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SYMPOSIUM ON MODERNISM IN THE ARTS

TEE DANCE

Dance is an art which makes meaning evident through movement. True, any art
derives part of its meanings from motion or motionlessness. Motion and motion-
lessness, like sound end silence, enhance ench other. “culpture and painting use
these negative and positive poles in their motionless masses or flowing contours.
Those arts suggest movement without employing actual movement. On the othor hand,
the cinema, the drama to a lesser extent, and tho dance above sll, usec actual
movoment to make manifest their meanings. The dance then is truly & movement
art: its medium is movoment; its instrument, the human body.

To undorstand dancc, one must be sensitive to the meanings of movement. In
all people thero is laid down through biological and racial inhcritance the auip=
mont by moans of which one responds to movoment. However, woe have lost our birth=
right in the matter of the appreciation of humen movement. It is true we do not
deory things of the body as did the medioval world; but the mochenization of the
modcrn world has becen effective in changing tho funotional importance of the body.
Also, in a civilized world in which the faec and body tend to assume the immobile
and guarded mask of omotionlessncss or the mannored and imitative mask of the
favorcd mode of contomporary socicty, movement as a cluc to inner meaning is well=
nigh lost. But let a situation arousc thc strong, primitive cmotions of fcar,
intenso joy, or anger, and the age=old racial pattorns of spontaneous cxpression
by mecans of movoment flash through the voncer which has been offortfully acquired,
This disciplining of outer appcarance is apparcnt in the savage only whon he meocts
2 Porson or thing that ho can not trust. It is protoctive coloration in meeting
othor humen beings; or in the casc of opproaching his gods, propitiation. So too
aro civilizcd man's masks made from the substance of fear and distrust--fear of
ridicule and distrust of tho construction which would bo placed upon an unguarded
rosponsc. Horein lics a great problem for the dance. The integrity of the dance
demands that the ombodiment of its clear mcaning be in terms of authoritative
movement. :

The ophemeral quality of dance, tho fact that it exists only during tho mo -
mont of being danced and that thore is no adequate way in which one may rocord it;
tho fact thet danco has gone through many periods in which it has lost all scm=
blance of form and meaning in terms of its own idontify or when it has appeared
only as o hybrid forms thesc facts, togother with that of a partial atrophy of a
human movement=sense, oxplain in part the status of the dance as an art today.

The nogative statoment of what dance is not may be clarifying. First, it is

not a narrative art. Ridiculous as this may sound, a groat proportion of the

| dance audicnoe looks for "a story" in o danco. Radio City folt it nccessary to
snnounce or print a would=be synopsis of larthe Graham's and Harold Krcoutzberg's
dances. True, music and other arts arc subjectod to the samo humiliation; the
lurid word-images of radio announcers as they invent progrommatic mcaning for
absolute music are insidious in the samc fashion., The province of dance being

¥ that of meanings which may be made oxplicit through movement, mecanin:s which can
be communicated more cffoctively through worde sheuld be troated in thr fernm of



pootry or prosc and not in tho form of danco. Story and danco may be combined,

it is true, but thon one has a hybrid form=-a pantomimic dance or a story told in
danco form. A contemporary artist working in this particular ficld is Angna
Enters. Sho does not call her Episodos in Danco Form danccs. Thoy partake of all
the theatre arts and as such aré not pure danca.

Dance is not music interprotation. This too as a statomont appcamsridiculous.
No onc would characterize ono art as tho interpretor of another art. However,
this crroncous idea concorning denco is fairly provalent. The oarly cfforts of
the modern danco to ostablish itsclf without musiec or any other form cf accom=
paniment appear as a revolt against this partioular concept of the dance. Thara
can bo dence without music. As & personal opinion, it scems that the unaccom=
ponicd dance would inovitably lecad back through the stages of a purcly rhythmic
porcussion sccompaniment to tho evoentual addition of melodic linc and to a form of
music., Perhaps thore would be ovolved a new kind of musie, functionally rclated
to the dance. Just as childron in their counting out rhymcs add to their rhythmioe.
drono the rudimentary risc and fall of tho simplest meolody, so might danco find
itself again rotracing steps similar to those already takon in the common history
of dance and musie. Tho danco should not intorpret music==-music nceds no such
gratuitous service. Music and dance whon used together should be fusod into an
orgenic whole. This immediately implos o most importent basis for seclcction of
music for tho dance. Tho trond in the scleetion of accompanimont for tho modern
donce is in the dircction of music composed for a particular danco aftor tho dance
has boon composed; music composcd in the periods prior to the developmont of the
classical forms of music, since those forms have no counterpart in movement; musio
of the contemporary poriod; and folk musie. Percussion accompanimcnt also sorves
in the trend of tho danco away from traditional accompaniment,

Tho danco is more than more ortertainment. Thore is of course, 2 placc for
such forms as procision chorus dionuving but this is not the province of pure danco.
Tho dancc has something to say as does any other art. Pure dance spoaks from a
rocalm defined by the potentialities and limitations of movement as a medium and
the human body as an instrumcnt.

