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Abstract 

ASL poetry has been analyzed by Klima and Bellugi (1979), Valli (1993), and 
Sutton-Spence (2005), among many others, but to date there has been no large
scale study of American Sign Language dance. ASL dance is a mixed medium art 
form that combines linguistic ASL signing with dance gestures and choreography. 
Its performers often state that the intention of their art is to bring the Deaf and 
hearing communities together. This paper examines how ASL dance uses space 
and movement to achieve that end. Engberg-Pedersen's (1993) discussion of the 
discursive use of space and Klima and Bellugi's (1979) exploration of the 
structure of ASL poetry provide illuminating frameworks. ASL dance artists use 
the convention of comparison (Engberg-Pedersen 1993: 74) to contrast difference, 
and external poetic structure (Klima and Bellugi 1979: 343-349) to create a sense 
of balance and inclusivity between the performer and the audience and between 
the Deaf and hearing communities therein. In ASL dance, space is constructed as 
a crucial vehicle for communicating the relationship between us all. 
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1. Introduction 1 

Among the creative uses of American Sign Language (ASL), there is a little-known art form 

which I will tentatively call ASL dance2. ASL dance combines the spins, leaps, pulses, and 

gestures of dance choreography with ASL signing. Often this signing reflects a translation of the 

English lyrics of an accompanying song. Figure 1 below provides a representative still of an ASL 

dance performance; here The Wild Zappers sign HEART while dancing to Backstreet Boys' song 

"Quit Playing Games (With My Heart)'' (The Wild Zappers 2002: 35:49 and Backstreet Boys 

1996). Notice that the dancers are in the process of moving their entire bodies to their righe. 

Movement and space are among the many tools for meaning-making in ASL dance. ASL dance 

performers often cite a desire to connect the hearing and Deaf communities as the purpose of 

their art, and that intention is partially pursued and achieved through the use of space. 

Figure 1: The Wild Zappers perform an ASL dance piece set to "Quit Playing 

Games (With My Heart)'' (The Wild Zappers 2002: 35:49 and Backstreet Boys 1996). 

1 There are several people whose help and guidance were indispensable to the development and completion of this 
project. My thanks go out to Laura Laderman, who allowed me to read her unpublished paper on sign language 
poetry and dance, which provided the invaluable idea of analyzing dance from the perspective of sign language 
poetry. I thank Melanie Drolsbaugh for the classes she taught me in ASL, and Donna Jo Napoli and Lorraine Leeson 
for their instruction in sign language linguistics. In advising this undergraduate thesis, Brook Lillehaugen provided 
vital assistance, feedback, and support. Alexandra Mannix, Tess Amram, Ashley Dimond, and Nathan Sanders also 
reviewed drafts of this paper and offered their comments. To all of these people, I offer my most sincere thanks. Any 
errors are entirely my own. 

2 Due to its nature as a form of art sign (discussed in more detail in section 3), ASL dance falls under the ownership 
of the Deaf community. The name for the medium should therefore come from within the community. As a hearing 
person, I do not wish to impose a name from the outside; the name ASL dance as used here is therefore only a 
tentative suggestion used for the sake of discussion. 

3 Unless otherwise noted, the directional words "left" and "right" refer to the signer's perspective on stage. 
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Other forms of art sign have been analyzed extensively, such as sign language poetry 

(studied by Klima and Bellugi (1979), Valli (1993), and Sutton-Spence (2005),just to name a 

few). However, to my knowledge there has been no previous linguistic study of ASL dance. 

Nevertheless, techniques used to explore sign language discourse and poetry can serve as useful 

frameworks for understanding ASL dance, most notably Engberg-Pedersen's (1993) discussion 

of the discursive uses of space and Klima and Bellugi's (1979) exploration of the internal 

structure, external structure, and superstructure of ASL poetry. These frameworks illuminate 

techniques used by ASL dance artists to bring different communities together within the ASL 

dance performance. 

In order to examine how space and movement make meaning in ASL dance, I begin by 

giving a brief introduction to ASL and the American Deaf community in section 2. Section 3 

works to define ASL dance with help from ASL poetry and other forms of art sign, and then 

explores the purposes of these media. After reviewing the ways ASL makes use of space in 

conversation and in poetry in section 4, I analyze four ASL dance performances in section 5, and 

reflect on how those performances bring different communities together by manipulating space, 

movement, and other factors of the performance event. Section 6 explores problematic aspects of 

the analysis and further areas for research, and section 7 draws general conclusions. 

2. American Sign Language and the American Deaf Community 

American Sign Language (ASL) is a real, natural language (Johnston and Schembri 2007: 14). 

Sign languages in general are neither manual incarnations of spoken languages nor mere 

gesturing or drawing pictures in the air (13-14). They arise naturally in deaf communities (11) 

and have their own internal structure, such that one can analyze a given sign in terms of the five 

parameters of its production, the features that, when put together, form a sign (79-82). 

The five parameters of a sign are handshape, orientation, location, movement, and non

manual features (Johnston and Schembri 2007: 81). A sign's handshape is the configuration of 

the hand and fingers used to articulate the sign (79). This handshape will be held in a specified 

orientation, which encompasses the direction the palm faces and the direction the fingers point, 

and in a certain location, which may be in the space close to the signer or at various points on the 

body (80). Movement refers to the path in which the hand travels while articulating the sign, and 

may include a change in orientation as well as a change in location (80). Finally, non-manual 



Stewart 6 

features are aspects of a sign articulated with other parts of the body than the hands, such as eye 

gaze, facial expression, mouth gestures, and head or body shift (81 ). 

I will primarily be concerned with the location and movement parameters, and how they 

relate to the use of signing space. Signing space is the area around a signer's body used for 

unmarked signing, with edges about a forearm's length out from the left, right, and front of the 

body, and extending vertically from slightly above the head to slightly below the waist (Engberg

Pedersen 1993: 37). Figure 2 below shows a sketch of the signing space, encircled by dashes, 

taken from Battison (1978, reprinted 2011: 215). The shaded area represents the space a right

handed signer would use for fingerspelling (215) and is not relevant for this analysis. 

I 
I 

I 
I 
I 

' \ 
\ 

,' 
/ 

Figure 2: The signing space, here represented as the area 

inside the large dashed circle (Battison 1978, reprinted 2011: 215). 

Within this signing space, signers communicate using a dominant hand and a 

nondominant hand, which corresponds to a more general handedness preference: right-handed 

people sign with their right hand as their dominant hand, and left-handed people with their left 

(Smith, Lentz, and Mikos 2008: 54-55). Signers are expected to be consistent with regard to 

which hand they use as their dominant hand, forming all one-handed signs with it (54). The 

existence of a preferred dominant hand and the expectation that signers will not switch hands, as 

well as the bounding area of the signing space, are concepts that will be particularly important 

for the analysis of the ways ASL dance makes linguistic use of space in sections 4 and 5. 
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Demographic data indicate that there are about 36 million people in the United States 

with some degree of medical hearing loss (Holcomb 2013: 37). It is important to note, however, 

that medical hearing loss does not make someone "Deaf' (38). In sign language linguistics and 

studies of Deaf culture in general, there is a distinction between "deaf' with a lowercase "d", 

which refers only to a person's audiological status, and "Deaf' with a capital "D", which refers to 

a person who uses sign language to communicate with others in the Deaf community (38). 

Holcomb (2013), citing Baker-Shenk and Cokely (1980), explains that there are four 

requirements for membership in the Deaf community: "a person needs to possess a hearing level 

that is substantially different from a typical hearing person, use sign language, have Deaf friends, 

and exhibit interest in the well-being and integrity of the Deaf community" ( 42-43). However, 

Holcomb points out that hearing people who manifest a deep respect for and participation in the 

Deaf community may also eventually become a part of the community through cultural 

assimilation; this process may occur with children of Deaf adults, hearing family members of 

Deaf people, and sign language interpreters, among others ( 48-49). The Deaf community 

identifies itself as a linguistic minority (55-56), rejecting a medical model that sees deafness as a 

loss (Bradford 2005: 87), and focusing instead on "what people have -- a living culture, an 

available language, and the infinite, untapped possibilities being Deaf can offer" (Smith, Lentz, 

and Mikos 2008: viii, emphasis in original). 

Most Deaf people, however, are not born into Deaf culture, given that as many as 95% of 

deaf children have hearing parents (Holcomb 2013: 38-39). When Deaf parents give birth to 

hearing children, however, these children of Deaf adults (CODAs) grow up with Deaf culture 

and learn ASL as their first language ( 40-41 ), though they often "have to straddle two 

communities and learn to co-exist between two realities and cultural identities" ( 41 ). The same is 

not usually true for grandchildren of Deaf adults (GODAs), who often do not pick up ASL as 

fluently ( 41 ). 

This section has been only a brief introduction to American Sign Language and American 

Deaf culture. We now tum to a place where hearing and Deaf cultures collide: ASL dance. 
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Sign languages, like all languages, have an enormous capacity for creativity and artistic 

expression. In their 1979 book The Signs of Language, Klima and Bellugi point to a mode of 

signing separate from conversational or everyday signing, called art sign (343-350). Defined 

loosely as "heightened uses of ASL" (340), art sign includes sign language poetry as well as sign 

games, chants, and lullabies (344). Works of art sign have what Klima and Bellugi call internal 

poetic structure, external poetic structure, and superstructure (343-350), discussed in more depth 

in section 4.2. They tend toward a more balanced use of the two hands than conversational 

signing (346-347), while also tending to be more iconic (369-370). ASL dance constitutes a 

category of art sign, in particular because of its similarities to sign language poetry and sign 

chants. 

Sign language poetry is, as its name would indicate, poetry in sign language. Valli (1993) 

gives a general history of sign poetry in the US, which has included transliterated, translated, and 

original ASL works (27-40). In spoken languages, transliteration is the process of rendering a 

word from one language in the orthography of another when the languages use different visual 

representations, as is the case with Russian and English (Crystal2010: 356). Valli (1993) 

discusses the abundance of transliterated sign poems produced in the 1970s, which were 

originally conceived in English and later converted into Signed English, where signs are 

articulated in English word order (30-31 ). Translation, on the other hand, is the process of 

rendering the meaning of an utterance of one language equivalently in another language (Crystal 

2010: 354). In the 1970s, artists were also working to see how English poems could best be 

translated into ASL, including works originally by hearing poets as well as written English 

works by Deaf poets (Valli 1993: 32). The creation of original poetry in ASL was first 

documented in the 1960's, with Dorothy Miles leading the way (Valli 1993: 33 and Sutton

Spence 2005: 15-17) and other poets, such as Clayton Valli and Ella Mae Lentz, beginning to 

compose in the early 1980's (Valli 1993: 33). Since then, video recording technology has enabled 

sign poetry to become more complex and to achieve wider distribution, thanks to playback 

functions which allow poets and audiences to watch their works again and again (Sutton-Spence 

2012: 1002). 
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While some might assume that sound is an inherent characteristic of poetry, and that 

poetry cannot exist without it, the two are not causally linked (Sutton-Spence 2005: 13). Citing 

Leech (1969), Sutton-Spence (2005) explains that poetry identifies itself by foregrounding its 

deviations from language norms; it is defined by its difference from and opposition to everyday 

language (13-14). Consider what "stands out" (Sutton-Spence 2005: 14) about the language in 

the first verse of Robert Frost's Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening (1923, reprinted 1969: 

224-225) in (1) below: 

(1) Whose woods these are I think I know. 

His house is in the village, though; 

He will not see me stopping here 

To watch his woods fill up with snow. 

(Frost 1923, reprinted 1969: 224) 

Noticeable poetic features in the first verse of the poem include its end-line rhymes know, 

though, and snow, and the alliteration in watch and woods in the fourth line. In the view Leech 

(1969) and Sutton-Spence (2005) use to define poetry, what makes Stopping by Woods on a 

Snowy Evening a poem is not the presence of rhyme and repeated sounds per se, but the fact that 

rhyme and alliteration are uncommon in casual English speech. 

Of course, this is not to say that anything that is uncommon in casual speech is 

automatically poetry. Sutton-Spence (2005) points out that "[s]ign language poetry is the 

'ultimate' form of aesthetic signing, in which the form of language used is as important as - or 

even more important than- the message" (14). It is not enough then, to merely have a form that 

is different from everyday conversational language; that form must also be aesthetically 

significant in some way (14). These insights do not change the fact that many Deaf people are 

averse to poetry because of its common associations with sound (Valli 1993: 27), but they do 

open up the way to define sign language poetry, and art sign in general, without reference to 

hearing norms. 

In his study of rhyme and meter in ASL poetry, Valli (1993) identifies some key formal 

features of sign language poetry. Parameters of signs such as specific handshapes and movement 

contours may be deliberately repeated in different signs (which Valli compares to spoken 
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language poetry concepts of rhyme, alliteration, and assonance) (122). While conversational 

ASL requires that signers establish the subjects of classifier constructions before using a 

classifier to describe an event, sign language poetry may make use of classifiers without first 

specifying what they represent (39-40). Particularly relevant for this analysis, sign language 

poetry may break outside of the standard signing space ( 40). ASL dance has much in common 

with these features of ASL poetry, and similar frameworks can be used to analyze both 

categories of art sign. 

