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Abstract 

Crafting an original piece of theatre requires the artist to be both director and performer, writer 

and critic. During the era of Coronavirus-influenced education, live entertainment has been 

compromised, leaving artists of all kinds with the question of how to move forward. The acting 

capstone, which is traditionally a one-person play, was therefore altered to be a one-person short 

film. I became a river implements various elements of the BFA training that I encountered 

during my four years at Ball State University. Specifically implementing Anne Bogart’s 

Viewpoints and the plastique movement practices of Grotowski, I explore the idea of becoming 

one’s muse, and building an artistic life on unstable ground. I became a river follows the daily 

routine of an unnamed figure who, through closely researching river formations, finds creative 

inspiration. The film, as with all art, could be about many things, depending on the viewer’s 

unique perspective; I would argue, however, the principal message of the film to be that upon 

close examination of one’s life, purpose and passion will never be found in the capitalistic 

material gains one has catalogued.  
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I became a river: An “Isolated Visions” Solo Short Film 

Part of the task of composing a life is the artist’s need to find a way to take what is  

simply ugly and, instead of trying to deny it, to use it in the broader design. 

                                                                                                   Dr. Mary Catherine Bateson  

                                                                                                                    Composing a Life 

 

In February 2021, I completed a six-month process of writing, funding, staging, and 

performing an autobiographical one-woman play with original folk music. It was beautiful, 

haunting, universal in its pain and triumph; the story of a girl denying her truth until it burst 

forcefully to the surface. After such a purge of artistic and personal struggle, I knew my 

forthcoming Honors Thesis would require an immense amount of dedication and head and heart 

work, given its necessary link to my journey as an artist over the last four years. I could not 

muster again the energy to expose my own story through theatre. Not yet. So, I looked to the 

visual and sonic elements of art-making, to grand river channels, to the idea of knowingly 

building a life on quicksand. There, I found an ironic kind of hope. Although this short-film 

project is not traditional to the thesis for a performance BFA candidate at Ball State University, 

the process and the product described here are nonetheless intrinsically bound to and influenced 

by my identity and training as an actor.  

The short film I became a river uses overlayed and spoken text, black and white 

cinematography, an improvised piano score, and plastique movements to convey the idea that a 

life is not a life at all which is grounded in monetary success. Rather, it is the search for self-

fulfillment and realization, linked to the ephemerality of nature, which brings purpose to a life. 

Specifically implementing Anne Bogart’s Viewpoints and the plastique movement practices of 



2 
 

 

Grotowski, I explore the idea of becoming one’s muse. There was no technical crew behind this 

production, other than two classmates who once or twice held a camera when I needed a moving 

shot. There was no audio-visual team and no one crosschecking continuity. The product is 

therefore entirely of my being, made, as some of the simplest and most compelling art, from little 

more than curiosity and close-looking.  

 This short film was facilitated by the thesis course for the BFA acting major, titled “One 

Person Show.” Traditionally, the product of that course is an original 10-minute, live-performed 

play. This year, with the continuation of Coronavirus-related restrictions, my ensemble elected to 

create solo films, the collection of which premiered on YouTube on April 9, 2021, and was titled 

“Isolated Visions.” Veronica Santoyo, who instructed the course and served as a project guide to 

each student, used many in-class exercises throughout January, February, and early March to 

inspire ideas for the films, including: object moment work, writing and performing personal 

monologues, and exploring various elements of film aesthetics as they relate to theatre and dance 

practitioner Anne Bogart’s Viewpoints.  

A few weeks into the course, we were asked to bring an image to class that inspires us, 

along with paper, pens, colored pencils, etc. At the last minute, I decided to bring in a black and 

white xerox copy of an aerial view of a shoreline river delta in Madagascar. The image by river-

systems and desert photographer Mickael Tournier – which I found and selected through a brief 

and somewhat random Google search – formed the foundation for the poetic, visual, and story 

elements of I became a river.  

