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Contact Improvisation’s
Origins and Influences

The Heritage of Early Modern Dance

Contact improvisation developed from the tradition of modern dance,
part of the twentieth-century movement of modernism in art. This tradi-
tion engaged moral and philosophical issues concerning the primacy of
the individual in society and the communication of ideas and emotion. Its
formal preoccupations centered around the invention of new structures
and techniques which could reveal contemporary visions of life.!

In America, modern dance took on the character of continuing revo-
lution, a re-creation of the American frontier standing counter to the
European, aristocratic form of ballet? During the 193o0s, John Martin,
one of the critical spokesmen for the new modern dance, proclaimed
the revolutionary ideology of this undertaking: “It [the modern dance]
has thrown aside everything that has gone before and started all over
again from the beginning” (1968:6).2 Martin’s claim that modern dance
threw aside “everything” that had gone before and started all over again

1. For accounts of this early period of modern dance in America, see Kendall 1979;
Shelton 1981; and Siegel 1979.

. 2. As dance historian Susan Manning (1987) has pointed out, modern dance was also
associated with nationalism in Europe and America, taking on different characteristics in
each location as artists sought to wed their new art to national visions (19—21).

3. From a different perspective, cultural historian Warren Susman (1984) has de-
scribed this same period as “the age of culture and commitment” in American life, a time
characterized by the quest to define and celebrate the culture of America while seeking
important and stable forms, patterns, and symbols to which one might be passionately
committed (185).
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“from the beginning” echoes the enduring theme of the new frontier in
American history.

Structural similarities between the early formation of modern dance
in the '20s and ’gos and the wave of experimental dance (including con-
tact improvisation) in the ’60s and ’7os point to a repeating pattern.
Dancers in both periods held ideologies of social consciousness and radi-
calism, often intentionally establishing connections between movement
ideas and social concepts. Both early modern dance and contact impro-
visation were experimental movements, not formalized initially, consist-
ing largely of a set of principles or ideas about moving which people
explored. Like early modern dance, which was related to physical cul-
ture movements, Delsarte training, and various theatrical genres, early
contact improvisation was related to a wide variety of activities: sports
(especially gymnastics), aikido, body therapies, social dance, and mod-
ern dance techniques. Finally, dancers in both periods produced their
work in marginal circumstances, trying to finance their dancing while
maintaining a sense of artistic independence.

While modern dancers in the "20s and "gos struggled to present their
work as a serious American art form, they simultaneously professional-
ized it, disassociating modern dance from both social dancing and enter-
tainment dance (vaudeville, for example). As “art,” the new dance did
not draw large audiences, and the modern dance tradition consolidated
as a spiritual, artistic endeavor performed because of love and dedication
to the ideals of dance.

In addition, the development of group choreography necessitated
the establishment of schools for training dancers and of modern dance
companies for presenting performance. In the company, the individual
choreographer was conceived of as the creative source of the work exe-
cuted by the dancers, as the person who shaped and set the work of art
until it was ready to be presented before an audience. The dancers were,
in theory at least, dedicated to the individual choreographic and artistic
vision of their director and united by a belief in the artistic and spiritual
value of their activity.

Concomitantly, these choreographers considered improvisation part
of the process of discovery of movement, a tool for choreography and not
part of the finished product.* While improvisation became the method

4. In practice, both choreographic contributions by dancers and extemporaneous
movement in performance occurred, but they were largely acknowledged privately. For
a rare public acknowledgment of such occurrences, see Paul Taylor’s account of working
with Martha Graham in Private Domain (1987:117-18).
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for the teaching of creative, educational dance in colleges and recre-
ational programs, the categories of education and art remained sepa-
rate, implicitly associating improvisation with amateur self-expression.
The only major exception to the absence of improvisation from the early
American modern dance tradition was the teaching of Hanya Holm,
expatriate student of the German dancer Mary Wigman. In Germany,
modern dancers always considered improvisational practices to constitute
part of their technical training; Holm continued teaching improvisation
and composition in America, as did her students Alwin Nikolais and
Murray Louis. Yet even in this professional technique, improvisation has
still been a part of the training method, not a vehicle for performance.