In order to achiocve vitality, depth, and a certein inovitablilisy, an art
must bo rooted in and speok out of its own time and its own placc; othorwiso it
spoaks dccadcnce.

Movement in the modern dance scunds in antithosis to that of the classical
ballet and the romantic dance which dircetly precoded it. The classical ballets
uscd a highly doveloped and brilliant idiom of movement which sprang from a nega=-
tion of the limitations of human strength and skill. The boauty of the ballot
lay in this very non=human approach. 4 dancer in this style scorncd the ocarth as
he lcaped with no apparent effort. In contra=distinetion, the dancer in the
modern style builds into his danco the significance of the human body in relation-
'ship to its onviromment. The ballet was concorned with the decorative line of
arms and legs. The modern dance is morec concerned with tho structural basis of
movement-~the initiation of movement in the torso and o resultant change in tho
whole body, this being the fashion in which the body is mechanically bost adapted
to moves The modorn dance uscs the transitional moment of movemont ns the ballet
did.not, Many compositions in the stylo of the ballet wore made up of a scrics
of picturcs or poscs. The modern dancc composecs from tho transitional matorial



of movement=-the moving from point of rest to .int of rcst being the foecus of in-
terost, rathor than the point of rest itself. The dynamic rather than the static
line is the eriterion of the modern dancor=composer so far as movoment is concornod

The modorn dance has a now range of meanings or contont as well as of form.
The very breadth of range has arcuscd controversy. The modern dence has been
attacked as boing dark, tragic, and nourotic, not becausae its themes do not also
partake of the bright but becausc the auvdicnce hes been shockod by any doviation
from the path of sweotnoss and light. A theme of any other color has scomed to
thom undancoliko. This attitudo grows out of lookiuz upon dance as entortainment
or divorsion,

Dofinite trends in scloction of themes for the modern dance arc difficult to
disccern boecause of tho catholicity of interost. Cortain characteristics of tho
dance of this poriod, howewer, point toward a genoral dircetion of contont.

Dance is rcalizing agein its fundamental importance as a communal art. Both in
Germany end America, it has become in some measuro an cxpression of a group con=-
sciousncss==-o group comment upon rcality. Since the ritual has always beon an
cxpression of a group impulse, this may cxplein in part the provalence of ritual-
istic thomos in modorn dence. Martha Graoham's "Primitive Mystorics" and "Corec-
monials" are group rituals. Mery Wigman's "Dance for the Earth" and Martha
Graham's "Dithyrambic" arc two aspccets of the Dionysiac ritual composecd in two
stylcs but springing from the same concept. In these two dances the individual
stands as symbol of the group.

The heroic motif is ovident ofton cnough to be marked as an idca congenial
to the modern dance. Mary Wigman's "Dance into Death" and the first and last
scctions of Doris Humphrey's "Dancos of Womon" arc in such a modo. Intorest in
the heroic is not so important in the modern dance for its fioqueney as for the
trend it significos. It is significent of a roturn to first cssontials. It is
an admixturc of the primitivo and the opic which strikes a now and profound noto
in the rcecnt dovelopment of the dance.

The transitional moment of dancc is an important characteristic in meanings
as wcll as in movement. Meny dances in the modorn style appear as glimpscd frag-
ments from dances which have becon going on and will go onj; it is as if the audience
chanoes upon them only for a short span of their centirety. A dance is not sclf-
contained os to meanings; its idontity is cstablished by rolationships. It pro=-
sents tho momentary as a clue to tho universal--the dance itself as a microcosm.

The thrce forogoing points: dance as o group comment upon reality; os moving
toward tho primivive and the cpics and as a microcosm of moanings rovealed through
the transitional moment, are indicative of the temper of the modorn dance. This
tempor ropresents o fundamontal desire to valuo past stylos of dancc as important
as oxprcssions of the persistont impulse to dance, but related to the modern dance
only through this basic impulse. We must build our own stylc, our own forms. Wo
must sg-thosec things which are valid and importent for us to say. Tho modorn
danco attompts to presorve its idontity as a fundamental mode of oxpression; and
in order to maintain that identity,, it must bo o part of its own time and place,
it must bo awarc of its own naturc as on art; and in any deviption from that cs-
sontially purc form, it must recognize the by-path for what it is.
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In summary, perhaps the best single thing that could ho said, and one which
implics all clsc that has becn saidy is to moke referonco to Martha Graham's ro-
peated commont on tho modern dancc. Using the American nogro and the Americen
Indian as contrasting figures, shc points out tho diffoeronce between dance as
escopo'ond loss of solf, oxcemplificd by the dance of the negro; and dance as awaro-
noss and discovery of seolf, cxomplificd by tho danco of the Indian. The belief
out of which sho dancos is akin to the latter. She conccives of the modern danco
as a danco of integration and innor concentration which croates ehorgy, not as o
dance coming out of an oxcoss of fooling which must find rclensc. This point of
viow stands as a kcystone for the integrity of the modern dance.