Another genre in the creative use of sign language is signed song (Bahan 2006: 33-36). 

Bahan analyzes two categories of signed song: translated songs and percussion signing (34) . 

Translated songs function in much the same way as the translated poetry discussed above: artists 

take a spoken song and re-vision it in ASL (Bahan 2006: 34). While Bahan notes that translated 

song performers may change the pacing as needed to fit the receiving language (2006: 34), 

Sutton-Spence (2012) defines signed songs as being "performed in accompaniment to the song" 

(1000), and finds them more appreciated by people who can or once could hear the song (1001). 

By way of example, Bahan (2006) refers readers to two different ASL renditions of "The Star

Spangled Banner" (34), one performed by Washington Barrow in 1940 (Krauel), and the other 

by Ella Mae Lentz in 1996 (Lentz, Mikos, and Smith). Note that, although both signers shift their 

weight as part of their performance, neither signer moves her feet (Krauel 1940 and Lentz, 

Mikos, and Smith 1996). The same is not true for percussion signing, nor for ASL dance. 

Percussion signing is a rhythmic form of art sign based on "arranging signs to certain 

beats" (Bahan 2006: 34), and is used in group cheers such as fight songs for school athletics (35-

36). Although percussion signing is not as popular today as it was in the early 1900's, Bahan 

suggests that the art form comes not from the hearing world but from the Deaf community itself 

(34-36). In one ofthe percussion signing pieces Bahan refers to, "'Virginia School for the Deafs 

Fight Song,' signed by Freda Norman," (35), Norman articulates her signs in the "one, two, one

two-three" beat that Bahan says is one of three standard cadences for percussion signing 

(Norman 2006 and Bahan 2006: 34-35). Note that, unlike in translated song, Norman moves 

noticeably towards and away from the camera, as well as to either side, as she signs (2006). This 

rhythmic stepping is a close cousin of the lower body movement in the ASL dance pieces 

analyzed in section 5. Thus, the art sign forms of sign language poetry, translated song, and 
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percussion signing all provide an important backdrop against which to define and examine the 

phenomenon of ASL dance. 

3.2 ASL Dance 

ASL dance is, at its heart and most simply, a fusion of ASL signing and dance. To my 

knowledge, there has been no previous analysis of this phenomenon, but the compatibility of 

ASL and dance has been recognized both in linguistic theory and in practice. Bauman (2006) 

notes that ASL signing is necessarily composed of movement path lines within signs and 

connecting one sign to the next (104-105). To describe this kinetic quality in ASL poetry, he 

says, "[i]t is the very act of drawing or weaving that creates the poem. In this sense, the actual 

movement of the movement path line conjures relations with dance and performance" (107, 

emphasis in original). Bauman is quick to add that ASL is distinguished from dance by its nature 

as a grammatical system for conveying precise meaning (1 07). Nevertheless, since at least the 

late 1980s, when the National Deaf Dance Theatre (NDDT) and The Wild Zappers dance group 

were first founded ("National Deaf Dance Theatre" 2011 and "Wild Zappers" 2011), artists have 

been combining ASL and dance into a singular art form, which I refer to here as ASL dance. 

As we move toward a definition of ASL dance, consider (2) below, in which ASL dance 

artist Brandon Kazen-Maddox explains the art form as a kind of "translation" of sound into 

movement: 

(2) It's basically taking the dynamics, the musical dynamics of a song, any song, and 

translating those musical dynamics - we're talking crescendos, decrescendos, pitch, and 

bass - and, and translating that into motion and movement and kinetic energy, so that 

you don't, as the listener or the experiencer of the song, you don't have to hear the music, 

but you can feel it through the choreography that I create. 

(Kepka 20 Apr. 2013 , online video clip: 0:15-0:48) 

In referring to the art form as "translation", Kazen-Maddox makes it clear that ASL dance 

is intended to convey communicative content, but he makes no mention of the actual signing. 

Instead, I give a more formalized definition of ASL dance in (3) below: 
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(3) ASL dance is a medium in which: 

a. signers articulate intelligible utterances in American Sign Language and 

b. signers incorporate pervasive rhythmic lower body movements, beyond the scope of 

ASL and more reminiscent of dance choreography, in an artistic expression that 

embellishes on the signing 

This definition is limiting in some respects and more open in others. The stipulation that 

an ASL dance piece include intelligible utterances in ASL rules out dance pieces that lack 

signing, as well as transliterations into Signed English. Note, however, that it does not make a 

requirement on the discourse structure ofthe utterances themselves: under this definition, ASL 

dance could include signed conversations, poetry, narratives, translated songs, percussion 

signing, or explorations of emotion without any plot at all, as long as they are structured with 

language and also meet the second characteristic. Note also that intelligibility is privileged over 

strict grammaticality. Since Valli (1993) observes that sign language poetry may use classifier 

constructions and space with more license than conversational signing (39-40), it makes sense 

that other forms of art sign might do so as well. 

The second stipulation of the definition limits the purview of ASL dance by counting 

only pieces in which linguistic signing is accompanied by lower body movements, which are not 

related to ASL. Recall from section 2 that the signing space stops just below the waist (Engberg

Pedersen 1993: 37). Indeed, Sutton-Spence and Boyes Braem (2013) point out that ASL 

storytelling occurs within the "frame" ofthe signer's upper body, and that this frame "is what 

differentiates ASL storytelling from other performance arts, including theatre, dance, and mime" 

(272). ASL dance makes use of the space outside ofthe grammatical signing space or ASL 

storytelling frame for lower body movements which are non-linguistic but which nevertheless 

contribute to the meaning of the dance, including both movements that direct a signer to travel 

around a performance space and rhythmic, dramatized stepping in place. In this sense, 

communicative space is expanded beyond its usual constraints. In this way, ASL dance draws 

parallels with percussion signing, which, as seen in Norman's performance of "Virginia School 

for the Deafs Fight Song", can involve stepping forward, backward, left, and right (2006), and 

with sign language poetry, which allows for the articulation of actual signs outside of the 

conversational signing space (Valli 1993: 40). 
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Note that this definition of ASL dance does not require music. Although I am not aware 

of any ASL dance pieces that are not set to music, and whose signing is not based at least loosely 

on a translation of the lyrics of a song, ASL dance, by its very nature as a mixed medium, calls 

for a rejection of a hearing-centric world view, and as such, must be defined in visual terms. 

Regarding the connection of ASL dance to dance in general and the role of audible song therein, 

consider Bauman's (1998) thoughts on the relationship of ASL poetry with English literature: "it 

may be more wise to tolerate the ambiguity that ASL "art" both is and is not "literature", that it is 

akin to hearing literary practices, but also cannot be contained by those practices" (37, emphasis 

in original). 

Under this definition, examples of ASL dance artists include The Wild Zappers and 

Brandon Kazen-Maddox. Their works and the works of others are examined in section 5. 

3. 3 The Purpose of Art Sign 

While it would be a massive oversimplification to prescribe all art sign to one of a few key 

purposes, there are nevertheless trends in the intentions of the artists who perform it. This section 

explores the purposes of sign language poetry and ASL dance. In this regard, it is important to 

note a distinction made by Berson (2005) in reference to Deaf performance in theater. Berson 

categorizes Deaf performance along an inside/outside continuum based on the intended audience 

of a piece: inside performances are intended for audiences inside the Deaf community, while 

outside performances are aimed at both Deaf and hearing audiences (43-44). In defining Deaf 

performance along a continuum, Berson allows for the recognition that pieces may be both 

somewhat inside and somewhat outside (43). This is certainly the case for sign language poetry, 

but the mission statements of ASL dance artists cast the medium as definitively outside, aimed 

not only at both Deaf and hearing audiences but at connecting those two communities. 

Sutton-Spence (2012) points to a wide variety of purposes for sign language poetry 

(1 006-1 007). In addition to the aesthetic enjoyment derived from experiencing the creative use of 

language, sign language poetry acts as an affirmation of the Deaf community and its cultural 

values ( 1 006). This affirmation affects both the Deaf community, where it engenders a sense of 

pride, and the hearing community, where it raises awareness about the beauty and power of sign 

language and the capabilities of the Deaf world, thereby spreading understanding and respect 

(1006-1007). Burch (1997) explicitly calls ASL poetry a "bridge" between languages and 
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cultures, "a middle ground" where hearing people are compelled to reconsider their ideas about 

ASL (3). In this sense, "ASL poetry represents an effort to reinterpret the meaning of Deafness 

and to reevaluate the relationship between the hearing and Deaf worlds" (2), and is an outside 

performance style, in Berson's sense, intended for both the Deaf and hearing communities (2005: 

43). Burch's observation (1997: 2-3) is very similar to the purposes of ASL dance given by 

performing artists themselves, as discussed in more detail below. 

When the views of sign language poets themselves are considered, however, the picture 

gets a little more complicated. Sutton-Spence and Muller de Quadros (2014) interviewed three 

Deaf sign language poets about their poetic intentions, and found that sign language poetry 

"occurs in a signing deaf space, where the primary audience is hoped to be a deaf one, effecting 

-and building upon- a specific cultural and linguistic connection between deaf people" (556). 

This preference for Deaf audiences codes sign language poetry as an inside medium, in Berson's 

sense (2005: 43), although the poets interviewed in the study accepted hearing audiences and 

acknowledged that they would gain cultural awareness from the poetry (Sutton-Spence and 

Muller de Quadros 2014: 556). Nevertheless, Sutton-Spence and Muller de Quadros cite Krentz's 

(2006) concerns that hearing people might take control of sign language poetry, a cultural artifact 

of the Deaf community, away from the Deaf community, as well as concerns raised by Bahan 

(2006) that sign language poets may fear backlash from hearing audiences for any negative 

references to hearing people if the poets do not tame their language (548-549). Sutton-Spence 

and Muller de Quadros admit that their study is small in scale and point out that other poets may 

have differing views (551), but their analysis, when compared with Sutton-Spence (2012) and 

Burch (1997), reveals that sign language poetry, if a bridge between the Deaf and hearing 

communities, is a hesitant bridge at best. 

What, then, is the purpose of ASL dance? If sign language poetry is at least partially 

about communicating the beauty and power of ASL and the Deaf community, one might assume 

that ASL dance aims to prove to hearing audiences, and to Deaf audiences as well, that Deaf 

people can dance, despite the fact that they cannot hear. Indeed, in her examination of dance 

ethnography, Ness (2004) writes that "[b]ody movement in dance may be understood as the 

embodiment of history, of existential givens, of social value systems, of symbolism, and/or of 

thought per se" (124). In this vein, one might think ASL dance works to acknowledge a history 

of audist oppression and move beyond that history to an empowered present. In his analysis of 
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disability performance art, Cheu (2005) explains that the use of the disabled body in performance 

challenges the mainstream idea that that body needs to be cured (136). By analogy, one might 

see ASL dance's intention as being to prove that Deaf people do not need to be "cured" of their 

inability to hear (and Deaf culture firmly rejects the medical model that sees Deaf people as 

disabled (Bradford 2005: 87)), because that audiological status does not stop them from 

participating in the aural tradition of music and dance. 

This all may be true, but, in line with a general cultural Deaf view of emphasizing what is 

had rather than what is not had (Smith, Lentz, and Mikos 2008: viii), ASL dancers explain their 

objectives in terms of culture and language: ASL dance is about the beauty of ASL, raising 

cultural awareness of the Deaf community, and connecting hearing and Deaf people. As Berson 

(2005) says in her analysis of Deaf theatrical performance, "performance functions as a means of 

constructing Deaf identity and staking out relationships between Deaf culture and the hearing 

mainstream" ( 42). Although to my knowledge there are no studies of ASL dancers' intentions, 

we can glean an idea oftheir objectives from looking at what they say in interviews with the 

media, personal and organizational webpages, and the descriptions that accompany their videos 

online. 

Consider, for example, the ASL dance company known as The Wild Zappers. The written 

description accompanying the video of The Wild Zappers' 2002 performance at the Kennedy 

Center Millennium Stage in Washington, D.C. states that this "all deaf male dance company ... 

was originally created to give deaf male dancers an opportunity to dance together and promote 

cultural and educational awareness through entertainment within the Deaf and Hearing 

Community" ("The Wild Zappers" n.d.). Since then, the company has been fused with the 

National Deaf Dance Theatre (NDDT) under the organization Invisible Hands International (IHI) 

(InvisibleHandsMedia 5 Sept. 2012: 0:25-0:32), but their intentions have not changed. IHI 

executive director Fred Beam lists IHI's two mission statements as "to promote Deaf awareness 

through performing arts" and "to bridge the Deaf and hearing communities through performing 

arts" (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, "IHI- About & Purpose": 0:20-0:33). According to 

their company description on IHI's website, The Wild Zappers continue to focus on spreading 

cultural awareness by exposing the world to professional Deaf performing artists and the beauty 

of sign language ("Wild Zappers" 2011 ). 
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Hearing ASL dance artists identify their intentions along similar lines4• Universal Vibes, 

a Toronto-based ASL dance company consisting of both hearing and Deaf dancers (Huggins 18 

Jan. 2011 ), strives "to raise awareness about Deaf capabilities and encourage more programs in 

the arts for the D/deaf or that are D/deaffriendly" (UniversalVibes 5 Jan. 2011). Note that here, 

even when ability levels are explicitly referenced in the phrase "'Deaf capabilities"', they are 

referred to in the positive, as abilities, rather than as abilities in spite of an inability (to hear); this 

corresponds to a Deaf cultural mindset of emphasizing what is had rather than what is lacking 

(Smith, Lentz, and Mikos 2008: viii). Finally, Brandon Kazen-Maddox, a hearing grandchild of 

Deaf adults, states as his mission a desire to blend ASL, dance, and acrobatics into a medium that 

everyone can enjoy (Kazen-Maddox n.d.). Claiming to act as a "liaison" between the Deaf and 

hearing communities, he aims to "get hearing and Deaf people on a level where music can 

transcend sound and goes into feeling" (Kepka 20 Apr. 2013, online video clip: 2:17-2:40). 

