus of Farnell's studies is Plains Sign Talk (PST) which is a sign 
language shared by indigenous people of the Plains region of North America, 
covering an area from Canada to Texas.  Her observations of human movement in 
relationship to spoken language illustrate how gestures have precise and culture 
specific meaning, just as spoken languages do.  For Nakota users of PST, body 
movement signs are considered equally as important as spoken language signs. PST 
served as a Plains Indian's inter-tribal communication system before English was 
introduced to American Indians.  Unfortunately, fluent sign talkers are now rare in 
most indigenous Plains communities.   
 
In the past, many anthropologists used pictures, video-recordings, films or even 
words to record sign languages.  Farnell argues that these approaches are 
inadequate.  Pictures present only a frozen view of a movement at one point in 
time.  Video-recordings and films are two dimensional, so it is hard to portray all 
spatial characteristics of an action sign.  Word descriptions have predominated in 
anthropological attempts to document dances and other movement events, but if the 
reader does not fully understand the cultural context and does not already have a 
detailed knowledge of the movement system in question, words cannot provide 
sufficient information to document or reconstruct the action signs. Thus, an 
understanding of movement literacy is crucial to observing and understanding 
action signs in different cultural contexts. An anthropologist must have the ability 
to read and write movement, so that translation into the medium of words is 
unnecessary for creating ethnographically appropriate descriptions of actions.1   
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to read and write movement, so that translation into 
the medium of words is unnecessary for creating 
ethnographically appropriate descriptions of 
actions.1  The Laban script provides such a 
medium, so that in FarnellÕs work, the 
reader/scholar can decode the action signs while 
also reading the accompanying spoken words in the 
Nakota language and in English translation. 
 
The difference between FarnellÕs use of 
Labanotation and its use in documenting Western 
concert dance forms, is that she employs more 
leeway in the use of the symbols and the staff (see 
diagrams on the right).  Farnell often strips away 
the outside lines of the staff leaving only the 
centerline, because the action signs only involve 
certain body parts (arms, hands, upper torso, head).  
The sign talkers usually stand or sit on the same 
spot while gesturing their hands and arms according 
to precise geographical and other spatial references.  
The indigenous words are listed on the left side of 
the staff and direct translations of the PST signs 
into English words are provided on the right side.  
Since speed/timing is not related to outside 
influences like music, the length of the spatial 
symbols is a standard. Meter/bar marks do not carry 
any weight of timing, but ref lect the start and end of 
performed spoken/gestural sentences.  Instead of 
notating the exact movements from any one 
particular performance of a story, Farnell uses the 
symbols to ÒspellÓ the essential components of an 
action sign.  She employs the flexibility of 
description possible with Labanotation to write the 
movement using indigenous conceptions of body 
parts, space and time rather than Western or 
English speakerÕs concepts.  It is this flexibility, she 
maintains, that makes Labanotation the most useful 
movement notation system for anthropological 
purposes.  
 
When Rudolf Laban invented the writing system, 
his vision was to record human movement, not just 
dances.  It is exciting to see the Laban script 
applied to anthropological studies.  Farnell has been 
guiding young anthropologists to use the Laban 
script in her course: Body Movement Literacy: 
Labanotation in Anthropological Perspective, 
where she teaches it as a research tool to 
conceptualize, record and analyze embodied human 
actions.   
 
 
1 Will iams, Drid.  Modes of Continuity and Change in Action 
Sign System.  Journal for the Anthropological Study of Human 
Movement, Spring 2004. Page 19. 

 

The center line divides r ight and left sides of the body as in standard 
Labanotation.  The area symbols drawn on the center line with V 
inside refer  to areas of the signing space (V = center  area, loosely 
in front of the chest/waist). The path signs apply to the gestural 
spatial pathways made by the hand. The storyteller  is sitting facing 
Southwest.  The K ey at bottom left indicates that, among Nakota 
people, the cardinal directions, NSEW, are conceived as four  
quarters with S being the most important.  

 

right arm or area of sign space

movement path of right hand also 

lower arm/wrist

right hand shape and orientation

right palm/thumb side of hand

head

left arm or area of sign space

movement path of left hand 

also lower arm/wrist

left hand shape and orientation

left palm/thumb side of hand

other body parts QQ

Q
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The Labanotation staff adapted for writing Plains Sign Talk

other body parts
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