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What on earth should we grasp the notion of Modern Dance Technique?

What dance technique is, at least to me, “a physique-soul-alchemy: a transformation of inner and
outer.”” The point is therefore how to bridge this deep gulf between the two, because, as we (those who
are familiar with dance) all know basically enough , “from earliest times it has been instinctively
recognized that the results of bodily activity are not necessarily confined to the physical, but may extend
also to the mental, emotional, and spiritual aspects of human nature. This is because movement is a
process concerned not only with outward action but, since it has its roots in the psyche, with thinking and
feeling as well,” and what is more, “through dance we arrive at the core of our own individuality. As we
gain the control and mastery of the movements our physical body is capable of making, our body become
the vehicle for the expression of our true self. Dance is affirmative, the positive and dynamic statement of
who and what we really are.”” I would like to start developing this paper out of this point.

Technique, from the Greek word Techne meaning “knowledge of the kind which is capable of precise
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formulation, as contrasted with non-specifiable ‘know-how’ " should imply, in any dance class, far more
than a set of skills. Instead one seeks an understanding of the principles underlying those skills; the result
is a knowledge which is equally physical, intellectual, and emotional. Technique is broadly defined by
Margaret H’Doubler” to encompass “the whole process, mental and physical, which enables the dancer to
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embody aesthetic experience in a composition, as well as the skill to execute it,”” and Jerzy Grotowski”
says, as a theatre director, ““ In our opinion, the conditions essential to the art of acting are following, and
should be made the object of a methodical investigation: (a) To stimulate a process of self-revelation.
Going back as far as the subconscious yet canalizing this stimulus in order to obtain the required reaction.
(b) To be able to articulate this process, discipline it and convert it into signs. In concrete terms, this
means to construct a score whose notes are tiny elements of contact, reactions to the stimulus of the
outside world; what we call ‘give and take.” (c) To eliminate from the creative process the resistances and
obstacles caused by one’s own organism, both spiritual and physical (the two forming a whole).””

There is in fact a connection, a circuit, between the physical and the mental activity, which is almost
analogous to the flow of an electric current. The dancer knows when he is ‘on’ ; this knowledge is
immediate and, again, it is equally physical, intellectual and emotional. To undertake a study of dance
technique should be to explore this general process; to undertake a study of dance without including
technique is to remain ignorant of the essential nature of dance, which lies only in “the lived experience.””
For dance, which uses the body as its instrument, can only be essentially of breathing, living, doing
nature. “Isn’t it vitality above all? It is the strength of living. I don’t know what else to call it.”"” An
observer can appreciate, be moved, even be transported by dance, but to truly know dance it must be
danced. “Proper dancing is affirmation « « - It is the joy of existing. Therefore, to sweat in training is
something marvelous. Who would go through it unless one really affirms this?”"”

A dancer can know the vital integrity of movement; can know when he is completely connected,
physically and mentally, when doing even the most basic exercises. As mentioned above, he knows when
he is ‘on’ . When he is fully involved in execution, for example, a plié, the absorption of all his capacities
in the activity accomplishes far more than the warming-up of the muscles. In addition, there is an

energizing effect from the sensation of self moving wholly at one with the movement from the complete
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understanding, or knowing, of the movement. If this total absorption, this concentration of self in the
activity is missing, the circuit is broken, and the flow of energy is dissipated. For example, if a dancer
about to execute a pirouette has sufficient body training and knowledge of the mechanics of the
movement, but fails to provide the connective link of concentration, the pirouette will not work « < «”
one of the dangerous things in this process of working mechanically in a class, working from habit, is that
you are not working as a total person, being totally in the movement and totally aware of the sensation of
what your body is doing and what the expression of the particular thing you are doing contains within
it.”"” Technique, then, must be defined as much more than mechanics.

The body structure and function are, however, of increasing importance today as more emphasis is
being placed on developing techniques that grow naturally out of the body structure, rather than
techniques developed for visual appearance alone. To consider the study of classical ballet technique in
the light of the issues mentioned above raises some questions. On the one hand there is that complete
absorption of the dancer in the movements; on the other, though, is the unnaturalness of ballet movements
to the human body so that learning can become a rigid, straining, repetitive imitation wherein the quality
of the student’s absorption turns to cramping, mindless, numbness rather than energizing vitality. “One
must not clamp down on energy. I think that is the worst thing about class, by its very nature it has a
tendency to clamp down on it. In dance training one must open out so that one can be flexible. I don’t
mean to dismiss skills or anything like that, but flexibility is most important. I think that dance training
must help you to be aware.”” Although very limited personal experience with ballet training has left me

with very mixed feeling towards it. Yet, various modern dance techniques have illuminated for me

something of the nature of technique.