These goals of showcasing the beauty of ASL, promoting cultural awareness, and bridging the 

Deaf and hearing communities through dance unite Deaf and hearing ASL dance artists as well 

as their Deaf and hearing audiences. This focus on both hearing and Deaf audiences, and on 

bringing the two together, makes ASL dance a strongly outside performance medium (Berson 

2005: 43). 

It is important to note that ASL dance is not alone in using the performing arts to connect 

communities. Smith (2005), in discussing the British dance company CandoCo, which includes 

both disabled and nondisabled dancers (73), points out how seeing disabled dancers on stage 

works to counteract normative ideologies that erase disabled people from society, thereby 

creating "an inclusive, egalitarian consciousness" (83) in the minds ofnondisabled people (81-

83). What is different about ASL dance is not that it promotes community in society, but that it 

does so by creating community in the very form of the dance. ASL dance artists like The Wild 

4 It is important to note that the creation of works of art sign by hearing people is contentious (Efron 7 Sept. 2014 ). 
In her blog post "Signalongs- Bastardization or Authenticity of ASL Music Artistry," Efron (7 Sept. 2014) 
discusses translated songs performed in ASL by hearing people. While translated songs can serve as a "hook" to 
introduce other hearing people to ASL, these works run the risk of including incorrect signing, which is disrespectful 
to the language and the Deaf community (Efron 7 Sept. 2014 ). Efron (7 Sept. 2014) stresses the importance of 
hearing people asking for and accepting feedback from signing Deaf artists if they wish to "express music with 
ASL", and criticizes performers who reject comments offered by Deaf people to improve their signing. The same 
controversy would logically carry over into ASL dance, and should be kept in mind as an important future avenue 
for research, particularly given ASL dance artists' explicit goal of building bridges between the Deaf and hearing 
communities. 



Stewart 17 

Zappers and Brandon Kazen-Maddox use the medium oftheir art to connect the Deaf and 

hearing communities by connecting the performers with the audience, itself consisting of both 

Deaf and hearing people, through the linguistic use of space and movement. The very nature of 

the medium, and its emphasis on American Sign Language, suggests communication. The 

analysis in section 5 examines how ASL dance artists' intentions of connecting the Deaf and 

hearing communities are borne out in the use of space and movement in their dance pieces, with 

particular attention to how conventions of sign language poetry, addressed in the next section, 

also apply to ASL dance. 

4. The Use of Space in ASL Conversation and Poetry 

4.1 Basic Uses of Space 

As a visual-spatial language, ASL makes use of space for grammatical purposes. Recall that 

location is one ofthe parameters ofthe phonology of a sign (Johnston and Schembri 2007: 80-

81). Engberg-Pedersen (1993) discusses how space can also be used in the creation ofloci (52-

53), where a locus is the "projection of the referent into space" (53), or, more simply, the 

identification of a referent with a certain area of space as determined by a signer in the course of 

an interaction (Valli et al. 2011: 14 7). After making the sign for a given referent, a signer may 

assign it a locus by pointing to a specific area of space (14 7). From then on, signers can point to 

that locus to indicate that specific referent (147). 

The fact that referents come to be represented by space is particularly important for the 

articulation of agreement verbs such as GIVE5. An agreement verb is a verb that incorporates the 

location of its subject and object into the movement parameter of the sign (Smith, Lentz, and 

Mikos 241 ). If a first person subject gives something to a second person addressee, GIVE is 

signed with a movement directed from the signer to the addressee (Valli et al. 2011 : 146). If the 

action of giving is reversed, the direction ofthe movement of the verb is reversed as well (146-

14 7). The establishment of certain locations for certain referents and the use of agreement verbs 

will play a large role in the construction of larger meaning in the ASL dance pieces discussed in 

section 5. 

5 By convention in sign language linguistics, the ASL signs cited here are presented in small capitals, using English 
words or phrases as the text. For example, GIVE represents the ASL sign that could be translated into English as the 
verb to give. 
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In general, the use of space in sign languages can be divided into two main categories, 

spatialized syntax and spatial mapping (Engberg-Pedersen 1993: 16-17). Spatialized syntax uses 

space to serve abstract, grammatical purposes, such as the agreement of verbs with their subjects 

and objects discussed above (16). The second category, spatial mapping, lays out an iconic 

relationship between locations in the real world and locations in the signing space (16-17), so 

that "the association of a referent with one point invests the entire signing space with meaning; 

all other points will be seen as related to the first one and to each other in terms oflocation" (17). 

In spatial mapping, locative verbs can show, for example, whether a cat is on top of a fence or 

behind it (17), or the starting and ending locations of a moving car (Valli et al. 2011: 14 7). 

Perniss (2012), in summarizing the work of Winston (1991, 1995) and Mather and Winston 

(1998), reports that spatial mapping can also be used to organize different discourse themes, 

which supports comprehension by serving as a mechanism for visual information chunking on 

the part ofthe addressee ( 418). 

Signers can work with the spatialized syntax and spatial mapping of ASL to create 

nuanced meaning by producing modified versions of signs. As Engberg-Pedersen (1993) 

explains, each sign has a base form or dictionary articulation (39), which may then be modified 

in five main ways: (1) the sign may be intensified, so that it has a longer and/or faster movement; 

(2) the sign may be reduplicated, or repeated; (3) the sign may be articulated in a different 

location or orientation, relative to the base sign; ( 4) the sign may be expressed within a larger 

movement contour of the hands, or with an additional movement tacked on to the end; and ( 5) 

signs that are one-handed in the base form may be articulated with both hands, which may then 

move either together or in sequence (39-40). Borrowing some of Engberg-Pedersen's 

terminology, these modifications can be designated as (1) changes in intensity, (2) reduplication, 

(3) spatial changes, (4) movement changes, and (5) handedness changes (39-40). 

4.2 Discursive and Poetic Uses ofSpace 

Two main theories underpin the analysis of ASL dance pieces in section 5: Engberg-Pedersen's 

(1993) discussion of discursive conventions of space and Klima and Bellugi's (1979) discussion 

of internal structure, external structure, and superstructure in ASL poetry. In her analysis of the 

use of space in Danish Sign Language, Engberg-Pedersen (1993) presents a list of conventions 

signers use to determine which referents are assigned to which loci (69-79). In general, "the 
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choice of a locus for a given referent is not arbitrary, but influenced by semantic and pragmatic 

features and semantic relations" (69). While a single referent is typically placed in the space to 

the left and just forward or to the right and just forward of the signer (7 4-7 5), conventions 

governing semantic affinity, iconicity, and comparison are also in play (71-7 4 ). The convention 

of semantic affinity, for example, suggests that the same locus will be used for two or more 

referents that are semantically related in some way, provided that the signer does not need to be 

able to indicate them separately; Engberg-Pedersen's example is of a person and their workplace 

(71-73). The convention of semantic affinity has two sub-conventions: the convention of 

possession, wherein an item may be expressed with the same locus as its owner (72), and the 

convention of canonical location (73). The latter convention locates a referent where it is usually 

situated, even if that referent is not situated there at the time of discussion (73). The example 

Engberg-Pedersen uses here is of setting a worker's desk as the locus for the worker who usually 

sits there (73). 

Other conventions discussed by Engberg-Pedersen are the convention of comparison and 

the iconic convention (74). In the former, two referents to be contrasted are placed just forward 

ofthe signer's left and right sides (74). The iconic convention uses spatial mapping to place 

referents in signing space so that their relative locations reflect their relative locations in the real 

world, as discussed in section 4.1 (74). 

There are two other discursive strategies that Engberg-Pedersen mentions but does not 

cast as conventions (75); however, in summarizing her work, Perniss (2012) gives them full 

status as conventions ( 417 -418). The first of these strategies is the authority convention, whereby 

power or status is encoded on a vertical scale, so that the more authority a referent has, the higher 

it is placed in space (Perniss 2012: 418). Finally, the point of view convention holds that signers 

give referents which they like loci closer to their bodies than referents which they do not like 

(417-418). Thus, in total there are seven conventions for structuring discursive space: the 

convention of semantic affinity, the convention of possession, the convention of canonical 

location, the convention of comparison, the iconic convention, the authority convention, and the 

point ofview convention (Engberg-Pedersen 1993: 71-75 and Perniss 2012: 417-418). Perniss 

(2012) generalizes all of these conventions from Danish Sign Language to all sign languages 

(417-418); as the conventions in general seem to have a firm base in modality, they will here be 

applied to ASL, and from there can also be mapped onto ASL dance. 
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It is important to remember that, as Engberg-Pedersen (2013) says, "[t]hat the choice of 

loci is neither random nor completely semantically or formally predictable implies that it is 

meaningful" (78). These discursive conventions are used productively to organize information 

and inflect meaning in ASL dance, particularly the convention of comparison. 

Klima and Bellugi's (1979) system for analyzing ASL poetry can also be adapted to ASL 

dance. The structural form of a work of art sign can be broken down into three levels: the 

internal structure, the external structure, and the superstructure (343-344). Internal structure 

refers to the artistic, patterned use of aspects of a language (341-342), such as the repetition of 

certain parameters of an ASL sign (3 70). As part of their study, Klima and Bellugi looked at an 

art sign translation of the eponymous first line of e.e. cummings' poem "since feeling is first" 

(1926: 95, reprinted in 1972) and found that the translator chose to represent the line with four 

signs, three of which use the A handshape (Klima and Bellugi 1979: 344-346). They identify this 

as an example of internal structure in the translated poem, since the A handshape is repeated 

across signs (346). The implications of this art sign translation of" since feeling is first" are 

discussed in more detail below. 

The second level of poetic structure, external structure, relates to "playing, in a structured 

way, on ways in which signs are presented" (371). For example, while signers typically maintain 

one hand as their dominant hand in conversational signing, in art sign, signers may alternate 

between using the left and right hand as their dominant hand in order to create a greater sense of 

balance (346-347). They may also manipulate the flow of movement between discrete signs for 

effect, or place signs so that the final position of one sign in space is the initial position of the 

next (347-349). Combining both of these phenomena, signers may begin articulating a sign with 

one hand while still holding the previous sign on the other, so that the signs appear 

simultaneously (371). Some ofthese factors are at the root of Lou Pant's ASL translation of the 

English text of Dorothy Miles' haiku "WINTER" from the poem "Seasons" (1976, reproduced in 

2003: 8:31-9:05), as examined by Klima and Bellugi (363-369). The title and first line ofthe 

English text read "Winter:/ Contrast: black and white", which Fant translates as WINTER

CONTRAST: BLACK, WHITE (363-364). After signing CONTRAST, which is articulated by moving 

the two hands, both in the 1 handshape, apart from each other so that the left hand ends up on the 

left side of the body and the right hand ends up on the right side ofthe body, Fant holds the right 

hand in place while using the left to sign BLACK, exaggerating its movement so that the sign ends 
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not beside the forehead but down where the left hand ended after CONTRAST (366-367). Holding 

BLACK in that position, he then uses the right hand to sign WHITE, modifying its movement so 

that it ends in the right hand's final position for CONTRAST (366-367). In addition to balancing the 

two hands, this articulation sets up BLACK and WHITE in a visual echo of the sign CONTRAST, 

thereby reinforcing the conceptual relationship between them (366-367). External structure 

therefore not only creates aesthetic appeal but also expands upon the meaning articulated in the 

content of the poem (366). 

The third level Klima and Bellugi identify in an ASL poem's structure is its 

superstructure (343). A superstructure is an overall "design in space ... superimposed on the 

sequence of signs" (343). Klima and Bellugi suggest that the superstructure in art sign is related 

to the signs themselves in the same way a melody is related to the lyrics of a song in spoken 

languages, creating an "added dimension of form" (343). Consider, for example, Lou Fant's ASL 

translation of the English text of Dorothy Miles' haiku "SUMMER" from the poem "Seasons" 

(1976, reproduced in 2003: 7:49-8:14), a translation which emphasizes the heaviness of the 

season (Klima and Bellugi 1979: 356-363). Early in the poem, Fant begins signing high above 

his head, outside of the signing space (363). As he moves through the second and third lines of 

his translation, his hands move generally down, so that the final sign of the poem is articulated 

near the bottom of the signing space (363). This general descent, with the hands dragged down as 

if by a weight, reinforces the haiku's theme of heaviness (363). This general spatial design, riding 

on top of the ways the individual signs use space to convey their meaning, and even possibly 

distorting them, is what Klima and Bellugi call a kinetic superstructure (371). 