Professor Santoyo asked us to look at the image we brought until inspiration struck. We 

were encouraged to manifest that inspiration in poetry in the journals we had brought, or in 

drawn images, if we desired. My photo was printed in black and white, so I used a black rolling 
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ball pen for all my written exploration. It was in that exploration in early February that I knew 

my piece would be filmed in black and white. There was something about how clean the lines 

were; how each little branch of the river spoke to both the microscopic and the gigantic. And, in 

the following weeks, the dedication to black and white helped inform which Viewpoints would 

aid in developing the film’s aesthetic. Of the six fundamental Viewpoints (Hunter), those which 

were especially important to the development and execution of I became a river were: shape, 

time, and movement.  

In the fall of 2020, I took a natural sciences Honors course with geological sciences 

professor Scott Rice-Snow, which focused two units on river channels and systems. The course 

was designed for artists and aimed to provide inspiration for future artistic endeavors. At the 

time, I did not imagine rivers would play a role in my thesis, but I did write one paper for his 

class on how I might incorporate the imagery and power of rivers into my poetry and 

songwriting, as a vehicle of transformation. In an effort to make my solo short film less 

“personal,” I chose a piece of the natural world as a vessel for commentary and a basis for 

character-building. But, as is often the case in art, the river began to take shape as a deeply 

personal metaphor for the journey of a life, for the journey of my life. The river, which served as 

both memory and action, began to say more than could be accomplished through words.  

In theatre, there is a great deal of room for silence, but it is rarely reveled in. Silence is a 

tool used to increase the dramatic weight of a moment. But, if you were to attend a play in which 

there was no speaking and only a voiceover through the speakers in the house at the very end, 

you would likely call it something other than a play. A play necessitates conversation, whether it 

be one character talking to the audience, or God, or even themselves. Conversation. It exists to 

provide a platform for vocalizing that which before had gone unsaid. But, if the same silence 
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were to envelop a movie, it is possible that you may think little of it – silence, after all, is the 

historical foundation of filmmaking. This capstone project would never be a play. Since it would 

be a film in every possible sense, I wanted to lean into elements that could only be used in film, 

and not – at least not easily – in live performance. It is that distinction which drew me to silence, 

to soundscape, rather than spoken word.  

Sounds of water throughout the film reinforce subconscious river imagery: the sink 

running in the kitchen and bathroom, the shower. The clink of dishes and very slight rustling of 

book pages helped ground the film in reality, in the now. Of course, the piano score was integral 

to developing the tone of the piece, but I did not want the unnamed main figure to be so far 

removed from the audience that they felt they could detach from her. She is all of us, everyone 

living their days stuck in a dull routine, every one of us who journeyed through 2020 as if asleep 

to the endless possibilities of living. She is just like you, making tea, pretending to read, losing 

patience for her life.  

In my four years at Ball State University, I have had three experiences in the theatre in 

which I have been able to incorporate my musicianship, including I became a river and my 

previously referenced one-woman show in February. There are inherent limitations in being a 

part of someone else’s project, play, or movie. Because theatre is a collaborative art, there is a 

necessary negotiation between collaboration and limitation. Until endeavoring to create my own 

work, I have been limited in my capacity to be an actor who dabbles in music making. This film 

required music. And, I made it require a type of music that I knew only I could provide.  

The piano score was improvised and recorded once. Of course, I could have recorded it 

more than once, if needed, but I knew the inspiration for the moment – the first time I sat at a 

piano playing while the edited film rolled before me – that would only happen once. I rehearsed 



5 
 

 

the general structure, playing patterns and building the score’s basic journey, considering both 

the material world in which the character lives and the natural world of the river. I used broad, 

sweeping scales in the Research section, mimicking both the flow of water and the flow of 

thought when a new idea strikes.   

The presence of text in the film takes many forms. In the penultimate act of the film, a 

few words are overlayed atop the moving black and white action, and many more are spoken. In 

this way, the main themes of the spoken text are extracted and reenforced as a visual stimulant. 

