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Experiential Anatomy: Moving from the Body Systems

This is a series of improvisational exercises that teaches basic anatomical principles and accesses
different qualities of movement by thinking about their specific body systems.

Skeleton
Have students point to or name any bones that they might know and then begin to add to their
comments. Depending on the level of the class and resources available you may show a picture of the
skeleton. As you are talking, demonstrate by touching where these bones are in your own body and
have the students do the same. Some key points to mention about the skeleton are:
e The skeleton is split into two sections the axial skeleton (head, spine, ribs, and pelvis) and the
appendicular skeleton (arms and legs)
e Bones are heavy but most of them are also hollow
e There are many different shaped kinds of bones
o Long bones like in your arms and legs
o Small square bones in your hands and feet
o Big flat bones like your skull, the back of your pelvis (illium), and shoulder blades
o Oddly shaped bones like vertebrae
e Bones are connected to each other at the joints
o Some joints can move in multiple directions (shoulder, hip, where the head meets the
spine)
o Some joints can only move in one direction (knees and elbows)

Once you've talked about some or all of these qualities of the skeleton have students get in lines on one
side of the room. Play some music that is upbeat and has a rhythm and ask them to dance across the
floor four or five at a time thinking about all of the ways their skeletons are able to move. Remind them
which joints can move in multiple directions. Remind them that bones have weight. See if they can take
these skeleton inspired movements up into the air or down into the floor.

Movement quality — loose, not super extended or contracted, minimal effort, linear and specific
directionally

Muscle
Have students point to or name any muscles that they might know and then begin to add to their
comments. Depending on the level of the class and resources available you may show a picture of some
muscles. As you are talking, demonstrate by touching where these muscles are in your own body and
have the students do the same. Some key points to mention about the muscles are:

e Some muscles are really big and you can see them in action (muscles of the arms and legs)

e Some muscles are really small and you can’t see them from the outside of the body (all of the

muscles of the face or between the ribs)
e Muscles are stretchy they can get really long (extension) or get really short (flexion)

Once you've talked about some or all of these qualities of the muscles have students get in lines on one
side of the room. Play some music that is upbeat and has a rhythm and ask them to dance across the
floor four or five at a time thinking about their muscles. Remind them that muscles are like rubber bands
which can stretch really far and also get really short bringing your body parts close together. What is the
difference between thinking and moving from about big muscles and little muscles?

Movement quality — more effortful than the skeleton, more carving and less linear shapes



NI e = | Gluck Fell
RIVERSIDE o of e acts

Olana Flynn, Dance Fellow

Nerves
Ask students if they know anything about the nervous system and then begin to add to their comments.
Depending on the level of the class and resources available you may show a picture of the nervous
system. Some key points to mention about the nervous system are:

e The nervous system starts and the brain and radiates throughout the whole body

e The central part of the nervous system is in the spine and is called the spinal cord

e The rest of the nerves radiate from the spinal cord like roots of a tree

e The brain sends electrical impulses to the nerves to make your body move

Once you’ve talked about some or all of these qualities of the nervous system have students get in lines
on one side of the room. Play some music that is upbeat and has a rhythm and ask them to dance across
the floor four or five at a time thinking about their nerves. Electricity or the feeling of static shocks is a
good image to access this body system.

Movement quality — sharp, quick interruptions

Organs
Have students point to or name any organs that they might know and then begin to add to their
comments. Depending on the level of the class and resources available you may show a picture. Some
key points to mention about the organs are:

e They are protected by your bones and your muscles

e They move around throughout the day and your life

e Some of them are muscles (heart, lungs, stomach, intestines) but you cannot control their

movement, they move on their own
e They are connected by liquid and connective tissue

Once you’ve talked about some or all of these qualities of the organs have students get in lines on one
side of the room. Play some music that is upbeat and has a rhythm and ask them to dance across the
floor four or five at a time thinking about all their organs. Ask them to move how they imagine these
organs they can’t control move. Remind them of the watery connections between the organs to help
them access more fluid quality of movement.

Movement quality — fluid, connected, soft

Notes

As students become comfortable with each of these systems they can start dancing with more than one
in mind at a time or switching between them as you direct them to or as they wish depending on their
level.

Some simple images for each body system can be found on the following pages. Feel free to use these or
to find your own.
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