The explanations of internal structure, external structure, and superstructure above have 

referred to works of art sign based on translations of written English poems. As part of their 

process for working with "since feeling is first" (cummings 1926: 95, reprinted in 1972), Klima 

and Bellugi (1979) asked National Theatre of the Deaf master signer Bernard Bragg to create 

two translations of the poem: one in everyday, conversational ASL, which Bragg rendered as a 

direct literal translation ofthe English, and another as sign poetry (344). Figures 3a and 3b on the 

next page show the results (345). Notice that in 3a, the conversational ASL translation, the two 

one-handed signs, FEELING and TRUE, are both signed with the right hand, which is Bragg's 

dominant hand (344-345). However, in 3b, the art sign rendition, it is Bragg's left hand that signs 

FEELING, while the right holds the final position of BECAUSE in the air (345-347). Bragg's use of 
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simultaneity and the switching of hands contribute to an external structure in the art sign version 

which differentiates it from the conversational translation (345-347). Also visible in the art sign 

version is the repeated A handshape- in BECAUSE, ITSELF, and FOREMOST, and held on the right 

hand while the left signs FEELING -discussed as an aspect of internal poetic structure above 

(345-346). 

(a) 

(b) 

/ 1 

~)~ 
BECAUSE -/FEELING ITSELF/- FOREMOST/-

Figure 3: (a) A conversational ASL translation of the first line of 

"since feeling is first" (cummings 1926: 95, reprinted in 1972) and 

(b) an art sign translation of the same (Klima and Bellugi 1979: 345). 

These visibly different translations of the original English work have implications for the 

signing in ASL dance. Bragg's two very different versions of "since feeling is first" (345) prove 

that there can be artistry involved in crafting the signs of a translated text; the artist is not limited 

to a direct literal translation. This observation proves that the ASL translations of English song 

lyrics in ASL dance are more than just derivative works. Instead, they are sites for creative art 

sign and the deployment of Klima and Bellugi's (1979) internal structure, external structure, and 

superstructure, as well as Engberg-Pedersen's (1993) seven discursive conventions, in the service 

of aesthetically pleasing and meaningful ASL. 
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In this section, I analyze four ASL dance performances with regards to their use of space and 

movement: (1) "I Won't Give Up" by Brandon Kazen-Maddox (20 Aug. 2014), (2) "Quit Playing 

Games (With My Heart)" by The Wild Zappers (10 July 2002), (3) "All Begins With You" by 

Invisible Hands International (22 Oct. 2013), and (4) "Price Tag" by Universal Vibes (9 Mar. 

2012). While these particular pieces provide a good sample of the diversity and the 

commonalities that exist across ASL dance, the medium is much more complex and diverse than 

a paper of this scope could ever hope to demonstrate. 

In the following four sub-sections, I analyze each piece in terms of the seven conventions 

ofthe discursive use of space, as discussed by Engberg-Pedersen (1993), and the internal 

structure, external structure, and superstructure described by Klima and Bellugi (1979). As a 

hearing person with only two undergraduate courses in American Sign Language under my belt, 

I am able to follow along with much of the signing in the videos of the dance pieces, but am 

often dependent on the English lyrics of the songs to understand what is being communicated. As 

a result, and in the absence of available transcripts of the ASL data, this analysis takes the 

English lyrics of the songs as loose glosses of the ASL signs in the performances. This is a 

problematic aspect of the project, because although much ofthe signing in ASL dance is a 

translation of the English lyrics, it is frequently not a literal translation, meaning that there are 

pieces of the English lyrics that are interpreted differently or not included at all in the signing, 

and pieces of the signing that do not correspond to any bits of the English. However, given that 

many people in the audience of a given ASL dance performance will not be fluent signers, this 

incomplete understanding provides an interesting perspective of an art form specifically designed 

to cater to people of differing linguistic knowledge bases. 

I have included links to online videos of the ASL dance pieces analyzed here in the 

Appendix, and encourage interested readers to view them. The English lyrics of the songs used 

in the performances were retrieved from online lyrics websites and are also reprinted in the 

Appendix. When I give in-text excerpts and examples ofthe linguistic behavior of the dancers, I 

use these lyrics as the gloss and transcribe to the best of my ability the signs used in the 

performances, using the online ASL-English video dictionary signingsavvy.com to search for 
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and confirm the translations of signs. Any errors are entirely my own. The conventions I use to 

format the in-text examples are as follows: 

• ASL signs are printed in SMALL CAPS. 

• When ASL signs are translated into English as multiple words, the English words are 

connected by hyphens. 

• When the ASL signing is beyond my ability to transcribe, ASL signs are rendered as 

xxxx. 

• Grammatical comments such as "pl" for "plural" are printed in lowercase letters and 

attached to the relevant sign with a hyphen. 

• Classifier constructions are indicated by the handshape used, the letters "cl", and a brief 

description of the movement of the sign, all connected by hyphens. 

• English glosses are printed in italics below the ASL signs. 

• Lyrics or signs which are "echoes" of previous lyrics or signs are printed in (parentheses). 

• When dancers are dancing rather than signing, but English lyrics are still being played in 

the soundtrack, the ASL transcription shows dashes such as----------------------. 

• The spacing of the transcribed ASL signs relative to the English glosses is irrelevant and 

does not represent the timing or spacing of the signing. 

The next four subsections detail the analysis of the ASL dance pieces selected for 

inclusion in this corpus. 

5.2 "I Won't Give Up" by Brandon Kazen-Maddox 

The first piece analyzed is Brandon Kazen-Maddox's ASL dance piece to "I Won't Give Up" (20 

Aug. 2014, online video clip), a song performed by Jason Mraz (2012), whose English lyrics are 

provided in the Appendix. Kazen-Maddox is hearing but grew up signing with his Deaf 

grandparents (Kepka 20 Apr. 2013, textual article), and as a result is a fluent ASL signer, and 

identifies as a GODA (Kazen-Maddox n.d.). He works as an ASL-English interpreter and circus 

acrobat, while also creating what he calls American Sign Language Acrobatic Dance (ASLAD) 

pieces (Kazen-Maddox n.d.), which are inspired by his memories of his grandmother signing 

songs in church and his own experiences creating circus acts (Escobar 21 Apr. 2013: 0:05-1 :14). 

The dance piece analyzed here is a video of a live performance that took place at the 2014 Bay 

Area Deaf Dance Festival in San Francisco, CA (Kazen-Maddox 20 Aug. 2014, online video clip 
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description). It is notable not only for its acrobatics, but also for the large screen on the wall 

behind the stage, which displays a video ofKazen-Maddox signing (20 Aug. 2014, online video 

clip). This video is instrumental in teasing out the differences between ASL dance and other 

forms of art sign. Kazen-Maddox's piece makes use of external poetic structure and the 

convention of comparison to connect the performer and the audience and convey the importance 

of creating a community that values what people can do rather than dismissing them for what 

they cannot. 

This sense of connection is seeded early on in the performance by Kazen-Maddox's 

balanced use of space. Consider the use of the verb LOOK-EACH-OTHER in (4) below, which 

excerpts the first spoken line of the song (but which is not, however, the first occurrence of ASL 

in the performance): 

(4) WHEN I LOOK-EACH-OTHER YOUR-pl EYE 

When I look into your eyes 

(Kazen-Maddox 20 Aug. 2014, online video clip: 0:18-0:23 and Cristine n.d.) 

Kazen-Maddox opens the piece by signing over the instrumental introduction to the song 

at the center ofthe stage (20 Aug. 2014, online video clip: 0:00-0:18). When the English lyrics 

begin to play, Kazen-Maddox begins moving slowly towards the audience, signing WHEN I and 

then the verb LOOK-EACH-OTHER, which uses two V handshapes to iconically represent two sets 

of eyes looking at each other. As Figure 4 on the next page shows, one ofthese pairs of eyes is 

aligned with Kazen-Maddox's, looking out at the audience, and the other is aligned directly 

opposite the first, looking back at him. Within the first thirty seconds of the piece, then, Kazen

Maddox has set up an exchange between himself and the audience, symbolized by their eye 

contact along the invisible line that connects his two hands. As Burch (1997) points out, ASL 

poet Bernard Bragg uses eye contact to a similar effect in his poem "Culture". Bragg strives to 

connect the Deaf and hearing communities through his work, and in "Culture" he "establish[es] 

with the viewer a direct eye contact that makes the two [Bragg and the audience] equals" (4). 

The eye contact set up by Kazen-Maddox's use of LOOK-EACH-OTHER is articulated with the two 

hands rather than with the eyes, but despite that, or perhaps because of it, it creates a deep sense 

of connection between the performer and the audience. 



Figure 4: Kazen-Maddox signs LOOK-EACH-OTHER 

(20 Aug. 2014, online video clip: 0:20). 
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As he walks further forward, Kazen-Maddox continues to employ both hands and to 

bring himself and the audience together through the use of space. The two V handshapes in 

LOOK-EACH-OTHER become two B handshapes, and he spreads his hands, palms toward the 

audience, in a wide arc in front ofhimself, forming a two-handed version of the base sign YOUR. 

The sign is further modified by the addition of the arc movement path, which serves to pluralize 

YOUR as it sweeps out across the stage, encompassing the entire audience. Although my native 

English speaker intuitions indicate that the English lyrics of the song are about a couple working 

through relationship difficulties (Cristine n.d.), Kazen-Maddox's modifications of YOUR code the 

performance as involving all parties present. He then completes the phrase by signing EYE, 

typically a one-handed sign, in a two-handed modification, first with his right hand on his right 

eye, and then with his left hand on his left eye. In terms of Klima and Bellugi's model of external 

poetic structure, Kazen-Maddox's uses of two hands to articulate one-handed signs creates a 

sense of balance. This balance is metaphorical as well as aesthetic: it symbolizes the common 

bond of the performer and the audience, the "we" of the song, and it bridges the Deaf and hearing 

audience members into one community. 

The importance of the connection between the Deaf and hearing community is referenced 

again in Kazen-Maddox's interpretation of the end of the first verse and the chorus of the song, 
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excerpted in (5). Consider the additions Kazen-Maddox makes to the text in the process of 

translation: 

(5) SEE YOU-pl XXXX 

I see that you've come so far 

XXXX HERE WITH ME 

To be right where you are 

HOW-OLD YOUR XXXX SOUL? 

How old is your soul? 

I WON'T GIVE-UP OUR RELATIONSHIP 

Well, I won't give up on us 

EVEN-THOUGH SKY BECOME ROUGH 

Even if the skies get rough 

I-GIVE-YOU A-d-hands-move-out-and-around-in-hug LOVE 

I'm giving you all my love 

STILL LOOK-UP 

I'm still looking up 

(Kazen-Maddox 20 Aug. 2014, online video clip: 0:45-1:22 and Cristine n.d.) 

Notice that in addition to translating the English lyrics I won't give up, Kazen-Maddox 

clarifies the ambiguous English us with the signs OUR RELATIONSHIP. This choice makes it clear 

that the message of the song is not the perseverance of the Deaf community or of people in 

general, but the perseverance of two different groups of people trying to find a connection to 

unite them. Furthermore, the rendering of To be right where you are, which provides no locative 

information, as HERE WITH ME explicitly identifies the performance venue as a site where this 

connection can be actualized. In this way, the ASL dance performance is coded as a step towards 

bettering the relationship mentioned in the chorus, an action which then means that the two 

different groups of people implicit in that relationship are the Deaf and hearing communities 

whose art forms are fused in ASL dance. 
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Kazen-Maddox's use of the convention of comparison sheds light on how audience 

members can improve that Deaf-hearing relationship. Consider the contrastive use of the left and 

right sides of the body in ( 6) below: 

(6) I NEED LEARN HAVE [list structure] HAVE-NOT B-el-hands-flick-at-wrists WHO 

5-cl-fingers-wiggle-as-hands-arc-up-above-head EXIST 

I had to learn what I've got, and what I'm not, and who I am 

(Kazen-Maddox 20 Aug. 2014, online video clip: 2:43-2:52 and Cristine n.d.) 

After rapidly signing I NEED LEARN HAVE, Kazen-Maddox extends his left arm fully out to 

his left side, far outside the standard signing space, and lets an ASL list structure fall from his 

hand, one finger at a time, as he metaphorically considers his positive qualities (see Figure 5a on 

the next page). The left hand's list structure is then held in place as he quickly signs HAVE-NOT 

with his right hand (Figure 5b) and extends his right arm out to the right, again far beyond the 

signing space, turning both hands over in an iconic display of empty-handedness with B-el

hands-flick-at-wrists as he does (Figure 5c). The convention of comparison is employed here to 

contrast the qualities Kazen-Maddox does possess, listed on his left hand, with the things he is 

lacking, symbolized by the right hand signing HAVE-NOT and the turning over of both 

overextended hands. Notice also that the first half of the contrastive structure, the left hand that 

represents what Kazen-Maddox does have, is held until the other referent, the right hand that 

initiates the signing about what he does not have, is almost in place. This use of simultaneity is 

extremely similar to the fore grounding of the contrast between the referents, and the visual echo 

ofthe sign CONTRAST, that Klima and Bellugi (1979) observe in the external structure ofFant's 

art sign rendition of "WINTER" (366-367 and Miles 1976, reproduced in 2003: 8:31-9:05). 



