






 

Our body technique is fundamentally an artistic subject: it is strongly 

related to a vast variety of inner contents. . . . However, focusing on 

spiritual connections cannot decrease the seriousness, effectiveness, and 

relentless consistency of technical training. We seriously warn all against 

the delusions admiring themselves in inner experiences which have no 

connection to the vivacity of the physical body.46  

 

Only a single example, a turn-spring combination called “cut slice” is 

presented here in Figure 5. The exercise is opened with three “spring cut” 

(resembling grand jeté en tournant), followed by a full turn in relevé. The 

combination is completed by a “spring cut” and “cut fly.” If the longer cross lines 

are interpreted as bar lines, the metrical structure is possibly 6/8. A rhythmical 

correction can be observed in the first measure, and the insertion of a missed 

relevé in the third. 

 

 

                                                 
46. Olga Szentpál and Máriusz Rabinovszky, “Testtechnika. Gimnasztikai függelékkel” 

[Body Technique. Gymnastic exercises appended], (Typewritten manuscript, 1935). In Olga 

Szentpál’s Legacy, 4. 

 

Fig. 5.  A turn-spring 

 combination 
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Historical Dances 

 

After the closing of her school in the communist era, Olga Szentpál selected 

historical dances as her main research and educational focus while she was the 

leader of the Historical Dance Panel in the State Ballet Institute. She published 

her kinetographic transcription and analysis of galliardes from Arbeau’s 

Orchésographie in 1964,47 though she had been dealing with reconstructing 

historical sources of dance—as Merényi mentioned—since the 1930s.48  

Figure 6 presents the first page of a gavotte notation manuscript—the 

source of the dance and the person transcribing it into kinetogram are unknown. 

The style of autography implies the same skilled hand of the previously 

introduced notations; therefore, we may assume it was made by György Lőrinc, 

around 1939–1940. The dance was created for a couple; the floor plan indicates 

two women. 

A single one of its genre among the notations of Szentpál’s legacy, it may 

be one of the first kinetograms representing 17–18th century historical dances. 

Collection Knust, archived at the Centre national de la danse in Paris, stores a 

notation of a menuet notated by Irmgard Bartenieff in 1936,49 from the 19th 

century, and Le Rigaudon de la Paix by Feuillet, notated by Irmgard Bartenieff 

and Albrecht Knust in 1936.50 In the Laban Notation Scores: An International 

Bibliography by Mary Jane Warner, a reference to a 15th century basse dance can 

be found, notated again by Irmgard Bartenieff in 1949,51 but, according to 

Warner’s Bibliography, the bulk of the historical dance notation manuscripts are 

dated 1950 or later. 

                                                 
47. Olga Szentpál, “Arbeau francia galliarde-jainak formai elemzése” [Form Analysis of 

Arbeau’s French Galliardes]. In Táncudományi Tanulmányok 1963–1964, ed. Gedeon Dienes 

(Budapest: Magyar Táncművészek Szövetsége, 1964), 79–148. A English translation of Arbeau’s 

Orchésographie released in 1967 also includes Labanotation of some dances transcribed from the 

text by Mireille Backer and Julia Sutton. Thoinot Arbeau, Orchésography (New York: Dover, 

1967), 245–260. 

48. Merényi, “Olga Szentpál’s Life Work,” 318. 

49. La “Collection Knust” de cinétogrammes. (Object name KNU_P_05_05; accessed 

June 19, 2016), http://mediatheque.cnd.fr/spip.php?page=ressources&id_article=9. 

50. La “Collection Knust,” (Object name KNU_P_05_02; accessed June 19, 2016); Mary 

Jane Warner, with Frederick E. Warner, Laban Notation Scores: An International Bibliography 

(s.l.: International Council of Kinetography Laban, 1984), 91, entry 0798. 

51. Warner, Laban Notation Scores: An International Bibliography, 28, entry 0187. 
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Fig. 6. The beginning of a gavotte 
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Fig. 7.  Mars from village Géderlak 

Traditional Dances 

 

Traditional dance belonged to the Szentpál School’s area of interest from the early 

years of the institution. However, the earliest notations of traditional dance in the 

legacy dates from 1946 and were written in a small notebook in which Zsuzsa 

Merényi notated motifs used for compositions by Olga and Mária Szentpál. 