Fig.1 Barre-work in a classical ballet class. Photo by the author

One lesson learned has been that the acquirement of technique is not dependent on mechanical drill
but on intelligence and purpose which translates into motor intelligence. Consciousness is vital. The
technique class is ideally a dialogue, not necessarily verbal, between student and teacher between mind
and body, that the student acquires knowledge of action and effect rather than simply know-how.
Valentina Lituinoff, known as a characteristic dance researcher, says, “Work on inner self-awareness

seeks to intensity and classify natural human tendencies toward reactivity, sensitivity, and awareness of
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manifestations of life and environment. Work on outer self-awareness seeks to transfuse this unique and
individual awareness.”” And H’Doubler speaks of dancer’s goal in the training of the body as an
instrument as twofold: first, to “train the mind to use the body and to reflect its conditions, for the primary
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concern of dance is the feeling tones of physical origin””, second, to “train the body to be responsive to
the expressive mind.”"” The power of emotion to motivate muscle activity is seated in the mind so that to
speak of expression in dance is to imply the intelligence of and communication between mind and body.
“Each success will contribute to the strength of your image. As you learn the craft of modern dance, you
will be better able to speak the language of dance.”'” A dancer develops a movement sense which
interprets, consciously or automatically, the messages received through the sense organs stimulated by
activity in the muscles, joints and tendons. With the refinement of this kinesthetic sense through training
the dancer is able to aware of muscular tensions themselves rather than to note the result of muscular
activity. “Learn to feel the technique, sensing the way the muscles function and what lines are produced
as a result of the action.””

Study of technique should encompass consideration of the anatomical structure that sets the
mechanical limits for motor response; the physiological mechanism that is based on the neuromuscular
pathways that are educated by doing; and the psychological factors that operate through the association
between kinesthetic sensations and mental states. “It is only with the body’s mastery of technique will
there be the integration between the body’s performance and mind’s enrichment, and the maturation of
muscular memory.”"”

To develop a motor technique and a discriminating kinesthetic sense to control it is the aim. The
technique is developed in order to serve the dance, so that developing technique means directing and
changing unstrained movement patterns into their related art form is so far removed from natural body
movement that the results can be various. For a gifted dancer, well-trained, the essential aspects of the
moving body, flow, rhythm, balance, coordination, alignment, withstand the distortions the technique and
are exalted into the classically beautiful form in which the illusion of lightness is created with great
strength. “Moves in ballet concentrate highly on height in movement not length in movement as in
modern dance.”” However the technical training can go the other way, if it takes the form of cramped
muscular straining and repetition, so that the energy flow and the integrity of moving body are lost and
one is no longer dancing.

In modern dance technique that remain closer to the body structure and function it is easier to discover
that oneness of the body and movement. My first encounter to a modern dance was, I must say, Sigurd

Leeder” Technique, which is very much based upon Rudolf Laban’s™

analysis of movement in terms of
Body, Space, Effort (Dynamics) and Relationship. It was a revelation to discover a technique which gives
into gravity, or weight, and which makes use of the natural rhythms on tension and relaxation and bound
and free flow. And in terms of breathing, which is equally important to ‘centering’ and placing in the
dance technique, the Leeder Technique the rhythm of breath phrases parallel with movement phrases
becomes natural. For me the most difficult aspect to grasp had been the lability and the stability, for one
must know how to use the floor, trust one’s weight to it, in order to throw them that weight off balance

into labile movement. Jane Winearls™ leads me to describe Martha Graham’s* Technique with her
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description of Leeder’s Technique. Which is as follows: “The artist will always go to Nature in order to
find once again the vitality of rhythm balance. He must then try to equate what he has been and felt, with
the discipline of reasoned thinking. The dancer must also learn to find a balance between the spontaneous
movement-free child, and thoughtful self-controlled adult. By starting with a study of movement, we can
develop and become aware of our own natural rhythm and then consciously regulate all our actions by it.
Over-prolonged effort can cause strain, but a time-balance between effort and rest can release greater
vitality. The study of Tension and Relaxation can be established as the starting-point in the study of
movement principle.”

Martha Graham, who “took dance away from the sociologists and gave it to the psychologists « « -
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especially the exploration of the mind by Freud and Jung,” also employs the principle of tension
(‘contraction’) and release (‘relaxation’). “The major instrument of her art has been the succession of
contraction and release. The dancer pulls his body in on itself, then opens by thrusting his chest forward
and elevating his head. The spine and the pelvis are the axes of Graham Technique; arms and legs do not
function separately from the spine but move in concert with the rest of the body.”” But, I think, the
release in this case not really relaxation, a loss of the cramp of tension, but just a lengthening out of the
tension. Phrasing of contraction and release according to the phrases of breathing is fundamental.
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“Graham, like Isadora Duncan™ and Doris Humphrey, * studied the function of her body; the changes in
the organism produced by breathing led her to develop the sequence of contraction and release. She
studied the relationship of the moving body to space, and began to use the dance floor not as a launching
pad for balletic leaps but as a foundation far more earthy movement, understanding that a tree drams
energy through its roots as well as through its leaves.”” For me Graham Technique is far less natural than
the Leeder because I find that bound flow predominates over free, thus disturbing the rhythmical
phrasing. I, of course, understand that “time is the dominant dimension of Graham’ s dance, as space was
in the works of Humphrey.””” However there is a basic concept which is particularly significant to me;
that is that movement begins in the body center, not in the extremities, and then flows outward.