In one of my early explorations of filmed work for class, I composed a two-minute-long walking 

sidewalk shot in which the camera followed the myriad of cracks beneath the walker’s feet. The 

aerial shot made the cracks nearly look like rivers, braided, flowing channels. I recorded a 

voiceover for that piece of the Mary Oliver poem, “At the River Clarion.” As I was editing, the 

key words struck me, and since the shot was highly repetitive, I overlayed in white text a few 

words and phrases, in an effort to make the shot more dynamic. My classmates’ responses – 

which were deeply moved and highly stimulated by Oliver’s verses, which included, “If God 

exists he isn’t just churches and mathematics. / He’s the forest, He’s the desert. / He’s the ice 

caps, that are dying. / He’s the ghetto and the Museum of Fine Arts.” – convinced me that this 

style was going to be utilized in my final product (Oliver).  

Another element of text inspiration for I became a river was the Mary Catherine Bateson 

book, Composing a Life, which, although none of her words were directly spoken in the film, 

served as inspiration. It is also the book which is read by the character at the beginning of the 

short film. The book focuses on the various career and personal experiences of five real women 

as they navigate artistic, corporate, and homemaking environments. Bateson’s observations on 

the specific struggles faced by women in American society prompted a reflection on my own 
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experiences growing up in Tennessee, receiving a college education in Indiana, and working in 

the hyper-liberal sphere of the performing arts. She states, “Women have not been permitted to 

focus on single goals but have tended to live with ambiguity and multiplicity. It’s not easy. But 

the rejection of ambiguity may be a rejection of the complexity of the real world” (184). 

 In January of 2021, only a few weeks after the author’s death, I heard Dr. Bateson’s 

interview with Krista Tippett for the On Being podcast. She spoke about growing up with 

successful career-centered parents who sought to inspire her through mutual respect and through 

their passion for the natural world. Her words on climate change and how people today tend to 

be “living longer and thinking shorter” inspired thoughts on how the river in the film could 

extend beyond a metaphor for personal growth and return to the literal – the river is us, the river 

is a real river, the river is movement, etc. In this way, it is also able to engage with both 

metaphorical and literal dams (“Living”). 

Bateson states, “The need to sustain human growth should be a matter of concern for the 

entire society, even more fundamental than the problem of sustaining productivity.” From here, 

she continues to elaborate on the idea of evolution, which is not the same as progress 

(Composing 56). Sustainability, which is what is found in the regulation of rivers and other 

natural resources, is an attempt to enforce sameness. A dam blocks up and regulates water flow, 

preventing the decay of the structure. In some cases, this is necessary to the functions of the 

societies we have formed. In other ways, it promotes a metaphor of intolerance related to growth, 

change, and fragility.  

As I looked through half a dozen books on river systems, I noticed that there was very 

little writing, if any, on the beauty of rivers, on their natural formation and their importance to 

cultures, to life. These were the ideas which were discussed in the Honors course I took last 
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semester, a course designed for creatives, for “feeling, emotional” minds rather than “scientific, 

objective minds.” I find this distinction of people to be odd and counterproductive to developing 

thoughtful humans equipped for the nuances of the workforce and our society at-large. But, that 

is what education tends to do in the West – the separation of the “weak from the strong” is an 

ever-present illusion. All of that to say, regarding more poetic river-themed research, I felt out of 

luck. The academic writing which lined the library shelves was removed, detached, discussing 

the human-influenced elements of the lives of rivers. However, the phrase “the lives of rivers” 

was not present, as that implies that their lives can be taken or made worse by humans. Which, of 

course, they are. Dams, fishing, river control and regulation, these were the academic points of 

interest found in nearly all the available books at Ball State’s Bracken Library.  

The book Developing the Rivers of East and West Africa was at first chosen to serve as a 

visual to the viewer that the subject matter at hand was, indeed, rivers. The winding river image 

on the book’s cover, and the title that connected it to the Madagascar river delta, made the book 

an obvious choice for a prop. Then, upon reading bits and pieces, I discovered it discussed at 

length one of the central messages I hoped to convey in the film. Author Heather Hoag discusses 

the political and social reasoning behind the development of Africa’s dams, observing, “In the 

early years of African independence, dams became striking symbols of modernity and of the 

power of the state to direct its own course of development” (175). Ironically, an advancement 

which, practically speaking, is an intense mode of controlling a wildlife force, symbolized 

freedom and liberation.   