The heritage of early modern dance was maintained historically
through institutions of teaching and performing, which became exten-
sively developed during the 'gos and ’4os. Choreographers transmitted
particular movements from dance techniques and the ethos and struc-
tures of modern dance practice. Many maintained schools or classes in
New York and other cities. Some traveled around the country, perform-
ing and teaching. Former members of their companies and students who
had trained in their schools staffed many of the dance programs in col-
leges and universities. During the period following World War II, any
student of modern dance, as opposed to ballet, encountered the aes-
thetic philosophies and movement techniques of those who consolidated
early modern dance: Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey and Charles
Weidman, Lester Horton, Helen Tamiris, Hanya Holm, Katherine Dun-
ham. Although students may have been unaware of the historical condi-
tions under which modern dance developed, the teaching they experi-
‘enced was imbued with images of individualism, pioneering innovation,
and emotional expression realized in the physical technique and choreo-
graphic ideas of one or another of these pioneers.

Many of the dancers who were to participate in the experiments
of the '60s studied this modern dance tradition. Many of them also ex-
perienced changes and new developments occurring in dance, changes
which eventually affected ideas and techniques of dance in the '6os and
the initiation of contact improvisation. Because continuities and trans-
formations in concepts of dance and dancing during the postwar period
occurred in the actual practice of dance, it is helpful to examine the work
of people who were teaching and choreographing in the late "40s and
throughout the ’5os. The aesthetic philosophies of three teachers and
choreographers exemplary of the period-——Merce Cunningham, Anna
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Halprin, and Erick Hawkins—illuminate some of the partic.ular concepts
being explored at the time which eventually figured promm.ently in the
development of contact improvisation. The following discussxon.of these
artists (all of whom were still active teachers and choreographers in 1990)
selects the aspects of their work which highlight particular historical
changes relevant to contact improvisation.

The Physical Reality of the Body:
Merce Cunningham

Overt social and political commentary which made a statement or sent
a message to the audience became much less prevalent for many artists
after World War II. Merce Cunningham and other artists maintained
a choreographic focus on movement which did not have a determined
symbolic meaning or legibly communicative intent. These choreogra—
phers claimed to be making radical changes in modern dance, freeing
it from the psychologism and social involvement of earlier dances and
allowing the audience a greater freedom to interpret the dance. In an
important shift of orientation, they tried to remove meaning from a sym-
bolic or natrative content of dance and place it in the act of developing
new movement techniques and/or new formal or structural methods for
choreography?

Merce Cunningham attempted to create a dance form in which any
kind of movement could be called dance and in which the dance was not
supposed to represent anything other than itself as a physical, human
action.

“« . 1don’t ever want a dancer to start thinking that a movement
means something. That was what I really didn’t like about working
with Martha Graham—the idea that was always being given to you
that a particular movement meant something specific. I thought
that was nonsense. And, you know, [ really think Martha felt it
was, too. . . . It’s always seemed to me that Martha’s followers make

5. The source of these changes in part derives from the imperative of n.m(.iern dance
to be continually innovative. Because overt political action in social arenas within the gen-
eral population diminished dramatically in the cold war atmosphcre of I.'hf.’ '50s, SOome art-
ists, not surprisingly, also turned away from political drama and mvesu_gated the formal
aspects of art devoid of explicit commentary. Also, the grpwth (.>f new media and technology
exerted an impact on artistic perception. The dances of Cunningham and choreographeljs
such as Alwin Nikolais raised questions about the relationship of modern people to their
changing technological environments.
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her ideas much more rigid and specific than they really are with
her. .. .” (Quoted in Tomkins 1965:246—-47)

Cunningham also rejected models of modern dance composition
based on traditional musical forms. “‘I never could stand the modern-
dance idea of structure in terms of theme and variations,’” he is quoted
as saying. “ “That sort of A-B-A business based on emotional or psycho-
logical meanings just seemed ridiculous to me'” (Tomkins 1965:244).
Instead, Cunningham presented his choreography as movement arrived
at through the sole process of moving.

“There’s no thinking involved in my choreography. I work alone
for a couple of hours every morning in the studio. I just try things
out. And my eye catches something in the mirror, or the body

~ catches something that looks interesting; and then I work on that.
... I don’t work through images or ideas—I work through the
body.” (Tomkins 1965:246)

Cunningham sometimes employed chance procedures. The idea of
using chance came from John Cage, who, influenced by his study of Zen
Buddhism, adopted chance in his music as a means of “removing” himself
“from the activities of the sounds” he made and avoiding musical habits.
Thus, sound could emerge by a random process which Cage thought
more in keeping with process in nature (1966:9—10). For Cunningham,
Calvin Tomkins explains, chance “sometimes (but not always) enters the
choreographic process as a means of determining the kinds of movement
used, the order of the movements, the tempi, and other specific aspects
of the dance; Cunningham uses it to arrive at certain decisions, which
are then permanent” (1965:275).