Figure Sa: Kazen-Maddox articulates a list structure on his 

left hand (Kazen-Maddox 20 Aug. 2014, online video clip: 2:46). 
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Figure Sb: He holds the list structure on his left hand as he signs HAVE-NOT 

with his right hand ... (Kazen-Maddox 20 Aug. 2014, online video clip: 2:46) 

Figure Sc: ... and then turns over both of his hands, held diametrically 

opposed to each other (Kazen-Maddox 20 Aug. 2014, online video clip: 2:47). 
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In "I Won't Give Up", however, the contrastive structure does more than just compare the 

two referents. When Kazen-Maddox momentarily breaks the balanced left-right structure to sign 

WHO, he uses his left hand, the one that listed out all of his positive attributes. The implication is 

that who we are is not about what we lack but about what we have, which is a generalized 

statement of the Deaf cultural view of valuing a shared culture and language rather than 

emphasizing audiological status (Smith, Lentz, and Mikos 2008: viii). In his discussion of 

narratives translated from English to ASL, Bahan (2006) notes that, " [ o ]ften in the process of 

translation, Deaf cultural behavior, values, or norms find their way into the work, whether the 

translator is aware ofthis or not" (32). Here, however, it is likely that the insertion of Deaf values 

into the piece was intentional, given Kazen-Maddox's stated goal of making his pieces resonate 

with both Deaf and hearing communities. What we have here is the convention of comparison 

working to carry the message that Deaf people and the Deaf cultural model are about more than 

what they cannot do: after signing WHO, Kazen-Maddox slowly and triumphantly signs 5-cl

fingers-wiggle-as-hands-arc-up-above-head, raising both of his arms up past his shoulders, where 

the comparison of what is had and what is not had was conducted, and reaching higher than the 

conflict of capabilities and limitations toward a world where people simply are who they are. In 

this sense, the convention of comparison was set up in order that it could be transcended. In ( 6), 

Kazen-Maddox tells the audience that a positive relationship between the Deaf and hearing 

communities relies on our decision to value people for what they can do and who they are, 

regardless of anything they might not be able to do, such as hear. 

It is interesting to note that the preceding passage concerns only what is happening live 

on stage; the video ofKazen-Maddox signing that is projected onto the back wall of the stage 

contains a slightly different interpretation ofthe song. In the projection, Kazen-Maddox never 

moves his feet, and his overall use of space is much more limited than it is on the stage (20 Aug. 

2014, online video clip). According to the definition of ASL dance given in section 3.2, the video 

projection is therefore not an example of ASL dance; it is instead a poetic translation or a 

translated song. With this in mind, the projection video can be compared to the live stage 

performance as a means of seeing how the same artist differently uses different types of art sign 

when interpreting the same English song. 

The most obvious difference between the stage performance and the projection, of 

course, is that fact that Kazen-Maddox can continue signing in the projection when he would 
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otherwise be back flipping across the stage, but there are several smaller differences that show 

how ASL dance capitalizes on the expanded signing space. For example, whereas Kazen

Maddox articulates YOUR in (4) by spreading his open hands in opposite directions across the 

audience in the live performance, in the video, he articulates this YOUR by making the still, 

citation form of the sign once with his right hand and then once with his left. The lack of the 

arced motion in the projection means that Kazen-Maddox can visually include less of the 

audience in his performance, as this YOUR would only implicate the people directly opposite him; 

the live performance is, by contrast, more inclusive. Whereas in the stage performance of (6), 

Kazen-Maddox extends his right arm out to the right to set up a simultaneous contrastive 

structure with the previously extended left hand's list structure, in the projection, he replaces B

el-hands-flick-at-wrists with a sign that places both hands, with their palms facing the audience, 

directly in front of his chest. This difference between the stage and projection video 

performances is clearly visible in Figure 5c. In the projection video, Kazen-Maddox effectively 

breaks the contrastive structure and weakens the comparison of views that see Deaf people as 

lacking hearing and those that see Deaf people as possessing a language and culture. 

Furthermore, in the projection, Kazen-Maddox signs WHO with his right hand rather than with 

the left hand, which embodied his positive qualities, a choice which further obscures the 

importance of valuing people for what they have rather than focusing on what they lack. 

Interestingly, the signing in the projection does still include the HERE WITH ME that Kazen

Maddox added in to (5) in the stage performance, despite the fact that, in the case of the 

projection, Kazen-Maddox is not physically with the people he is signing to. This 

counterexample shows that, while for the most part ASL dance relies on a greater use of space to 

convey its message of inclusivity, we should not assume by contrast that other forms of art sign 

do not strive to be inclusive; the artists simply move less as they sign. 

Kazen-Maddox's performance of"I Won't Give Up" (20 Aug. 2014, online video clip) 

serves as a good introduction to the analysis of ASL dance because it uses a clear external 

structure, manifested as a balanced use of the two hands, and the convention of comparison to 

spread its message of the importance of working to build a more inclusive, positive society. 

Through the added performance of a signing video projected on the back wall of the stage, it also 

provides a testing ground for the comparison of ASL dance with other forms of art sign. Vital in 

this performance is the special attention given by Kazen-Maddox to signs implicating the 
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audience, such as the possessive YOUR and the phrase HERE WITH ME. This theme of the 

importance of the audience recurs in different ways in the other three ASL dance pieces analyzed 

below. 

5.3 "Quit Playing Games (With My Heart)" by The Wild Zappers 

The next ASL dance performance I will analyze is The Wild Zappers' piece "Quit Playing Games 

(With My Heart)" (10 July 2002). At the time ofthis 2002 performance, The Wild Zappers, 

founded by Irvine Stewart, Fred Michael Beam, and Warren Snipe in 1989 ("Wild Zappers" 

2011), was a company ofDeafmale dancers ("The Wild Zappers" n.d.). The company has since 

joined forces with the National Deaf Dance Theatre in order to include female dancers as well 

(JGS.TV 9 Oct. 2011: 2:24-2:33), and both companies now work together from within the 

organization Invisible Hands International (IHI) (InvisibleHandsMedia 5 Sept. 2012: 0:34-0:40), 

one of whose performances is analyzed in section 5.4. The Wild Zappers specialize in hip hop, 

jazz, and funk dance styles ("Wild Zappers" 2011), although their "Quit Playing Games (With 

My Heart)" performance is set to a pop song by the same name (10 July 2002), performed by 

Backstreet Boys (1996). The concert in which it originally appeared was a part of the Deaf Way 

II conference and was held at the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts on the 

Millennium Stage in Washington, D.C (The Wild Zappers 10 July 2002: 1:49); the video clip 

analyzed here is from the larger video recording of the concert, and I refer to it based on the 

timecode in that larger recording, where this piece occurs from 33:55 to 38:55. The piece sets up 

a balanced use of the signers' two hands and the two sides of the stage in order to reinforce the 

vacillating nature ofthe relationship between the persona ofthe song and his sweetheart. It 

builds a bridge between the performers and the audience, as well as the Deaf and hearing 

communities, through its particular use of repetition and audience participation. 

My native speaker intuitions about the English lyrics of the song "Quit Playing Games 

(With My Heart)", which are given in the Appendix, are that they describe the singer's (or 

persona's) feelings that his girlfriend is jeopardizing their relationship by flirting with both him 

and other men, and his pleas that she remain faithful to him (riestia n.d.). In the opening 

moments of their performance, The Wild Zappers create a sense ofbalance between the two 

hands that will go on to contribute to their description of the frustratingly vacillating nature of 

the relationship. An excerpt of these opening moments is given in (7) below: 



(7) DEEP WITHIN MY SOUL I FEEL 

Deep within my soul I feel 

NOTHING SAME SAME LONG-TIME-AGO 

Nothing's like it used to be 

SOMETIMES WISH COULD TIME CHANGE LONG-TIME-AGO 

Sometimes I wish I could turn back time 

IMPOSSIBLE MAYBE CONSIDER 

Impossible as it may seem 

BUT WISH COULD BAD SWEETHEART 

But I wish I could so bad baby 

(The Wild Zappers 10 July 2002: 35:18-35:46 and riestia n.d.) 
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Consider the last line of this excerpt. The dancers in the piece sign COULD while moving 

their upper bodies in an arc to the left, slightly down, and around to the right, where they then 

sign BAD as they arc their bodies to the right, slightly down, and back towards the left. In 

addition to this mirrored movement contour, which also occurs in the third line of the excerpt, 

the signers articulate BAD, usually a one handed sign made with an open handshape, as a two 

handed sign with an initially closed hand, in order to rhyme with the handshape in COULD. This 

manipulation ofhandshapes and movement contours combines Klima and Bellugi's internal and 

external structures to create a sense of balance between the two sides of the body. Other 

handedness changes also contribute to this sense of balance, such as the choice to articulate 

LONG-TIME-AGO, a one handed time marker, with both hands, and the decision to add the raised 

left hand to the normally one handed sign WISH, which also serves to convey a sense of 

earnestness. 

This sense of balance, along with the convention of comparison, becomes a key factor in 

the dancers' ability to convey a sense oftug-of-war or back and forth in the piece as a whole. 

When the dancers sign NOTHING SAME SAME LONG-TIME-AGO, they articulate the first SAME on 

the left side of their bodies and the second on the right, which engages the convention of 

comparison to contrast the uneasy status of the relationship now (on the left side) with a 

presumed honest status in the past (on the right side, as conveyed by the articulation of the past 

tense marker LONG-TIME-AGO over the right shoulder just afterwards). When the dancers reach 
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the chorus of the song, excerpted in (8) below, this physical back and forth builds on the balance 

created in the opening moments of the piece, and becomes a second layer superimposed upon the 

meaning of the signs: 

(8) FINISH PLAY GAME WITH HEART 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

(MY HEART-SHAPE) 

Quit playin' games with my heart (with my heart) 

(MY LOVE) 

Before you tear us apart (my heart) 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

I SHOULD THINK FIRST 

I should've known from the start 

You know you've gotta stop (from my heart) 

You're tearin' us apart (my heart) 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

(The Wild Zappers 10 July 2002: 35:47-36:06 and riestia n.d.) 

The dancers sign FINISH PLAY GAME WITH standing completely still and facing the 

audience, but travel right as they dance and sign HEART, left during MY HEART-SHAPE, and right 

during MY LOVE. In essence, as the English lyrics exhort the addressee to stop vacillating 

between different romantic partners, the dancers visualize that vacillation by moving back and 

forth across the stage. As with the superstructure for Pant's rendition of Miles' "SUMMER" (Miles 

1976, reproduced in 2003: 7:49-8:14), this superstructure is not itselflinguistic, but rather rides 

on top ofthe signs, deepening their meaning (Klima and Bellugi 1979: 363 and 343). This is not 

to say that this idea of vacillation is never conveyed linguistically: at 37:06, the dancers sign 

SWEETHEART SWEETHEART, with the first occurrence ofthe sign articulated far out in front of the 
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signers, and the second articulated in against the signers' chests (The Wild Zappers 10 July 

2002). Here, the point of view convention is activated to communicate that the girlfriend is, from 

the point of view of the signer, alternatively both "mine" and beloved (in the second articulation, 

with a locus close to the signer) and someone else's and the object of displeasure (in the first 

articulation, with a locus far from the signer). Therefore, the convention of comparison, point of 

view convention, and general superstructure all work together to expand on the sense of balance 

between the left and right sides of the body and stage created by the opening moments of the 

piece, manipulating it into a formal expression of the frustration the persona describes with his 

runaround girlfriend in the content of the song. 

While these observations are interesting from the point of view of expressive uses of 

space, they do not contribute to community-building between the performers and the audience or 

the Deaf and hearing communities. However, the use of repetition in (8), at first noted only for 

its demonstration of expressive space and movement, may serve as a bridge-building strategy. In 

the chorus of the song, the English lyrics continually echo the phrase my heart. The Wild 

Zappers, however, vary their word choice from HEART (in which the middle finger contacts the 

chest near the heart) to HEART-SHAPE (in which the two middle fingers are used to draw a heart 

symbol on the chest) to LOVE (in which the two arms cross over the chest as if in a hug). The 

latter two signs are much more iconic than the first, which, along with the repetition of the 

English lyrics, may make it easier for hearing non-signers to understand what is happening in the 

signing, resulting in an increased understanding of Deaf culture. Alternatively, the use of three 

different signs for one English phrase exhibits the linguistic diversity and capacity of ASL and 

acts against incorrect assumptions that ASL signs correspond one-to-one with English words, 

which also serves to increase intercultural understanding. In this sense, repetition and variation, 

particularly when combined with the rhythmic back and forth movement across the stage, can 

provide inroads to connections between the Deaf and hearing communities. 