Figure 7 presents some “géderlaki” motifs—resembling the generally known 

dance named mars [march]. The text located next to the notation states the place 

of origin of the dance, with the added information that the dance can be performed 

while turning or by a couple. The notation was made with special care given to 

the details of stretching the leg in the air before taking support on bent legs for the 

second motif. It can be observed now that the horizontal crossing lines stand for 

beats and not for measures—a special practice of Mária Szentpál aiming to 

provide clarity for dancers to understand rhythm as a fundamentally important 

feature of traditional dances. 

The importance of the early traditional dance notations can be attributed to 

the need to know the diverging conventions and applications of special symbols in 

the kinetograms of the legacy. Because we are familiar with the movement 

structures and live performances of traditional dance motifs, notations of these 

basic dance forms serve as clues to understanding the others. 
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Fig. 8.  Hungarian Funeral, 

1936 (Mária Szentpál is 

third from right) 

Choreographies 

 

Olga Szentpál composed more than 150 choreographies.52 Three are known to 

have been notated. These are the Mária-lányok [Mary Devotees] and Magyar 

halottas [Hungarian Funeral], by Mária Szentpál, and Kiűzetés a paradicsomból 

[Driven from Paradise] by György Lőrinc.53 A scene from Hungarian Funeral 

can be seen in Figure 8. Only one of the three scores, the Mary Devotees, was 

found after the war. As Mária Szentpál recalled:  

 

. . . I notated my mother’s choreography in ’42–43, the Mary Devotees as a 

surprise for their silver wedding. It is near a miracle that the score 

appeared a couple of months ago in a bit wrecked state . . . from the cellar . 

. . The silver wedding present included the performance of a certain part of 

the score by four students of mine who have never seen and never danced 

the Mary Devotees.54 They read and learnt the section. I corrected a bit, 

and they presented it in this festive day, in ’43. It was a huge success; 

already that time it proved that dance can be reconstructed perfectly from 

notation. It is true, however, that the motifs were simple and perhaps I 

helped them—I can’t remember it exactly—but I am positive that they 

learnt it from notation.55 

                                                 
52. Merényi, “Olga Szentpál’s Life Work,” 311. 

53. Merényi recalled in her study (Merényi, “Olga Szentpál’s Life Work,” 332) that all 

three were notated by Mária Szentpál; however, Mária Szentpál remembered in a tape recorded 

interview made by János Fügedi in her home on 14 September 1987 that the Driven from Paradise 

was notated by György Lőrinc. 

54. Mária Szentpál referred to her notation students as she was already teaching 

kinetography in her mother’s school. 

55. From the interview made with Mária Szentpál mentioned above. The date of the silver 

wedding was incorrect, it happened in the spring of 1944.   
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 Merényi evoked the story of the choreography.56 It was inspired by a 

painting of Virgin Mary, kept in a Franciscan church in a south Hungarian town, 

Szeged, a place of pilgrimage. According to the legend, the picture was hidden in 

a lake to save it after the Ottoman occupation in the 16th century. However, a 

Turkish warrior, watering his stallion, found it. Charmed by its heavenly beauty, 

he returned it to the convent. In Szentpál’s choreography, two young pilgrim girls 

are overcome by sleep in front of the picture. In their dreams, their future 

appeared as Life Woman and Death Woman to designate their fate. The Life 

Daughter woke cheerfully knowing her happy future, the Death Daughter having 

a presentiment of facing death soon. The dance was choreographed in 1938, a 

harbinger of the dangers of fascism and war. 

The notated score of Mary Devotees, based on stylized Hungarian 

traditional dance motifs, was drawn by hand on large pages beyond the size of 

A3. The dance score was supplemented by photos of the performers, a short 

textual description of the subject, floor plans, performance attributes required to 

stage the characters in the dance, and the kinetographic notation of the four roles, 

the Life Woman, Life Daughter, Death Woman, and Death Daughter. The date of 

the first performance and the names of the dancers are also included, as the 

notator identified, “Written into dance score by Mária Szentpál in 16 March 1944, 

for the silver wedding of her parents.” The dancers of the first performance 

(Zsuzsa Kemény, Lea Merényi, Edit Kállay, and Erzsébet Arany) can be seen in 

Figure 9. 

                                                 
56. Merényi, „On a Kinetographic Finding,” 90–91.  

 

Fig. 9.  Mary Devotees, 1938 
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Fig. 10.  Measures 58–73 from the score of Mary Devotees 

Left staff: Death Daughter; right staff: Life Daughter 
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            Measures 58–73 of Death and Life Daughter’s dance can be seen in Figure 

10 from the more than 300-measure long score. The enlarged four-measure 

sections in Figures 11a–b represent the meticulous care the notator took to depict 

the spatial details and temporal clarity. The relationships between characters’ 

movements can be understood from the score. The Death Daughter performs 

downward accented movement pairs57 in even eight-count rhythm; each second 

count of eight is completed with a stiff, staccato turn; the upper body leaves the 

vertical and returns to it, the left arm changes low and high. At the same time, the 

Life Daughter presents steps in a soft crotchet-eight triplet rhythm progressing on 

a quarter circle melting continuously into a whole turn to the left while continuing 

the circle clockwise in measure 70; her torso is kept calmly side high, the arms 

stretching slowly into low directions. 

