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Why and how.to-teach modern dance to young students

human movement and expand the parameters of the form.
They developed theories, languages, and to varying de-
grees, defined techniques. In doing so, they redefined how
we see, do, and think about dance.

Modern dance today
Like all art forms, modern dance has evolved since its
inception. Since the emergence of postmodern dance in
the 1960s, many new forms of modern (or the looser term
“contemporary”) dance technique and performance have
arisen, from contact improvisation (see page 74) to Gaga
(see page 46). But at the heart of modern dance is the im-
pulse to explore and expand the possibilities of expression
through movement. o

Linda Mensch, artistic director of The Moving Company
Modern Dance Center in Warwick, New York, says people
often misunderstand what she does at her school, which
also offers classes in ballet and jazz, “Some people think
we just put music on and tell people to do whatever they
want,” she says. She finds herself explaining that there
is technique and what kinds of techniques there are.

By Lisa Okuhn

This is it ” Mora began studying Horton, Limén-based
techniques, and Graham, and saw as much of this kind of




The dances of Jacob Mora (here, The Ank Bluz at The
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dance as be could

Mora went on 1o perform with Hannah Kahe
Dance Company and Cleo Parker Robinson Dance
Ensemble; since 2005 he has directed his awn company,
Maraporvida Contempaorary Dance. He teaches mod-
ern dance nationally and intemationally, including at
Sweatshop, a pre-prolessional dance academy in Denver;
the Horten-oriented Clea Parker Robinson Dance School,
alsa in Denver; and several universities,

Exposing students to modem dance through live per-
lormances or videos, suggests Mora, may open up a new
world for them, as it did for him.

Importance of foundational techniques

The theories and techniques developed by choreographers
like Graham, Cunningham, Limdn, and Honon formed
the basis for modern dance as we know it today. There are
good reasons Lo pass along the peinciples these legendary
figures deaeloped. “People like Mr. Hodan and Manha
Graham spent a lot of time figuring out how efficienty
and how beawtifully bodies can move,” says Ana Marie
foesytbe, @ master Horton teacher who has taught at The

Alley School since the 1970s, and whao runs the Horton
training program there.

Foundational training in a cedifed technique can
give dancers a systermatic set of knowledge that can help
prevent injuries. “Dancers kpow how their body is work-
ing when it's been trained in a specific way, whether
it's Horton or Geaham or ballet; their bodies have been
instructed in how lo move carefully, effectively,” Forsythe
says. “These dancers will have long careers because they
have studied these techniques that give them that kind
of power—longer than dancers wha don't have grong
badkgrounds.”

Ardl, 2ays Foesythe, Lester Horton focused on creating a
technique that would produce versatile dancers. *He want-
ed 10 see how many wirys the body could move, Can it be
upside down, tumn sideways, jump in the air, and fall on the
flooe?” Hoeson traiming *doesn’t stamp people as Horton
dancers; it gives themn the deep background of vocabalary
and intel higence abaut how the bady works that benefiss
them™ no matter what style of dance they do, she says.

Dawn Mare Bazemare trained at Dance Theatre of
Hardem, The Ailey School, 2nd Joffrey Ballet School, and

At the heart of modern dance is the impulse to
explore and expand the possibilities
of expression through movement.



Choreographer Jacob Mora em-
phasizes the necessity of diverse
training for serious students

danced with Philadanco and in musical theater. A fall 2014
artist in residence at Virginia Commonwealth University,
she also teaches ballet and Horlon technique at Wayne
Ballet & Center for Dance Arts in Wayne, Pennsylvania,
and at Berk’s Ballet Theatre Conservatory of Dance, in
Reading. Bazemore agrees that techniques like Graham
and Horton are designed to build efficient, functional,
strong, and versatile hodies. She believes the knowledge
young dancers absorb in foundational study is especially
important. “These young badies are still figuring out what
they're going to do, and they're still changing—so we're
giving them information that is safe and helpful,” she says.

Forsythe believes there are other reasons Horton can be
particularly appealing to young dancers, “The technique
has incredibly clean and clear lines,” she says. "There's no
ambiguity in it, and that’s refreshing for young students. It's
either right or wrong. That's ane of the things that make the
technigue so accessible 1o young dancers in training.”

Mensch began offering a pure Graham technigue
class at her school when she discovered that a parent
in @ Mommy and Me class, Aimee Phelan-Deconinck,
had studied and performed with Martha Graham Dance
Company. Mensch hired her, and Phelan-Deconinck’s
open class has proved to be a hit with young students.
“The kids love it,” Mensch says. “They like the way it
feels. | was actually very surprised, It's not ‘fun.’ But they
feel very dancerly. They walk out very tall when theyre
finished. It's so deep—deep in the muscles.”

Unlike Horton, Graham, and Cunningham techniques,
the technique and principles developed by José Limén
are less a codified set of exercises than an approach to
movement, says Becky Brown, program manager at the
Limdn School, Brawn, who also teaches Limén technique
at The Ailey School and Ballet Hispanico, says Limén and
Daris Humphrey, his teacher and mentor, were engaged in
an ongoing exploration of *“fall and recovery; suspension;

succession—one thing maving after the other; the idea of
tension and haw we use Lhat; how we resist gravity and
how we allow it to influence us.”

A guiding tenet in Humphrey/Limdn technique is that,
as Brown puts it, “we focus on being human beings first
and dancers second, We use our experience of being a hu-
man being to train our bodies to express ourselves and to
communicate. We deal with our humanity, with our suc-
cesses and our failures; we fall and we recover. The idea
of ideas apposing in your brain: how can you find that in
your body? That gaes into the technique.”