As with most human endeavors, differences exist between what Cun-
ningham actually did in his dances and his account of what he did.¢ There
is a remarkable continuity, however, in the way in which Cunningham
explains and conceives of dancing and the way in which many contact im-
provisers understand their dancing.” Neither Cunningham nor someone

6. In a fascinating interview by David Vaughan (Vaughan et al. 1987), seven former
Cunningham dancers, including Steve Paxton, discuss the choreographer’s work as they
experienced it. They assert the narrative and imagistic content of Cunningham’s dances,
and they clearly explain his use of chance procedures.

5. For further discussion of Cunningham and his choreography and philosophy, see
Cage 1966; Cunningham 1968, 1985; Johnston 1976; Klosty 1975; Jowitt 1988; and “Time
to Walk in Space” 1968.
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7. Three couples simultaneously engage in different activities during a moment
in Merce Cunningham’s “Variations V" (1965) creating a multifocused com-
position. This dance was made more complex by film projections on stage (by
Stan VanDerBeek) which interspersed television images (by Nam June Paik)
with images of the dancers, and by a sound score (by John Cage) generated
by amplifying the sounds of the dancers’ feet on the floor. As in many of Cun-
ningham’s works, the actions are a mixture of “dancerly” and “pedestrian,”

or tasklike, movements; at one point in this piece, Cunningham rode a bicycle
around the stage. From left to right, the dancers are Sandra Neels, Albert Reid,
Gus Solomons, Jr., Carolyn Brown, Barbara Dilley (Lloyd), and Peter Saul.
Photo © 1965 by Peter Moore.

doing contact improvisation suggests choreography as a highly concep-
tual, conscious, intentional process. They describe it emerging from the
act of moving, the body, not the mind, producing it. Also, in this view of
dance, choreography happens to a greater degree by accident than as a
result of human will.

Major differences exist between Cunningham’s choreography and
contact improvisation. The movement characteristics contrast markedly.
Cunningham rejected improvisation, occasionally opting for indetermi-
nacy (as in “Story” and “Field Dances” [1963g]) but for the most part
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maintaining the set nature of the choreographic product? He also fol-
lowed the traditional social arrangement of the company led by the single
choreographer, whereas contact improvisation has not. But Cunning-
ham, by stripping dance of its intentionally symbolic or narrative content,
by rejecting traditional methods of composition, and by focusing on the
physical activity of moving as the content of the dance, suggested ways to
alter the meaning of the dance.

Improvisation and the Theater of the Body:
Anna Halprin

The work of San Francisco choreographer Anna Halprin provides a sec-
ond example of experiments in modern dance which became widespread
during the '60s and which influenced the development of contact im-
provisation. Halprin became interested in constructing improvisational
structures for performance as an alternative to setting every movement
beforehand. She saw improvisation as a means to both personal develop-
ment and collaboration among dancers (Hartman 1977—78).°

Through improvisation, Halprin extended the modernist notion of
“subjectivity.” Whereas subjectivity had formerly applied to the chore-
ographer’s investigation, in improvisational work each dancer explored
his or her own subjectivity. Halprin claimed she turned to improvisation
in order to figure out “how one could move if you weren’t Doris Hum-
phrey and you weren’t Martha Graham, but you were just Anna Halprin”
(Halprin 1980).1

She also saw improvisation as a way of including the audience in the
performance, overcoming the common division of participants at a per-
formance into “specialists and gawkers.” Because choreographers typi-
cally use improvisation only in rehearsal to help create a set product to
be placed before an audience, Halprin thought, “the audience can only
share in the product and that is why they become gawkers.” On the other
hand, “improvisation has the possibility of making process visible” to the

8. In indeterminate art, some events are allowed to occur by spontaneous accident
or random choice, rather than as a result of active design. Indeterminacy could be cate-
gorized as a very particular kind of improvisation; only in this sense could one say that
Cunningham ever used improvisation.

9. See also Halprin 1965 and 1967-68.

10. Interestingly, Halprin studied under Margaret H'Doubler, the dance educator
who started the first college dance major in America at the University of Wisconsin in 1926
(Morrison 1978). Halprin credits H'Doubler with introducing her to improvisation (1965).
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audience (Halprin 1980). Some of Halprin’s works were scores which
actually included the audience as participants in the dance.