The most obvious occurrence of performer-audience and Deaf-hearing integration in this 

piece, however, is the choreographed clapping that begins near the end of the dance. At 37:45, 

the dancers initiate an overhead clap in time with the rhythm of the piece (The Wild Zappers 10 

July 2002). After the first clap, the lead dancer, still with his hands above his head, beckons to 

the audience to join in. At this point the camera pulls back to reveal that some members of the 

audience have begun clapping over their heads as well. While clapping along is a strategy used 
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by many musical performers to get the audience involved, there are two reasons the clapping in 

"Quit Playing Games (With My Heart)" deserves special attention. First, the dancers direct the 

audience to clap over their heads, which makes this particular clapping a hybrid form of the way 

hearing people clap (by putting their hands together) and the way Deaf people applaud (by 

holding their hands over their heads and shaking them at the wrists). Even this would not stand 

out if not for the fact that, in an introduction to an earlier piece in the concert, dancer Irvine 

Stewart made a joke about how hearing, Deaf, and hard of hearing people applaud, whose punch 

line was that hard of hearing people applaud by raising one arm and shaking the wrist, like Deaf 

people, and using the other hand to clap against the raised elbow, like hearing people (The Wild 

Zappers 10 July 2002: 8:40-9:07). This joke, and its accompanying lesson about culturally 

appropriate forms of applause, brought the Deaf and hearing communities together through 

knowledge; in "Quit Playing Games (With My Heart)", applause brings them together through 

practice. When a hearing cultural practice is incorporated into a performance by Deaf dancers, 

and when the audience is invited to participate in that shared ground, all four groups - Deaf, 

hearing, audience, and performers - are brought together in an emotive act, perhaps 

unconsciously on the part of the audience, but also perhaps consciously. 

"Quit Playing Games (With My Heart)" (The Wild Zappers 10 July 2002), then, employs 

space and movement mostly to reinforce and expand upon the content of the song, but its uses of 

repetition and audience participation operate in small, subversive ways to connect the Deaf and 

hearing communities. As we will see in the next section, a later piece involving The Wild 

Zappers, once subsumed under IHI, is much more explicit about the bridge being built between 

the two communities. 

5.4 ''All Begins With You" by Invisible Hands International 

As was discussed briefly in sections 3.3 and 5.3, Invisible Hands International (IHI) is a non

profit organization founded by Fred Beam and "dedicated to the advancement of deaf and 

cultural awareness and to bridging the gap between the hearing and deaf communities" ("About 

& Purpose" 2011). The Wild Zappers and the NDDT both work from within IHI ("About & 

Purpose" 2011), making it unclear exactly which company or companies created "All Begins 

With You" (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip), an ASL dance piece 

performed to the song "It All Begins With You" by Jody Watley (1991). However, the names of 
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the dancers are given in the description accompanying the video as Funmi, Jarez, Fred, Ameena, 

and Kriston (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013). These dancers very clearly use space to 

include the audience in their performance through a reinterpretation of the song's addressee, the 

use of agreement verbs, and the choice ofhandshapes, all of which result in the message that the 

community of the audience plays a direct role in the creation of the dance. 

From the very beginning, the dancers structure space in order to reinterpret the you of 

"All Begins With You". Notice how the English you is translated in the opening lines of the 

song, excerpted in (9) below: 

(9) SUNRISE SUN XXXX 

There's something 'bout the morning sun, a day's begun anew 

ENJOY XXXX YOU-pl 

Reminds me to appreciate the mystery of you 

(InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip: 0:26-0:42 and "Jody Watley- It 

All Begins With You Lyrics." n.d.) 

The full English lyrics of the song are provided in the Appendix. My native speaker 

intuitions about the English lyrics, and in particular the phrase the mystery of you and the title 

"All Begins WithY ou", suggest that this song is about the singer's relationship with God and 

God's hand in the creation of the singer's world ("Jody Watley- It All Begins With You Lyrics" 

n.d.). The two dancers signing, however, do not sign YOU-pl directed upwards, as they might if 

they were identifying a heavenly locus, but instead spread their hands, palms facing up, in an arc 

that encompasses the entire audience. At the same time, a dancer who had been dancing without 

signing in the background moves forward and points with his right hand out into the audience, as 

seen in Figure 6 on the next page. The audience is therefore explicitly identified by both the 

signing and the non-linguistic dancing as the addressee or recipient of the performance. 
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Figure 6: The two dancers on the audience's left sign a pluralized version of YOU 

that includes the audience in its sweep as the dancer on the audience's right points to 

the audience (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013 , online video clip: 0:41). 

Note that the spread hands articulation of YOU-pl is repeated several times throughout the 

dance piece, most notably in the final signs of the performance, as excerpted in (1 0) below: 

(10) YOU-pl XXXX WHY YOU-pl BEGIN WITH YOU-pl 

You're the reason why, and it all begins with you (all begins with you) 

Oh, oh 

(InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip: 4:19-4:44 and "Jody Watley- It 

All Begins With You Lyrics." n.d.) 

While the English lyrics of the song attribute the origin of everything to God (" Jody 

Watley - It All Begins With You Lyrics." n.d. ), at this climatic moment, the dancers identify the 

audience as the source of all things. While a Deaf-hearing community connection is never 

explicitly referenced, the claim that the audience is the beginning of everything sets up a clear 

emotive exhortation that the audience be a force of change in the world. The dancers may be 

identifying the audience as the reason their ASL dance exists in the first place, or they may be 

intending to communicate larger messages about community empowerment. In either case, this 

sweeping hands articulation of YOU-pl directly implicates and involves the audience in the ASL 
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dance performance, and in doing so reinterprets the original intention of the song in much the 

same way Kazen-Maddox reinterprets the addressee of "I Won't Give Up" (20 Aug. 2014, online 

video clip). 

That the audience is conceived by the performers as being directly involved in "All 

Begins With You" is further evidenced by other uses of the audience as the locus for the 

addressee in agreement verbs. When one ofthe dancers signs the agreement verb YOU-HELP-ME 

as an exhortation at 2:30 and 2:35, he moves the verb from the audience to himself, thereby 

deliberately asking the audience for help, which creates a bond between the audience and himself 

(InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip). That bond is also referenced earlier in 

the piece, when two dancers sign RELATIONSHIP in the excerpt in (11) below: 

(11) ALONE 

Sometimes I lose my way 

1-cl-moves-forward 

Just existing everyday 

EVERYDAY HEART -SHAPE 

Drifting away from where my heart belongs 

RELATIONSHIP 

When my heart belongs to you 

(InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip: 0:57-1:11 and "Jody Watley- It 

All Begins With You Lyrics." n.d.) 

After signing ALONE with their right hands and moving the 1 classifier slowly away from 

their bodies, the dancers hold the 1 classifier while signing EVERYDAY with their left hands (see 

Figure 7a on the next page). They articulate the two handed sign HEART-SHAPE by tracing half of 

the outline of a heart symbol with their left hands (Figure 7b ), and finally bring the 1 classifier 

on the right hand in to meet the left hand in front of the chest (Figure 7c), where both hands form 

the two handed sign RELATIONSHIP, which the signers then push out towards the audience. The 

use of simultaneity here paradoxically creates a hole or absence in the signing: HEART-SHAPE is 

incompletely articulated because the right hand, and the person represented by the 1 classifier on 

it, has strayed from the interpersonal connection later reaffirmed when the two hands join in 
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RELATIONSHIP. When the signers push RELATIONSHIP out towards the audience, it becomes clear 

that that interpersonal connection is explicitly between the performers and the spectators. The 

external structure of this simultaneous construction, along with the indication of the audience in 

the agreement verb YOU-HELP-ME, conveys a sense of responsibility on the part of everyone, 

audience and performers alike, to maintain a connection with each other. 

(a) (b) (c) 

Figure 7: (a) A dancer holds the 1 classifier on her right hand while signing EVERYDAY with her 

left (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip: 1 :05). (b) She continues to hold the 

classifier on her right hand while tracing the outline of half of the sign HEART-SHAPE with her left 

hand (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip: 1 :07). (c) The right hand comes in 

front of her chest to join the left hand in signing the two-handed sign RELATIONSHIP 

(InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013 , online video clip: 1 :09). 

This sense of connection, and of power through connection, is furthered by the use of 

specific internal poetic structures within the performance, in particular the use of handshape. 

Consider the use ofhandshapes in (12) below: 

(12) EVEN-THOUGH MOUNTAIN YOU-pl 

Even the mountains bow to you 

(InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip: 1:27-1:33 and "Jody Watley - It 

All Begins With You Lyrics." n.d.) 
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When the dancer on stage signs MOUNTAIN, which he directs upward and to his right, the 

final handshape used is the B handshape, oriented palm down. Rather than directly translating 

bow, the dancer manipulates space to convey the idea of mountains bowing: as he executes a 

spin as part of the dance choreography, his hands, still in the B handshape, come down and tum 

over, so that when he faces the audience again and spreads his hands for YOU-pl, the palms are 

facing up. The use of handshape rhyme carries both aesthetic and communicative meanings. By 

using the same B handshape but changing its orientation, the dancer visually illustrates the 

mountains turning over in deference to the audience and shows the audience that they are greater 

than any obstacles that might lay in their collective path. The collectives of the performers and 

the audience and their bond are once again emphasized when a different dancer points to both of 

her eyes and then sweeps two V handshapes in an arc across the audience, from left to right, 

while the English lyrics when I keep my eyes on you play in the music (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 

Oct. 2013, online video clip: 3:27-3:31 and "Jody Watley- It All Begins With You Lyrics." n.d.). 

The V handshapes, iconic of two sets of eyes looking, remind the audience that the performers 

are watching the audience just as the audience is watching the performers. Much as when Kazen

Maddox sets up two V handshapes looking at each other in "I Won't Give Up" (20 Aug. 2014, 

online video clip: 0:20), this construction tells the audience that the performers are with them, 

and that they are all connected by a visual language, the one employed in ASL dance. In this 

sense, an analysis ofhandshapes builds on the understanding of the sense of connection 

articulated and created through the use of the audience as the locus for the English you. 

Overall, the dancers of "All Begins With You" (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, 

online video clip) identify the audience as a direct contributor to the creation of ASL dance 

and/or the world we all live in, and reference that identity through a redefinition ofthe song's 

divine you as the collected audience. The support and connection between the audience and the 

performers is mutual and is communicated through an external structure relying on simultaneity 

and the use of handshapes in internal poetic structures. The performer-audience connection here 

is explicit and overt and centers on the concept of the second person. The last ASL dance piece 

analyzed, Universal Vibes' "Price Tag" (9 Mar. 2012), achieves a similar effect by instead 

emphasizing the third person. 
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5.5 "Price Tag" by Universal Vibes 

Universal Vibes is a Toronto-based company ofhearing and Deaf dancers (Huggins 18 Jan. 

2011) led by Malika Larbi (UniversalVibes 5 Jan. 2011). This section analyzes their ASL dance 

piece "Price Tag", which was performed in Toronto in 2012 to the first two minutes of the song 

by the same name, performed by Jessie J and B.o.B (9 Mar. 2012 and "Price Tag (feat. B.o.B) 

[feat. B.o.B]" 2011). The English lyrics for the section of the song performed in the video are 

given in the Appendix. It is important to note that Universal Vibes explicitly says oftheir style 

that it "incorporates sign language and gestures into hip-hop movements" (13 Jan. 2011). In 

watching "Price Tag", it is indeed clear that the dancing uses less linguistic signing and more 

gesture than the other three ASL dance performances analyzed here. However, "Price Tag" does 

still make use of both ASL signing and the conventions and structures I have borrowed from 

ASL poetry to describe ASL dance, and as such I analyze it here as an ASL dance piece, with the 

full awareness that this performance sits closer to the borderline, and with attention given to its 

problematic aspects. In particular, I look at how "Price Tag" physically enacts the bridging of 

different communities through the use of the convention of comparison and the explicit direction 

of audience eye gaze. 

My native speaker intuitions about the English lyrics of "Price Tag" suggest that the song 

describes the singer's frustration with society's obsession with money and her wish that people 

would loosen up and learn to enjoy the moment (roseanne, et al. n.d.). The dancers in "Price 

Tag" configure space to enact the resolution of that desire. At the start of the performance, two 

dancers in black clothes stand upstage left with their arms crossed and a clearly negative attitude, 

and three more dancers, in brightly colored shirts, enter from stage right (UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 

2012: 0:04-0:10). Two of these dancers, in blue shirts, engage in non-linguistic dancing on the 

right side of the stage, while the third, wearing purple, comes center stage and begins to sign 

(UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 2012: 0:15). This general layout ofbodies on the stage sets up an idea of 

a contrast that is later explicitly referenced by the signer, as seen in (13) on the next page: 



(13) HEY LOOK-LEFT 

Everybody look to their left 

HEY LOOK-RIGHT 

Everybody look to their right 

(UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 2012: 0:38-0:43 and roseanne, et al. n.d.) 
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At this point it is important to point out that the video quality of "Price Tag" is poor, and 

that, between the low resolution of the footage and the bright poster in the background of the 

stage, it is at times difficult to distinguish with any certainty what the dancers are signing 

(UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 2012). In both occurrences of the sign HEY in (13), for example, the 

signer's arm is washed out against the poster in the background; I was able to determine that she 

is signing HEY only by looking at the second iteration of the chorus, from 1:33 to 1:38 

(UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 2012). Even then I have not been able to determine whether the 

handshape being used for LOOK-LEFT and LOOK-RIGHT is the V handshape in the signs' citation 

form or a more gestural B handshape. The poor video quality therefore complicates further the 

question of distinguishing gesture and dance from linguistic signing. 