Hoag did not delve into the poetic meaning of Africa’s modernization either. The closest 

she came in one section was noting that “… many planners and scholars have questioned 

whether large-scale hydropower projects in Africa have led to real economic growth or improved 
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quality of life” (196). This is the question of progress versus tradition which is often much-

contested when it comes to long-established world cultures. The dams stop the yearly flooding in 

parts of Tanzania, which is good; but a flood which arrives at the proper time in the agricultural 

season also provides necessary life for the crops (195). Mary Catherine Bateson speaks to this 

idea as well but in regard to corporate performance, offering a counterpoint to the widely-

accepted doctrine that progress is inherently a good word. She states, “The corporate world as it 

is currently constituted puts a high premium on narrow focus” (180). The narrow focus as it 

relates to Africa’s dams being “civilization,” and as it relates to the personal lives of professional 

women being “corporate specialization,” which also filters into one’s life choices.  

All of this regulation jargon, though not directly a part of the film, informed the 

voiceover and the physical movement elements. If a river is dammed, there is no room for 

spontaneity, for surprise, for divine inspiration. These things are necessary in art, just as they are 

necessary in nature. The purpose of I became a river is by no means to contest the modernization 

of Africa’s wilderness. Or the modernization of anything, for that matter. However, it entertains, 

as does Hoag, the message that progress, efficiency, and profitability do not equate success, nor 

do they equate quality of life.  

Beyond published works, another integral element of artistic research is the artist’s 

personal journey through creation. Journaling is a frequent practice of mine. Not daily, but close. 

During the creative process, I have found journaling to be important to the development of ideas 

and to documenting inspiration that comes in moments of impulse. Attached later in this 

document are two excerpts from my journal, dated March 1, 2021. At that point, the film had a 

loose direction, but had not been entirely planned or filmed. This day, which included some 

prose musings and the beginnings of a storyboard, was critical to the development process. The 
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journal was also the place in which I brainstormed the film’s organizing principle, which was 

another of the assignments set by professor Santoyo. Serving as a creative thesis statement, every 

element of the film should be able to circle back to and serve the organizing principle. The 

organizing principle also helps artistic minds, which can be wavering, settle on a singular 

direction for the project.  

I wrote the three initial organizing principles on March 3, 2021, the second of which 

wound up serving as the final organizing principle. They were as follows: (one) Could an 

element enter your life and save you? (two) Is the key to all growth, all salvation, movement? Of 

the body or spirit. Without movement, do we forget we are alive? (three) What does it mean to 

live your life in pursuit of an immaterial goal, to attempt, in all your efforts, to become a river?  

An organizing principle does not need to be a question, although mine all came out that 

way. The second organizing principle in the list was chosen because it was grounded most fully 

in the contrast between a static stasis and movement. Most important to me was this contrast, 

found in all areas of art, but especially in live theatre.  

Movement in I became a river works twofold: the movement of the character and the 

movement of the camera. I chose to reenforce the static imagery in the first part of the film by 

shooting all of the Statis and Routine shots on a tripod. Once the character began Research, 

going to the library and moving in front of the bedroom wall, the camera was occasionally able 

to move freely, following the action. This choice was made to enhance the journey of the 

character from restriction to liberation. The freedom journey, the self-fulfillment journey, was 

therefore present in many elements of the film, including the score, the characterization, and the 

cinematography.  
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I chose to include what could be described as an improvised movement score in the third 

act of the film, titled Research. The BFA acting curriculum, thanks to former professor Jonathan 

Becker and current faculty member Veronica Santoyo, focuses intensely in the first two years on 

physical exploration and movement work. In Becker’s and Santoyo’s classrooms, plastiques play 

a large part in freeing the actor from previous physical, emotional, and mental limitations. A 

plastique can be defined as a repeatable physical isolation, such as the circular movement of a 

shoulder, the twist of a wrist, or thrusting of the hips. These plastiques begin as a slow 

exploration of the full extent of the movement. Eventually, one flows into the next, creating a 

seamless physical score, a river. Plastiques are partner work, where the action is always done in 

relation to another – just as in acting, the power of the movement is lost when the intention is 

internalized. Paul Allain, a theatre practitioner and academic, summarized plastiques when 

interviewed by Phil Cleaves in 2017, stating,  

 