Halprin sought to generate movement outside of traditional dance
techniques. One source of movement derived from interactive improvi-

8. John Graham and A. A. Leah investigate their relationship using movement
and a radio as a prop in Anna Halprin’s “Apt. 6” (1965). In the "6os, Halprin’s
work was considered as much “theater” as “dance,” but however she was catego-
rized, her firm basis in movement as a source and motivation for human action
remained. Photo by Warner Jepson. Courtesy of Anna Halprin.
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sational structures: John LeFan, a student of Halprin's who later became
a contact improviser, recalled one of her exercises called “Wonderworm,”
an improvisation for a large group of people giving and taking weight.
Improvisation also became a way for expanding range of movement,
rather than confining it to a codified vocabulary. For example, Halprin
might instruct students to run “while moving the spine through any
possible positions.” Movement in nature fascinated Halprin, providing
another source from which to derive different movement vocabulary, as
did everyday, “pedestrian” movement. Through the particular combina-
tion of her teaching techniques and interests, Halprin identified improvi-
sation with natural action and with everyday interaction. She also empha-
sized the direct, sensuous experience of movement, instructing students
to experience “kinesthetic awareness” and sense the “body’s changing
dynamic configurations” (Forti 1974:29—31). Emphasis in training often
lay on the experience of movement to a much greater degree than on
the appearance.

Halprin has been an influential teacher on the West Coast, and many
of her students participated in experimental dance and theater in the
"60s, in California, New York, and elsewhere. Her work informed the in-
vestigation of improvisation in the 60s, the concern with ritual and body
awareness, and the interest in therapeutic aspects of movement. The rela-
tionship of Halprin's work to contact improvisation is clear: it involved
improvisation, lessening the control of the choreographer; it emphasized
kinesthetic awareness and moving in a “natural” way; and it occurred
outside of New York City. By combining improvisational methods with
conceptions of a natural basis for movement, Halprin contributed to a
concept of theater based on interaction and on the impulses of the body.

Science and Sensuality:
Erick Hawkins

Choreographer Erick Hawkins pursued dance ideas in the postwar pe-
riod which exemplified changing concepts about movement, particularly
those which concerned methods of training the body. He studied kine-
siology, including the work of Mabel Ellsworth Todd ([1937] 1972) and
Lulu Sweigard (1974), as well as writings in dance, philosophy, and reli-
gion, especially Zen Buddhism. From these studies, Hawkins developed
a philosophy of movement training which emphasized sensations of mov-
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ing combined with techniques seen to be based on scientific and philo-
sophical principles.!

Hawkins’ conception of the body can be illustrated by comparing
it structurally with views of the body in several other dance forms. For
example, twentieth-century ballet proposes the body as an instrument
which must be trained to conform to the classical movement vocabulary.
Russian critic André Levinson ([1918], 1985) argued that the beauty of
ballet lay in its artificiality, in the wonder of seeing a body accomplish
feats so foreign to the experience of the audience. In contrast, modern
dancers in the ’30s and ’40s subscribed to a more expressionistic view of
the body, one in which internal feelings were realized in external move-
ment. Although the body conformed to a vocabulary, that vocabulary
was thought to have a basis in a natural, universal expression of human
feeling.

Dancers in the postwar period began turning to another model of
the body which was at once more abstract, or objective, and more phe-
nomenological.’? Hawkins was one of the most articulate proponents of
this view, formulating what he called a “normative,” or “generic,” theory
of dance movement by which one could train the body in basic, scientific
principles of motion, applicable to everyday life as well as to dance. This
basic understanding lay the groundwork for the creation of theatrical
dance (Brown 1971—72).

In Hawkins' view, the body is both a natural instrument, subject to
laws of gravity and motion, and the means for experiencing the world.
Zen, claimed Hawkins, encouraged him to find a way of allowing move-
ment to happen, of learning to dance without forcing the body. Conse-
quently, his training emphasizes “kinesthetic awareness,” the sensation
of movement occurring in muscles and joints, so that the body might be
used efficiently and without strain or stress. At the same time, the dancer
should “think-feel,” Hawkins’ phrase for a state of “intellectual knowing
with sensuous experiencing” (Brown 1971—72:11).