It is clear, however, that the signer is directing the audience's attention in order to 

establish a contrast between the left and right sides of the stage, and between the grumpy, greedy 

people ofthe world and those who know how to appreciate life. When she signs HEY LOOK-LEFT, 

one of the black-clad dancers shrugs in response. When she signs HEY LOOK-RIGHT, one 

colorfully-clad dancer jumps excitedly up and down while the other gestures rhythmically with 

her head. In this sense, the dancers have constructed space in a way consistent with the 

convention of comparison, where two referents that the signer wants to compare (here, the 

grumpy people and the happy dancers) are placed with one on each side ofthe signer. Notice, 

however, that this is a borderline use ofthe convention. Unlike when Kazen-Maddox uses his 

left and right hand to contrast his positive qualities with his flaws (Kazen-Maddox 20 Aug. 2014, 

online video clip: 2:43-2:52), the Universal Vibes signer never actually uses her hands to sign 

about the two referents being compared; she only uses sign to orchestrate the space in which they 

explain themselves. 

Despite this excerpt's apparent lack of linguistic signing, there are actually two key 

aspects of Deaf culture and ASL operating in this construction besides the segmentation of 
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space. The first aspect I refer to is the use of the sign HEY instead of a direct translation of the 

English everybody. In Deaf culture, the hand wave in the sign HEY is an attention getting strategy 

used when a signer wants to communicate with another person (Smith, Lentz, and Mikos 33). In 

this sense, the dancer's choice to sign HEY, and to do so looking straight out into the audience, 

explicitly gets the audience's attention and implicates them, physically and specifically, as the 

addressee in the communication that follows, which is the articulation of the contrast between 

the grumpy and happy lifestyles. The other aspect of Deaf culture that (13) brings to the fore is 

the apparent contradiction, from the point of view of the audience, in the directions they are 

being asked to look: as seen in Figure 8 below, the dancer points to the audience's right when the 

English lyrics say Everybody look to the left, and to the audience's left when the lyrics say 

Everybody look to the right. In Deaf culture, however, signers expect addressees to take the 

signer's perspective when spatial relationships are being described (Smith, Lentz, and Mikos 75). 

While this apparent paradox might confuse hearing non-signers enough to negate the effects of 

inclusion engendered by the attention getting strategy, it is the correct way to use space from the 

Deaf cultural perspective. This observation shows that "Price Tag", while on the surface less 

linguistic than the other ASL dance pieces examined so far in terms of signs and gestures, is still 

incorporating linguistic features on a broader level. 

Figure 8: In accompaniment to the lyrics Everybody look to their left 

(roseanne, et al. n.d.) , the lead Universal Vibes dancer signs LOOK-LEFT, 

which directs the audience's attention to the audience's right (9 Mar. 2012: 0:40). 
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Even this does not mean that "Price Tag" does not make use of the conventions and 

structures employed linguistically by the other ASL dance pieces. For example, consider the 

contrast ofMONEY and NO in (14) below: 

(14) MONEY MONEY MONEY MONEY 

It's not about the money, money, money 

NONONONO 

We don't need your money, money, money 

(UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 2012: 0:47-0:52 and roseanne, et al. n.d.) 

The convention of comparison in (13) has already set up the fundamental contrast of this 

piece as being the difference between a cross, greedy life and a happy, fulfilling one. In (14), the 

three dancers in brightly colored shirts use the internal structure of (near) handshape rhyme to 

reinforce this binary contrast. They articulate MONEY according to one of its citation forms, by 

holding the hand palm up and rubbing the fingers against the thumb. When they sign NO, they 

simply tum the hand over, so that the palm faces down, and tap the first two fingers repeatedly 

against the thumb. The slight change in which fingers are being used to contact the thumb makes 

this a near handshape rhyme instead of a full handshape rhyme, but the visual similarity between 

the two signs is striking: the change in orientation from MONEY to NO has inverted the concept of 

money, denying it its power in much the same way that the dancer in "All Begins WithY ou" 

inverts MOUNTAIN to form YOU-pl (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip: 1:27-

1 :33). This expansion on the meaning ofthe contrast between money and happiness relies on 

linguistic signing, not gesture, although it is important to note that the NO in (14) is dangerously 

obscured by the poor quality of the video. 

Near the end ofthe piece, the Universal Vibes dancers resolve the conflict between 

money and happiness in a non-linguistic way that nevertheless encourages the bridging of 

different communities. At 1:37, as the signing dancer is directing the audience's attention to the 

happy dancers on her right, one ofthe black-clad people on stage gets her fellow dancer's 

attention and points toward the happy dancers (UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 2012). The two cross 

dancers then walk across the stage at 1:39, so that they become a back row for the second 

iteration of the chorus at 1:42, which all five dancers sign (UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 2012). In this 
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way, the act of watching people dance happily has served as an impetus for the integration of 

communities with different priorities. Although this piece uses staged bystanders to represent the 

decision to join a community, the message about the importance of coming together to live a 

happy, fulfilling life permeates the entire environment, and the cross dancers' decision to join the 

company serves as a vicarious connection between the performers and the spectators down in the 

audience. "Price Tag" (UniversalVibes 9 Mar. 2012) therefore not only represents the importance 

of ASL dance as a bridge between different communities but also enacts that bridge-building. 

Though it relies more heavily on gesture than the other ASL dance pieces analyzed here, its 

manipulation of space and its dedication to the idea of integrating diverse communities make it 

an important point of consideration. 

6. Concerns and Counterarguments 

While it is clear that space and movement play a large role in the methods of meaning-making in 

ASL dance, there is still much we do not know about this emerging art form. This section 

addresses points of concern relevant to this analysis and problematic aspects of ASL dance itself. 

Concerns relating to the way data are transcribed for this project are addressed in section 5.0. 

Here I address the potential of ASL dance pieces that are not about connecting the Deaf and 

hearing communities, the question of the intelligibility of the signing, and the threat that ASL 

dance might lead hearing people to mistakenly believe that ASL is a manual code for English. 

Due to the mixed medium nature of ASL dance, which combines the aural music of the 

hearing community with the artistic signing of the Deaf community, and because many ASL 

dance artists cite a desire to cater to both Deaf and hearing audiences, this analysis has 

considered the theme or purpose of connecting the Deaf and hearing communities as a 

fundamental aspect of ASL dance as a medium. This is not necessarily true for all ASL dance 

pieces, however. There could very well be ASL dance pieces that make no effort to bring the 

Deaf and hearing communities together. After all, Berson (2005) very clearly articulates a 

continuum for theater that relates outside performances in which all audiences are welcome to 

inside performances which are "by Deaf artists for Deaf artists, or ... privilege the theatrical 

experience of Deaf viewers" (43). We could imagine ASL dance pieces that are performed 

without musical accompaniment, whether or not they were based on the English lyrics of a song. 

These dance pieces would privilege a signing audience without providing a way for the 
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non-signing hearing audience to follow along. Alternatively, we could imagine pieces in which 

hearing dancers co-opt ASL signs and use them as emphatic gestures without respecting the 

grammatical rules of ASL. Finally, we could imagine ASL dance performances that look just like 

those analyzed here but which do not encode any attempts to unite the Deaf and hearing 

audiences in their form. In this case, we might see internal structures, external structures, and 

superstructures that emphasize themes such as fear, passion, death, the environment, or 

technology, rather than inclusivity, connectedness, and respect. The absence of pieces of any of 

these three types from this analysis does not mean that they do not exist, but rather that more 

research must be done to build up a broader understanding of the ASL dance art form. 

When exploring an art form in which signing is combined with other forms of physical 

movement, one question that may surface is the degree to which the signing can still be 

understood. Writing in the context of sign language poetry, Sutton-Spence (2012) points out that, 

"[w]e cannot expect audiences with no experience of sign language poetry to understand signed 

poems and make inferences in the way intended by the poets" (1004). The community-building 

themes of ASL dance, then, might be obscure to people without much experience with art sign, 

people whom I would argue are the most important ones for ASL dance to reach and teach. In 

discussing Deaf responses to sign language poetry, Sutton-Spence and Muller de Quadros (2014) 

note that one of the reasons Deaf people often prefer stories to poetry is that stories are easily 

intelligible, whereas poetry, despite its aesthetic beauty, is not (548). Even more problematic for 

ASL dance is Sutton-Spence's (2005) description of a National Theatre ofthe Deaf(NTD) 

production of Songs from Milk Wood performed in "sign-mime", which privileged the artistic 

form of the signing so much that the meaning was lost to the Deaf audiences (149). There is 

precedent for concern, then, that ASL dance, in which the signing is combined with the gestural 

form of dance, might become unintelligible to signing audiences. 

However, there is also precedent for the possibility that the artistic aspect of ASL dance 

does not interfere mortally with its benefits. Valli (1993) contrasts prose and poetry by pointing 

out a difference in their intended impacts: prose is intended to be understood, but poetry "is a 

kind of multidimensional language ... [which] must be directed to the whole person, not just at 

his/her understanding. To the intellectual dimension, poetry adds a sensuous dimension, an 

emotional dimension, and an imaginative dimension" (125). For Valli, then, ASL poetry is about 

more than just what is being signed (125). Audience members at ASL dance performances might 
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therefore still benefit from the emotional connection conveyed by the pieces, even if some of the 

signing is obscured by the dance. However, Schellenberg's (2012) exploration of the relationship 

between music and language in tone languages found that, while language does not always take 

priority over music, listeners are still able to understand the intended meaning of song lyrics, 

when, for example, the melody ofthe song changes the tone of a word (266-267). Ifwe take the 

relationship between melody and individual words to be analogous to the relationship between 

superstructure and individual signs (as Klima and Bellugi (1979) do (371)), then we can 

reasonably speculate that the distortions caused by the dance choreography in ASL dance do not 

render the signing unintelligible after all. Of course, research into audience response to ASL 

dance would be necessary to completely validate this claim. 

The final concern I will address is the potential for ASL dance to erroneously suggest that 

ASL is simply English in manual form. Bradford (2005) reflects on the artistic practices of the 

National Theatre ofthe Deaf (NTD) and finds that the company's practice of carefully timing 

signing and spoken presentations of lines during rehearsals to match during performances 

inadvertently encourages the conflation of ASL and English. The hearing 

nonsigning audience experiences an aural enactment of the play, matched by the 

d/Deaf actors' inaccessible signing: gestures that seem to correspond both 

temporally and emotionally to the spoken lines ... For the hearing nonsigner, 

these conventions can promote a belief that American Sign Language is not an 

independent language, but merely a gestural representation of English. (89-90) 

There is a possibility, then, that audience members who do not know about sign languages might 

assume that the ASL in ASL dance is not an artistic interpretation of the song as a whole but 

rather a straight encoding of the English lyrics into physical form, particularly because, in every 

ASL dance piece I have seen, a spoken language song is played during the dance. There is less of 

a chance ofthis happening in performances like Kazen-Maddox's "I Won't Give Up", in which 

the performer begins signing before any English words have played on the soundtrack (20 Aug. 

2014, online video clip: 0:00), but for most ASL dance pieces this is still a point of concern. A 

similar concern that also comes from the NTD, in particular from their sign-mime performance 

of Songs from Milk Wood mentioned earlier, is that hearing people might see the ASL signing as 
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a "visual embellishment to the spoken words" (Sutton-Spence 2005: 149). This understanding of 

ASL as visual embellishment treats ASL not as a full language but as an artistic "extra" added on 

top of the English for mere aesthetic pleasure; in that respect it downgrades the importance of a 

natural human language. Given the nature of ASL dance as a bridge-building mechanism 

between the Deaf and hearing communities, I would hope that hearing audiences who do not 

know about ASL would have their interests piqued by the performance and would later 

investigate the language on their own, and discover its true status as a natural language. 

However, without studies of audience response to ASL dance, we can know neither whether the 

art form is causing people to mistakenly assume that ASL is a manual code for English nor 

whether the performance experience builds enough of a bridge between the communities that 

hearing people would research ASL on their own. 

A better understanding of these three major concerns about ASL dance-- the existence of 

pieces that do not seek to connect diverse communities, the unknown degree of intelligibility for 

Deaf audiences, and the risk that the medium leads audiences to believe that ASL is simply a 

gestural form of English -- can only be achieved through more research into the nature, diversity, 

linguistics, and critical reception of ASL dance. 