Plastiques are always done in relation to a partner: the partner could be the wall, it could 

be the floor, it could be an object. Plastiques are about building a flow where you can 

move from the wrist, perhaps to the knee, to the elbow, but all the time it has to be 

unplanned and it has to be impulsive; not rationalized, not conceived, but responsive. 

 

Bateson also speaks to the value and rigor of improvisation when she says “Well, you 

know, people think improvisation means you don’t practice […] improvisation is a high order of 

skill” (“Living”). Many BFA students struggle with determining the exact meaning of learning 

the plastiques, of doing the “river game.” Of course, it makes the artist confront fatigue, pain, 

lack and abundance of inspiration. It gets the actor out of their head and into their body. 
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However, in the moment – in the repetitive, grueling, multi-semester moments of plastique work 

– it is difficult to see how the training would translate to being an actor on a stage in front of a 

live audience. Maybe it does not translate to that medium. At least, not directly. But Grotowski 

did find his way into my film. The shoulder, elbow, subtle hand and finger physical score could 

not have been possible without my semesters in the Fine Arts building, running and jumping and 

crawling and flinging and reaching as a river.  

The final, and possibly most challenging element of the filmmaking process is editing. 

This was yet another element for which the BFA acting students were untrained and mostly 

unprepared. YouTube and Google were the instructors for this element, as no educational or 

practical resources were made directly available to the class. Luckily, when I was in high school, 

I individually made three short films, partially out of desire to conquer a new art form, and 

partially for the anticipated success they would receive at my school’s FilmFest. So, I came into 

this thesis with some ability in the editing realm, using the computer program DaVinci Resolve 

16. Combining clips, mixing clip volume, and changing the color shots to black and white was 

the majority of the editing. This may not sound like much, which was one of my timeline 

difficulties early on in the editing process. In reality, editing a nine minute video with multiple 

shots of only a few seconds, not to mention adding the text and voiceover elements, took me 

about seven hours. In this way, the difference between the standard BFA one-person play and 

this thesis is clear: rehearsal time with fellow collaborators in a space is in no way comparable to 

recording shots alone and editing.   

The collaborative process in the classroom, because of the film element, was pretty 

limited. Students could give each other feedback about the shots they had completed and edited, 

but the extent to which each student could implement the notes varied. For me, the last shot in 
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the film was taken at a reservoir, not a river. Ideally, I would have had the time to find a river for 

a reshoot, in an effort to maintain authenticity. However, due to the way the class was structured, 

we were operating on a very tight schedule and reshooting is far more time-consuming and 

multi-faceted than performing a scene in a play in a different way the next go-around.   

As an artist, I have found that people are very curious about the why of art. “Why did you 

make this? Why did you find (xyz thing) inspirational? Why do you feel you must create?” It is 

often exhausting for an artist to answer these questions because most of the time, at least on the 

first few surface layers, they themselves do not know why. There is a necessary element of trust 

in creating art. The artist must trust themselves and they must trust the medium through which 

they are working. If a potter does not trust the clay, then the two cannot work together. This 

project was an exercise in trust, which is one of the most valuable tools I have attempted to 

master during my BFA training.  

About mid-way through this semester, I was seriously questioning the validity of this 

project. It did not seem important enough. It did not seem like I was saying anything new or 

valuable. I struggled to believe I was saying anything at all. Then, professor Santoyo said to me 

in an office hour, “ You must trust yourself. Pick [an idea], choose it, and really commit.”  