Again, as with all theories of the dance, execution does not always

11. Hawkins’ training methods are described by Beverly Brown (1971—7¢2). For other
discussions of Hawkins, see Pennella 1g78; Elias 1978; and Hawkins 1965.

12. My characterization of different bodies is consonant with Susan Foster’s (1986)
analysis of four paradigms of dance represented by George Balanchine, Martha Graham,
Merce Cunningham, and Deboray Hay (a contemporary of Steve Paxton's). Foster suggests
that the dancer’s body in Balanchine’s work is “a medium for displaying ideal forms,” in
Graham’s is “a unified vehicle for expressing the self,” in Cunningham’s is “bones, muscles,
ligaments, nerves, etc.,” and in Hay’s is “a fluid aggregate of cells” (42—43).



9. Soft fluidity and lightness characterize the dance “Here and Now With
Watchers” performed in 1957 by Erick Hawkins and Barbara Tucker. The
danc.e suggests no plot, yet evokes sensuality and nature through its movement,
music, and poetic program notes. Yvonne Rainer, who would become one of
SteYe Paxton’s colleagues, wrote, “I saw ‘Here and Now With Watchers’ and
decided to become a dancer” (1974:4). Photo by A. John Geraci. Courtesy of
the Erick Hawkins Dance Company.
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match idea. Just as Cunningham did not practice “all movement” even
though he claimed that every movement could be dance, so Hawkins
built his theatrical dance into a very particular style, an immediately rec-
ognizable technique—soft, fluid, and light yet firmly connected to the
ground.'® But an increasing number of dancers through the '60s, includ-
ing people who eventually participated in contact improvisation, shared
Hawkins' interest in efficient movement based on natural laws and in
sensuous experiencing of movement as a primary focus for the dancer.
The description of movement by contact improvisers contains the same
concerns. By combining kinesiology with “felt” experience, Hawkins sug-
gested a way to reconceive of dance technique and the sensation of
dancing.

Social Dance in the ’60s

Many of the dancers who were to create contact improvisation came of
age in the late '50s and in the '60s. They participated in dance of the
traditional modern schools as well as of the developing schools of chore-
ographers like Cunningham, Halprin, and Hawkins. Both theatrical and
social dance in this period distinctively manifested cultural and political
changes. Existing techniques took on other meanings, new techniques
were developed, and different attitudes emerged toward the activity of
dancing.

In a conversation between choreographers Douglas Dunn and
Trisha Brown, recorded in the late 70s, Dunn commented, “Before the
sixties there was no consciousness of certain things as being dance.”
Brown added, “I think the ‘Twist’ helped a lot in the sixties.” And Dunn
replied, “Rock dancing was a bridge between your daily life, which was
still unconscious perhaps, and part of your classroom dance life which
was not making available that possibility [of all kinds of movement] . . "
(J. M. Brown 1979:170). Social dance exerted a powerful influence on
conceptions of movement among many dancers and their audiences.

In the late 5o0s and early '60s in America, large numbers of people

13. These inconsistencies should not be seen as failures; rather, it seems impossible to
develop a movement training without making selections. Otherwise, movement experience
is 5o eclectic as to be without pattern, and the body never becomes constructed, physically
or conceptually. Of course, differences of opinion exist as to the range of movement desir-
able and/or necessary Lo constitute a technique for dance training, but that leads to another
discussion altogether.
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danced to rock 'n’ roll, a musical form based on rhythm and blues,
jazz, and country music; the dancing itself drew heavily from African-
American sources (for example, the jitterbug from the lindy, and the
frug, the watusi, the mashed potato, and the funky chicken, from other
black dance traditions).!

American blacks, and some whites, throughout American history
had carried on the development of African-American dance and music
forms, often adapted and synthesized with European forms. This danc-
ing prominantly included extensive use of shoulders, head, hips, and
knees, often moving independently or in different directions at the same
time. Emphasis tended to be on continuity of energy flow and strong
rhythmic impulses, rather than on the specific positioning of body parts,
and on improvisation both by individual dancers and by couples.

"Although these characteristics had influenced social dance in
America in general for over a hundred years, rock 'n’ roll dance marked
a major, widespread incorporation of these qualities into the mainstream
of American dance, practiced by both blacks and whites. It was not simply
by chance that this crossing of boundaries occurred during the develop-
ment of the civil rights movement.