7. Conclusions 

ASL dance is, by its nature, a complex medium for communication. Like ASL poetry, it engages 

creatively with sign language to produce a work of art, but unlike poetry, ASL dance expands the 

creative use of space and movement to include the lower body and the entire stage. This fusion 

of the language of the American Deaf community with spoken language songs and dance 

choreography, often assumed to be the purview of the hearing community alone, makes ASL 

dance a boundary breaking art. Furthermore, ASL dance artists such as The Wild Zappers and 

Brandon Kazen-Maddox often explicitly state that the purpose of their work is to bring together 

the Deaf and hearing communities. This paper represents an effort to examine how that stated 

purpose of connecting communities is borne out in the performers' use of space and movement 

by analyzing ASL dance performances through the lenses of Engberg-Pedersen's (1993) 

explanation of the discursive use of space and Klima and Bellugi's (1979) analysis of structure in 

ASL poetry. 
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The results of this analysis indicate that ASL dance artists use space and movement to 

connect the audience with the performer(s) and with itself, but to varying extents. In "I Won't 

Give Up", Kazen-Maddox very clearly balances the use of both hands to create an external 

poetic structure that links the audience to himself through the sign LOOK-EACH-OTHER and a 

reinterpretation of the meaning ofthe song's addressee (20 Aug. 2014, online video clip). Both 

his piece and the Universal Vibes performance "Price Tag" use the convention of comparison to 

contrast ideal and regrettable visions of the world, before transcending them to communicate, in 

Kazen-Maddox's case, the importance of accepting people for who they are, and in Universal 

Vibes', the power of dance to integrate people of different perspectives into a happier world (20 

Aug. 2014, online video clip and 9 Mar. 2012). Invisible Hands International, in "All Begins 

With You", uses the audience as a locus for YOU, reinterpreting the song's praise of a divine 

power as the power of people working together to enact change in the world 

(InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, online video clip). Agreement verbs, the internal poetic 

structure ofhandshape rhyme, and the simultaneous presentation of signs then work together to 

reinforce the theme of this power and potential of collaboration (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 

2013. "All Begins With You", online video clip). The Wild Zappers' "Quit Playing Games (With 

My Heart)", on the other hand, uses a superstructure in space mostly to emphasize the vacillating 

nature of the romantic relationship described in the song, but the artists' use of repetition and 

audience participation through clapping helps bring the Deaf and hearing audiences together 

through shared knowledge and practice (1 0 July 2002). Thus, space and movement are not 

always directly employed to connect different people, but nor are they the only strategies 

available for this purpose. 

This analysis could not hope to fully represent the phenomenon of ASL dance, and 

questions remain about the medium's topical diversity, the intelligibility of the signing, and the 

problematic possibility that ASL dance might be conveying the impression that ASL is a manual 

code for English. Moving forward, it will be interesting to see how the art form develops. Sutton

Spence (2005) discusses past ASL translations of English poems as a "useful step in the 

development of sign poetry" (23), in that the English origin of the poems leant the signed 

translations a sense oflegitimacy, particularly in light of ASL's status as a language oflower 

prestige than English in the hearing community (23-24). In twenty years, will we look back and 

see ASL dance pieces like these, which are based largely on translations of the English lyrics of 



Stewart 51 

songs, as a "useful step" towards the creation of entirely original works composed without 

reference to spoken language lyrics? Might we see ASL dance pieces with no aural music at all? 

Without the aural component, would these pieces still reflect a purpose of connecting the Deaf 

and hearing communities, or would ASL dance become more of an inside art form in the sense 

described by Berson (2005: 43)? Only time will tell. 

What we can note now, however, is that ASL dance is not the only crossroads between 

the Deaf community and hearing musical practices. Deaf musical artists such as Signmark and 

Sean Forbes are also redefining the meaning of music. Signmark, a rap and hip hop artist whose 

website says he is "the first deaf in the world to get a record deal" ("Bio" n.d.), releases music 

videos such as "Fighting" (signmarkprod 4 Apr. 2014) and "Talk to the Hand" (signmarkprod 12 

Feb. 2014), which combine International Sign Language with a spoken English audio track 

("Bio" n.d.). Sean Forbes' "I'm Deaf' rap layers signing, voicing, and English text (11 May 

201 0); his website states that his artistic intention is "to build a badly needed bridge between the 

music industry and deaf people everywhere" ("Sean Forbes: Bio" n.d.). The fact that Forbes 

indicates a desire to connect different groups of people, albeit different groups than those 

addressed by ASL dance, makes Deaf hip hop and rap an interesting counterpoint to ASL dance, 

but further research is needed to illuminate how these art forms relate to and shed light on each 

other. 

ASL dance, then, asks more questions than it answers. In this sense, the linguistic study 

of ASL dance places us in much the same position that performance pieces place their audiences. 

Armed with a new recognition of the beauty and power of something different, and a new 

appreciation for the importance of joining forces, the burden falls to us as individuals to learn 

more and work to enact positive change in our world, to connect communities in the real world 

in the same way they are connected on and by the stage. 
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8. Appendix: Video Links and English Song Lyrics 

This section provides a link to each ASL dance piece analyzed in section 5 and a transcription of 

the English lyrics to the songs used in the dances. These lyrics were retrieved from online lyrics 

websites and then edited to reflect what can be heard in the videos of the dance pieces. In most 

cases this simply meant adding in parenthetical representations of back-up singers to the lyrics 

retrieved from the Internet. For "Price Tag'~ I also trimmed the lyrics back so that the 

transcription here includes only the section of the song actually played during the ASL dance 

performance. Links to the online lyrics are provided in this section in addition to in-text 

citations; the full citations are given in section 9. 

8.1 "I Won't Give Up" by Brandon Kazen-Maddox (20 Aug. 2014, online video clip) 

https:/ /www .youtube.com/watch?v=bw-LNry YBFU 

Lyrics performed by Jason Mraz (2012) 

When I look into your eyes 

It's like watching the night sky 

Or a beautiful sunrise 

Well, there's so much they hold 

And just like them old stars 

I see that you've come so far 

To be right where you are 

How old is your soul? 

Well, I won't give up on us 

Even if the skies get rough 

I'm giving you all my love 

I'm still looking up 

And when you're needing your space 

To do some navigating 



I'll be here patiently waiting 

To see what you find 

'Cause even the stars they burn 

Some even fall to the earth 

We've got a lot to learn 

God knows we're worth it 

No, I won't give up 

I don't wanna be someone who walks away so easily 

I'm here to stay and make the difference that I can make 

Our difforences they do a lot to teach us how to use 

The tools and gifts we got, yeah, we got a lot at stake 

And in the end, you're still my friend at least we did intend 

For us to work we didn't break, we didn't burn 

We had to learn how to bend without the world caving in 

I had to learn what I've got, and what I'm not, and who I am 

I won't give up on us 

Even if the skies get rough 

I'm giving you all my love 

I'm still looking up, still looking up. 

Well, I won't give up on us (no I'm not giving up) 

God knows I'm tough enough (I am tough, I am loved) 

We got a lot to learn (we're alive, we are loved) 

God knows we're worth it (and we're worth it) 

I won't give up on us 

Even if the skies get rough 
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I'm giving you all my love 

I'm still looking up 

Lyrics retrieved from 

http://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/jasonmraz/iwontgiveup.html 

(Cristine n.d.) 

8.2 "Quit Playing Games (With My Heart)" by The Wild Zappers (10 July 2002) 

http://www.kennedy-center.org/explorer/videos/?id=M5555 

Lyrics performed by Backstreet Boys (1996) 

Baby, oh 

Even in my heart I see 

You're not bein' true to me 

Deep within my soul I feel 

Nothing's like it used to be 

Sometimes I wish I could turn back time 

Impossible as it may seem 

But I wish I could so bad baby 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

[Chorus:] 

Quit playin' games with my heart (with my heart) 

Before you tear us apart (my heart) 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

I should've known from the start 

You know you've gotta stop (from my heart) 

You're tearin' us apart (my heart) 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

Stewart 54 



I live my life the way 

To keep you comin' back to me 

Everything I do is for you 

So what is it that you can't see 

Sometimes I wish I could turn back time, 

Impossible as it may seem 

But I wish I could so bad, baby 

You better quit playin' games with my heart 

[Chorus:] 

Quit playin' games with my heart (with my heart) 

Before you tear us apart (my heart) 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

I should've known from the start 

You know you've gotta stop (from my heart) 

You're tearin' us apart (my heart) 

Quit playin' games 

Baby, baby the love that we had was so strong 

Don't leave me han gin' here forever 

Oh baby, baby this is not alright, let's stop this tonight 

Baby, oh 

Quit playin' games 

Na na na na na na 

Na na na na na baby 

Na na na na na 

Sometimes I wish I could turn back time, 

Impossible as it may seem 
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But I wish I could so bad, baby 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

[Chorus:] 

Quit playin' games with my heart (with my heart) 

Before you tear us apart (my heart) 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

I should've known from the start 

You know you've gotta stop (from my heart) 

You're tearin' us apart (my heart) 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

Na na na na na na 

Na na na na na baby 

Na na na na na 

Quit playin' games with my heart 

Na na na na na na (with my heart) 

Na na na na na baby (my heart) 

With my heart 

Lyrics retrieved from 

http://www .azl yrics.com/lyrics/backstreetboys/ quitplayingameswithmy heart.html 

(riestia. n.d.) 
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8.3 ''All Begins With You" by Invisible Hands International (InvisibleHandsMedia 22 Oct. 2013, 

online video clip) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=F2oU5w5Yk6c&feature=player embedded 

Lyrics performed by Jody Watley (1991) 

There's something 'bout the morning sun, a day's begun anew 

Reminds me to appreciate the mystery of you 

To see a bird soar in the sky I've often wondered why 

We take so much for granted, we're too blind to see the view 

Sometimes I lose my way 

Just existing everyday 

Drifting away from where my heart belongs 

When my heart belongs to you 

And it all begins with you (begins with you) 

The secret of life is walking closer to the truth 

Even the mountains bow to you 

The stars are ornaments in the sky, they testifY 

That it all begins with you (all begins with you) 

The more of life I live to see, !feel more like a child 

The lessons that I have to learn I know will take awhile 

And if it takes eternity, I hope your plan's for me 

Surround me with the gift ofjoy and make my days complete 

Embrace me with your love (embrace me with your love) 

And help me rise above 

Show me the way to keep the faith 

So I won't forget to say 



That it all begins with you (begins with you) 

The secret of life is walking closer to the truth 

Even the mountains bow to you 

The stars are ornaments in the sky, they testifY 

That it all begins with you (all begins with you) 

Oh, there's love in the wind, my hope is alive 

When I keep my eyes on you (my eyes on you) 

Oh there's peace in my heart 'cause I've got a friend 

Who'll forever be the strength to carry me through, carry me through 

I know it all begins with you (begins with you) 

The secret of life is walking closer to the truth 

Even the mountains bow to you 

The stars are ornaments in the sky, they testifY 

You're the reason why, and it all begins with you (all begins with you) 

Oh, oh 

Lyrics retrieved from 

http://www .songlyrics.com/j ody-watley/it -all-begins-with-you-lyrics/ 

("Jody Watley- It All Begins With You Lyrics." n.d.) 

8.4 "Price Tag" by Universal Vibes (9 Mar. 2012) 
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https:/ /www.youtube.com/watch?v=U fewoXb Y xKk&list=UU qF o YCFY9uj 7 68ebstxJXT A 

Lyrics performed by Jessie J featuring B.o.B (2011) 

[Jessie J] 

Okay, Coconut man, Moon Heads and pea 

You ready? 



Seems like everybody's got a price, 

I wonder how they sleep at night 

When the sale comes first 

And the truth comes second. 

Just stop for a minute and smile 

Why is everybody so serious? 

Acting so damn mysterious? 

Got your shades on your eyes 

And your heels so high 

That you can't even have a good time 

[Pre-chorus:] 

Everybody look to their left 

Everybody look to their right 

Can you feel that? (yeah) 

We're paying with love tonight 

[Chorus:] 

It's not about the money, money, money 

We don't need your money, money, money 

We just wanna make the world dance, 

Forget about the price tag 

Ain't about the (uh) cha-ching cha-ching 

Ain't about the (yeah) ba-bling ba-bling 

Tryna make the world dance, 

Forget about the price tag (OK) 

[Jessie J] 

We need to take it back in time, 

When music made us all unite! 
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And it wasn't low blows and video hoes, 

Am I the only one getting tired? 

Why is everybody so obsessed? 

Money can't buy us happiness 

Can we all slow down and enjoy right now? 

Guarantee we'll be feeling alright 

[Pre-chorus:] 

Everybody look to their left (left) 

Everybody look to their right (to their right) 

Can you feel that (yeah) 

We're paying with love tonight 

[Chorus:] 

It's not about the money, money, money 

We don't need your money, money, money 

We just wanna make the world dance, 

Forget about the price tag 

Ain't about the (uh) cha-ching cha-ching 

Ain't about the (yeah) ba-bling ba-bling 

Tryna make the world dance, 

Forget about the price tag 

Lyrics retrieved from 

http://www .azl yrics.com/lyrics/j essiej /pricetag.html 

(roseanne, et al. n.d.) 
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