 

 

Complete scores of choreographies with Laban kinetography were rare at 

that time. The aforementioned pieces had to be among the earliest scores, though 

they were not registered, as, for example, The Green Table by Kurt Jooss, notated 

by Ann Hutchinson in 1939,58 or Billie the Kid by Eugene Loring, notated by Ann 

Hutchinson, Helen Priest Rogers, and Anne Wilson in 1942.59  

                                                 
57. The terms of downward or upward accented motifs (here a movement pair) stem from 

movement analysis of Hungarian traditional dances. If a motif is started with lowering the center 

of gravity on the downbeat of the accompanying music, it is regarded a downward accented one, 

and vice versa. C.f. Mária Szentpál, The Fundamental Concepts of Movement Analysis, 156. 

58. Dance Notation Bureau, Notated Theatrical Dances Catalog, Dance ID: 284 (accessed 

July 20, 2016), http://dancenotation.org/catalog/EditDanceDetails.aspx?DanceID=284. 

59. Dance Notation Bureau, Notated Theatrical Dances Catalog, Dance ID: 335 (accessed 

July 20, 2016), http://dancenotation.org/catalog/EditDanceDetails.aspx?DanceID=335. 

Fig. 11a.  Death Daughter—Measures 68–71 

  

Fig. 11b.  Life Daughter—Measures 68–71 
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Closing Remarks 

 

There can be no doubt about it, the published, and the unpublished textual and 

dance notation material of the Szentpál School is an outstanding document 

representing the era with both quality and quantity. The special significance of the 

kinetograms is emphasized by the fact that Olga Szentpál recognized the 

importance of using an internationally accepted system. Hence, she did not 

develop her own—which was a favored practice among dance intelligentsia of the 

age—as spreading an individual system can be futile if the system is overlooked, 

consequently, the invested work is lost. 

The documents introduced are evidence of how the first generation of 

Hungarian modern dance maintained strong international connections, and the 

results became integrated into their own field of practice. Even while forging a 

path in an indifferent or sometimes hostile environment and being driven to the 

periphery of theatrical life, Madzsar, Dienes, and Szentpál contributed their 

special initiatives to the process of creating modern dance. However, before 

achieving their full development, the promising lines of experiments were broken 

in 1948 when the Communist Party took over the power by ruling all politics, 

economy, and culture. The practice of educating with modern dance was 

prohibited, as they were regarded as an opposition to the expected social realism. 

The results of the new dance disappeared and lost continuity; the approaches 

garnered toward focusing on personalities and creativity,  

analysis and research, and ambitions toward novelty and experiments could not be 

continued.  

The new dance re-appeared in the beginning of the 1980s, without the 

local historic roots, but as a result of cultural influences arriving from the West, 

again. If a new intelligentsia emerges, one as devoted as the pioneers of 

Hungarian modern dance, they can then rediscover their heritage with the help of 

these documents, simultaneously ensuring the survival of Szentpál’s doctrine and 

the forging of new identities. 
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List of Illustrations 

 

Figure 1: Olga Szentpál performing her choreography to Béla Bartók’s piano 

composition 4 siratóének [4 Laments]. 1923. The photographer is 

unknown. 

Figure 2a–b, 3–6: Notation examples from Olga Szentpál’s legacy. [Notated by 

György Lőrinc.] 

Figure 7: Notation example from Olga Szentpál’s legacy. Hungarian traditional 

dance. A mars motif, called “géderlaki.” 1946. Notated by Zsuzsa 

Merényi.  

Figure 8: Olga Szentpál’s Magyar halottas [Hungarian Funeral]. 1936. 

Photographer: Kálmán Szöllősy. 

Figure 9: Olga Szentpál’s Mária-lányok [Mary Devotees]. 1938. Photographer: 

Dezső Rozgonyi. 

Figure 10, 11a–b: Examples from the score of Mary Devotees. 1941. Notated by 

Mária Szentpál. Manuscript. 

 

All the illustrations are in the possession of the OSZMI. Archive location: 
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