The media and American mass culture exerted major influence on
rock ’'n’ roll music and dance forms. A national explosion of rock 'n’ roll
occurred in movie houses, where Bill Haley and the Comets’ rendition of
“Rock Around the Clock” in the film Blackboard Jungle caused “riots.”!®
But the exposure the music and dance received from television consoli-
dated rock 'n’ roll as a mass phenomenon: millions of people watched
Elvis Presley’s appearances (and later, those of the Beatles) on the “Ed
Sullivan Show.” Dick Clark’s “American Bandstand,” a daily television
program in which Philadelphia teenagers danced to the latest hit records,
provided teenagers a national forum for learning social dance in their
own homes (see illustration 10).

“American Bandstand” was a particularly interesting phenomenon,
a daily dance party placed in front of the television camera. The per-
formers, ordinary high school students neither professionally trained nor
specially selected, attended the show every day after school. The “regu-
lars” became celebrities with whom the home viewers identified (Belz
1972:102—3). Dance in this case constituted both performance and be-

14. For an account of the history of vernacular dance, see Stearns and Stearns 1968.
15. According to Stearns and Stearns (1968:2), Haley's recording sold over three
million copies, a large number at that time.
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10. Two teenagers perform for their peers on the set of “American Bandstand.”
The Bettmann Archive.

havior: dancers were everyday people, as involved with themselves and
the others with whom they danced as with an audience. The union of
performance and behavior in “American Bandstand,” never an explicit
artistic canon for the television program, became an idea which later
surfaced in experimental dance of the '6os and in contact improvisation.

Rock 'n’ roll signaled other changes in dance style related to the in-
fluence of both black dance traditions and the mass media. People tended
to dance in less predetermined, partnered forms so that participants
were more closely connected to a room full of people than to a single
person of the opposite sex. At the same time, greater individual inter-
pretation of the movement forms was also becoming permissible. Music
critic Carl Belz suggests:

Fach dancer became absorbed in a world of intense, personal ex-
perience. Visually, a rock dance provided the counterpart of the

way rock music was otherwise most typically experienced—that is,
by transistor radios which allowed a massive audience to share the



36 Contact Improvisation’s Origins and Influences

11. People dancing in the seats and aisles of the Paramount Theatre in New
York during a rock 'n’ roll show in 1957 seem to have a range of reactions. But
the young man in the center appears quite self-absorbed in dancing alone to the
music. The UPI caption for this photo claimed that “some five thousand teen-
agers in sweaters and leather jackets blocked Times Square while waiting to get
in. Today a large force of cops is on hand to prevent a repetition of yesterday’s
near-riot.” UPI/Bettmann Newsphotos.

same experience, but to feel it individually. The bond among the
dancers resided in the music they heard, but their physical separa-
tion showed that the bond was privately felt. In the panorama of a
rock dance, one could not determine who was dancing with whom;
rather everyone seemed to dance with everyone else. (1972:91)

Thus improvisation allowed for highly individualized dancing, and at the
same time that dancers became more individualized, they participated in
a collective experience. In situations like rock concerts and dances, no
one needed to have a date, no one needed to be asked to dance, and, at
least in theory, no one needed to have learned the right steps.

By the mid-'60s, people in some communities had carried improvi-
sational flexibility in rock 'n’ roll dancing to the point at which it was
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12. The danger of (white) teenagers driven out of control by rock 'n’ roll music
and dance figured prominently in press coverage of the period. This 1959
photograph of a London “hallroom” carried a UPI caption which discussed
attempts to ban the American film “Rock Around the Clock” because “riots
resulting in considerable damage have occurred in movie houses.” However, in
this photograph, no one in the sedate crowd seems close to being riotous; the
freely Aowing, ongoing quality of the movement and the internal focus of the
young man are the most evident features. UPI/Bettmann Newsphotos.

acceptable for dancers simply to go out onto the dance floor, alone or
with friends, and “get into” the music, moving in individual, idiosyncratic
styles. But although the “steps” were not codified and most people felt
they were being “free,” certain structural and stylistic characteristics still
typified the dancing. Dancers improvised, but did so within a specific
movement range. They tended to move with a focus inward rather than
outward to a partner or to the environment, absorbed by the music and
the experience of moving. They frequently danced with a sense of freely
sending energy in all directions, creating an impression of abandon and
literally giving up control.

The movement qualities of rock dance created important compo-
nents of the cultural environment of that time. Engaging in these ways of