This, she thinks, can be especially fertile ground for
young dancers wha are finding their voice and their place
in the world. Furthermare, the Humphrey/Limén approach
forms an open-ended yet defined platform that teachers
can use to teach important movement concepts. Limén
principles—movement ideas and qualities that are famil-
iar to most people {think about swinging from a rope, or
houncing a ball)—form a sound and accessible basis on
which to build a good general modemn dance class for
dancers of all ages,

Where to study

Whether you're looking for deep knowledge of a codi-
fied modern technique, or ideas for your general modern
classes, teacher warkshaps abound,

The Martha Graham School offers a full range of pro-
grams, including a one-year teacher training program, The
summer and winter intensives offer immersive experiences
in technique and repertary,

Merce Cunningham Trust offers technique classes in
Neav York City and warkshops nationally and internation-
ally. The Limén Institute offers angoing technique classes,
two separate nine-month Professional Studies Programs,
two annual intensives, and two-week teacher training




“We use our experience of being a human being
to train our bodies to express ourselves and

lo communicate.”

workshops held in New York City and e‘sevvhcre. The Ailey
School, in addition to open classes and other programs
and intensives, offers a Horton pedagogy workshop annu-
ally, taught by Forsythe.

Mot teacher training workshops enable teachers to
incorporate at least some of the material into their classes.
“Teachers who take my Horlon pedagogy workshop who
don't feel prepared to teach a whaole Horton class will take
some of the studies they've leamed that they think are
particularly wseful foe their students,” Forsythe says.

Limdn summer teacher training workshops focus on “ar-
ticulating the principles we work with and providing ways
for teachers to incorporate them into their own work,” says
Brown, At the end of one two-week warkshop, they're
not going to be a Limdn teacher; that's not the aim of the
peogram.” Teachers come away with a working knowledge
of the technique, and “information about its history and
its context In the modern dance family tree,” she says. The
Limén Institute does offer other resources that allow teach-
ers to bring Limdn technique into their classrooms on a
deeper level: the Professional Studies Programs, repertory
workshops, and advanced teaching workshops,

What to teach, and how

Most teachers agree that it’s important ta tell students
where the concepts and exercises they're learning come
from. “*Don’t use something from one of these foundational
modern dance techniques, call it contemporary, and not
tedl students where it came from,” says Forsythe. “If you're

Beeky Brown

going 1o evohe a technique, you have the responsibility to
inform your students where It evolved from.”

Bazemore concurs that recognizing sources not only
confers respect bul deepens understanding. *1 always say,
“This is information that | got from Ms. Forsythe, or from
[celebrated Horton teacher] Milton Myers,' * she says.
“When I'm teaching a Horton class | always have Ms.
Forsythe’s book; I'll say, ‘Come look at the pictures, This
is where we're coming from, This is what we're working
toward," * '

Mora was surprised to find that many college students
don't know enough about what's going on in the dance
world—what dance companies are doing or where they
come from—to know where they want their careers 1o go.
*Once in a while you have to talk historically,” he says.
Using a list be devised called *10 10 Know,” be assigns stu
dents 10 learn about a company “and we have a dialogue
about it,” he says, *1 do this even In studio settings.”

The most important movemnent principles he brings into
the classroom are, be says, “change of weight, under-
curves and overcurves, contraction, | subscribe to a lot of
Horton principles, so flat backs and laterals are important,
The Limdn dynamics: fall and recovery, release, swings,
rebounds.” Mora combines these Ideas but is careful to
explain what students are learning. “1 say, “Now let’s talk
about what you are really dolng. This is a release swing.
This comes out of this technique. You can contract in this
technique and in this techaique. Let's talk about the idea
that there is a difference between a Graham contraction

[continued o page 97)
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and a Horton contraction and a Cunningham curve and a
Liman curve,' *

Forsythe advocates incorporating a Horlon warm-up
into a general modern dance class, an approach Bazemore
also uses in her contemporary classes at VCU. *| designed
a class that was based on concepts from the Horton and
Graham techniques, concepts that | felt were beneficial to
me in my professional career, | start with a series of Hoon
flat backs because Horton is so good for strenath and for
understanding how to use your body in a way that utilizes
that strength.” She also brings in Graham principles: “the
use of spiral in helping you to stand up an two foet or on
one leg, contractions, release, leaming how to manipulate
the spine, and undesstanding that it comes from the pelvis,
Then we work on more contemporary movement phrases;
I'll throw in those [Graham and Harton] ideas while we're
doing that”

Foe Brown, the fundamental Limdn peinciples are useful
in any classcoom, “The elements of breath and gravity,
those are key—playing with the weight of the body parts.”
And, she adds, “I| would encourage teachers to convey
the Limén mavement philosophy that there is no right or
wrong—just possibilties.”

Being open 1o other forms in and outside of the class.
room is also imporlant. *Given what people ask of danc-
ers, you have to be diverse,” Mora says. “Some competi-
tion kids have no idea what these foundational techniques
are, and they need 1o learn this as a language. Then you
have people who are immersed in Horton or Limén, and
they need to take hip-hop or jazz classes,” Mora some-
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times has his students do contact improvisation, telling
them, *We're not going ta do it every class, but we're
going to do i, and we're going to talk about it. And we're
ROING to keep wsing aspects of it”

Bazemore also suggests that dancers, “in conjunction
with studying these codified techniques, take a class that
deals more somatically or deals with release technique as
a way of moving. That way you have all the information
inside of you, and you're able to do whatever is asked of
you. That's the goal,* B






