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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).