“A classical dancer is trained to observe and follow every detail of a movement that he is given. He
has trained his body to obey, his technique is his servant, so that instead of being wrapped up in the
making of the movement he can let the movement unfold in intimate company with the unfolding of the
music. Merce Cunningham’s dancers, who are highly trained, use their discipline to be more aware the
fine currents that flow within a movement as it unfolds for the first time —and their technique enables
them to follow this fine prompting, freed from the clumsiness of the untrained man. When they improve
—as notions are born and flow between them, never repeating themselves, always in movement—the
intervals have shape, so that the rhythms can be sensed as just and the proportion as true: all is
spontaneous and yet there is order. In silence there are many potentialities; chaos or order, muddle or
pattern, all lie fallow —the invisible-made-visible is of sacred nature.”” Cunningham, who is “the only
choreographer working outside the ballet who has found a way to move with security of experience at
great speed. Where classical ballet has its resources of air-work, its effects of batteries, Cunningham is
able to substitutes incredibly rapid shifts of weight and direction, and packed staccato changes of pace on

the ground. “*” In Cunningham Technique there is much less flow within the body. The body tends to



BRI K 456175 (2020)

move in a piece, or else the parts move in isolated manner. “One outstanding thing Cunningham did was
to recognize the spatial distribution of movement. « « <« The most revolutionary features of this
organization(spatial) are its open-endedness, pushing out the proscenium frame so that the frame becomes
a kind of arbitrary necessity —it doesn’t really exist. And the all-over, open-field situation which so often
obtains when the dancers are moving independently about the space. This all-over situation means two
things —that the space is de-focused and the value are equalized. This frame idea, the de-focused idea, the
value equity idea —all being related.”” Cunningham Technique rarely moves on the body diagonal, that
is, diagonal movement retaining a body front facing. This body diagonal, I guess, often used by the
Leeder Technique, leads readily to ‘lability’ and ‘free’ and ‘by, ound flow’. “Cunningham has remained
devoted to ‘dance movement’ —to training the body to move with speed, flexibility, and control; to move
with the sustained control of ‘slow-motion’; to move free of any particular style. This devotion is perhaps
most easily defined as a commitment to energy —not to ideas, to intellection, or even to perception, but to
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physical energy, expressed through the body moving (or skill) in time and space.

Closing remarks
Whatever the technique pursued, it is essential that it becomes the dancer’s own, an integral part of his
body. There are the different ways of doing similar things that have seemingly contributions —each has
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contributed to the enrichment of dance as an art. For instance, “Mary Wigman'’ had developed a
technique of contraction and release, as Graham was to do, but their methods had different purposes:
Wigman tried to create a universal style of moving: Graham invented a technique to express her own
emotions.” It is a knowledge which must become intuitive "so that the artistic expression * * * seems
to be the inevitable product of spontaneous impulses.”” This illusion of inevitability is most easily
achieved when the movement forms of a technique are based on “the laws of bodily motion, and the study
of motion should include movement in all the forms characteristic of human responses.” This connection
between movement and emotional response is vital, for if technique is to serve the art form of dance, it
must transform the dancer’s experience into the form of its expression. H’Doubler’s outstanding

definition makes the connection: “Dance technique is the dancer’s integrity working through his nerves

’
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and muscles.

Fig.2 Modern Dance Class. Photo by the author ~ Fig.3 Relevé / Top of the toe. Photo by the author
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Fig.4 “Talking bodies” . Photo by the author

And Lituinoff says, “when the dancer begins to understand —through sheer neuro-psycho-physical
experience —what this kind eloquence is; when he begins to know in physical terms the meaning of
clarity and economy, he is on the way to becoming a performing artist.”” Before closing this short paper, I
would like to cite what Grotowski, as a theatre director, says relating to this context « + + “I mean the
very crux of the actor’s art: that what the actor achieves should be (let’s not be afraid of the name) a total
act, that he does whatever he does with his entire being and not just one mechanical (and therefore rigid)
gesture of arm or leg, not any grimace, helped by a logical inflection and a thought. No thought can guide
the entire organism of an actor in any living way. It must stimulate him, and that is all it really can do.
Without commitment, his organism stops living, his impulses grow superficial. Between a total reaction
guided by a thought there is the same difference as between a tree and a plant. In the final result we are
speaking of the impossibility of separating spiritual and physical. The actor should not use his organism
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to illustrate a ‘movement of the soul’; he should accomplish this movement with his organism.
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