The stunning element of this whole process, of creating an original work on one’s own, is 

the moment when the artist realizes they are not forcing a narrative on an object. Rather, like a 

river, they are allowing the object – or theme or character – to evolve and share at its own pace, 

to its greatest capacity. The artist is not the maker but the guide. I became a river serves as an 

appropriate conclusion to my BFA and Honors training because it incorporates the intense 

thought, physicality, and wholistic artistic approach encouraged by both programs. The technical 

elements of voiceover and overlayed text, black and white cinematography, plastiques-based 
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movement, and improvised piano score synthesize into a film which aesthetically chronicles a 

journey from dammed living to self-realization.  
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*Orange text indicates the type of shot. 

Black. Sound of soft waves lapping the shore of a lake. We see the lake. Title. Black. 

 DAY 1

Ann wakes. Soft, unpredictable piano score begins. Close. Various shots of Ann in bed. She 

goes to the bathroom, brushes teeth. Mirror shot.

Ann in shower, standing. Three shots: profile to wall, profile forward, profile to wall.

Ann makes a cup of tea and sits on the couch. She picks up a book given to her by an 

important older female figure from her childhood, Gina. The book is Composing a Life, she 

notices the dedication page. 

She flips through it, finding little excitement. Then, the words ______. She shuts the book and 

realizes the globe on the ottoman at her feet. She traces the lines of the African river 

channels with her fingers. She feels there is something in them. Her life, maybe? Hope and 

peace? There is something in them that she needs. 

Over shoulder, book. Back to wide when book closes. Leans forward to globe. Close-up on 

eyes. Cut to fingers tracing the rivers of Africa. Back to eyes. 

 Black.

 NIGHT 1 -- Library

Ann walks down an aisle of books. Moving cam: Shot of fingers tracing book titles (rivers, 

wilds of Africa, bodies of water, etc.). Shot of her eyes through the bookshelf, above the 

tops. She comes across the section on rivers. 

Med. shot of book aisle. She stops in front of a book. Pulls it. Flips a few pages. 

Momentary black. 



 NIGHT 2 -- Finding the river

Here, the voiceover begins. "Logical" text with the static shot movement. Talk of the dams 

she has read about in the books. Where is the natural beauty of the rivers discussed? Why is 

it all so technical, so scientific? 

Voiceover during the rest of the piece:

Rivers flow naturally for hundreds of years, thousands, sometimes. They’ve fed our land and fed the mouths that walk 

upon it. One day, somewhere, in the grand scheme of things, man looked at the river and no longer saw life, flowing, 

untamed abundance, but saw dollar signs, progress, profitability. And man brought in cement and metal and dammed up 

the river, regulating its ability to flow. We do this to ourselves, to the blood in our veins that flows and travels and 

branches, like so many rivers in our bodies. 

Profitability, progress, efficiency, goals dam up our ability to compose a life - like a painting, like an improvisation of music, 

like the unfolding chapters of a novel. I’ve come to see that the movement of the body – the twitch of a finger, the wave of 

strands of hair in the wind or as they lay on a pillow case across from another body – these can be just as valuable a 

destination, an exploration, as a bank deposit, as a pay stub. 

We are not meant, really, to compose a life and then sit back and look at it. We are meant to mold an outline that is capable 

of change and flow and balance. To build a river wall that we fill with the water of our beings. A pulsing, moving, vibrating, 

whooshing, whirling river. 

I cannot be a pond, a lake, or even an ocean. And I will not be dammed. I have too much to see. Too many places to go. 

Ann alone in her apartment. She reads the books she found. Her fingers trace the maps and 

the photographs. She stands in front of a tapestry hung on her wall. Her fingers trace the 

curves of the river from the book. As she traces, her body starts to move as a river. 

Wandering, hand-held camera, and static shots growing closer and closer. The fluidity 

grows. Focus fades in and out. We begin to question what is happening. 

Black. 



She has found the muse -- and it's not a job, it's not a person; it's her own capacity to move. 

While composing a life, we must remember that there is always a capacity to move, to 

change, to flow like a pulsing, uncertain river. 

DAY 2 

Ann gets out of her car at a body of water. Shot of Ann walking - behind and in front. She 

arrives at the water's edge. Scan of water. Camera rests on Ann's face. We see her first 

smile. 

Black. 


