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What is Dance. . .

When | first think of dance, “visions of sugar plums” literally “dance in my head.”
This was how dance was first explained to me, as a performance consisting of
ballerinas in tutus dancing to classical music. Little did | know that | had been dancing
since | took my first breath. My study of dance at a university helped me to discover
that dance is natural and it is human. My first dance class at Loyola Marymount was
with Lady Waquer-Vereen whose first words the class were that “the breath is the
dance.” Little did | know how often | would incorporate this phrase into my dance and
how important the breath would become in my dancing. The breath as spirit becomes
the natural rhythm from which all movement initiates from. Indeed, dance is more than
the Sugarplum Fairies on pointe in “The Nutcracker” or the high-energy dancers of
“Riverdance.” It is present in all humans, whether or not they choose intentionally to
develop and express or it. Dance takes many forms, has many levels of content, and
reveals who we are as human beings.

Dance is done at social events and is a social event itself. Scalin and Oberstein
(1989) note that dance styles are a reflection of a society’s history and culture This
makes dance a social event. To Dance is Human, a theory course offered at Loyola
Marymount, further explored this notion and explained that dance is a social event in
which communities of people dance for each other and with each other. For example,
a high school prom reflects the history of high school youth and the coming of age. For
decades, teens have looked forward to their high school proms. Prom involves

dancing, and dancing is used as a means of making connections with people whether it




be with one’s friends, or romantically with one’s date. The prom is a dance where
youth go to socialize, making the dance a social event. Judith Scalin and Elizabeth
Oberstein (1989) cite dancing at parties and school dances as a form of social dancing.
They note that these are times when communities of young people gather together to
dance for and with each other as a “means of introduction and interaction” (p. 2).

The hula is also an example of social dance in which the Hawaiian community
comes together to watch their peer dance stories of Hawaiian history. Rolanda Reese,
a Kuma Hula (Hula expert), explained to 1998’s To Dance is Human class that the Hula
provides community events which brings communities together in a social atmosphere.
Socializing and the Hula dance occurs at Hula competitions, Luaus (feasts), Ho'ike
(recitals), Ho'olaule’a (Hawaiian Cultural Aris Festivals), and Aloha Week festivals. All
of the above events happened because the Hula, the dance, was present

Dance is an individual form of self-expression. In the first year at Loyola
Marymount, Fundamentals of Dance Composition is taken. The subsequent course in
the sequence is Dance Styles and Forms. In both of these courses, emphasis was
placed on solo work in order for the dancer to discover feelings, make connections
between the body and mind, and become more aware of one’s own body and
movement ability. The studies created in these two classes were an individual form of
self-expression since they came from the students’ own experimentation and discovery.
Dance can also be used by individuals to relieve tension, or to become more in touch
with themselves as human beings through the creation of movement. In a handout |

received in my Fundamentals of Dance Composition course, Martha Graham explained




the following:
... . the mastery of his instrument, which is the human body. The dancer
cultivates an awareness of the head and throat. the dancer learns
flexibility and control. The dancer masters the turn of the body on
its axis. ... he has to rediscover the miracle of physical being. Breathing
and walking are the basis. . . “
Once a person creates movement through dance, he is able to “rediscover” himself
since dance is based on the breath, the most basic human movement. Discovering
breath also helps to relieve tension as oxygen flows in and out of the body.

Dance is also a performance for others to give. It can be given as
entertainment. My childhood favorite, “The Nutcracker,” is a perfect example of this.
Audiences go to see the Christmastime ballet to be entertained. Cheerleaders
entertain audiences at sporting events. Even the hula entertains its audience. The
performance can also be given to communicate. Again, the hula is a good example of
this because the dance is actually telling a story and the movements and performance
serve to communicate the story to the audience. Rolanda Reese shared that the hula
is a “living art” by giving members of the Hawaiian culture a sense of who they are and
where their ancestors came from.

Dance is a physical movement and expression. This was defined in To Dance is
Human as an expression of the human body in motion. Our body is moving when we
dance, and therefore our muscles are engaged. Kinesiology, the study of the

movement of the body, provides great detail about how exactly the muscles work. A




handout taken from a composition by Leslie Reid explains that gravity is a central part
of kinesiology and making the body move. Gravity is what makes a dancer use effort
to jump in the air, and flex ones muscles to propel the body there. The body’s muscles
are flexing and extending, adducting and abducting, and rotating to help the body move
against gravity and dance. Movement begins in the muscle and is then made possible
through the brains neurons and receptors. The content of dance begins with muscular
movement.

The content of dance contains literal symbols expressed as physical
movements. Fundamentals of Dance Composiﬁon, Dance Styles and Forms, and
Laban Movement Analysis stress the use of dance “elements.” These elements of time,
space, and energy are the basis for the dance movements that the typical spectator
sees. In Fundamentals of Dance, these elements started to be explored during
movement studies. The movement of everyday, inanimate objects was explored in the
machine studies. Pedestrian, mechanical movement was transformed into a dance by
manipulating time and energy, or effort, to reflect the movement of the machine. Thus,
the movement in the dance mimicked the movement of the machine.

Dance Styles and Forms took these ideas even further with its concentration on
the manipulation of each element first by itself and finally all together. Each movement
study focused on a different element of dance. Time is the rhythm, or organization of
beats. Again, in Dance Styles and Forms musical, or metered, beats were not utilized
until the end of the course. The movement studies relied on the use of the body'’s

natural rhythm, the breath. The tempo is the speed of the movement while duration




refers to how long the movement goes on. The same movement can be manipulated to
take on an entire different look or feeling. This is also true for the element of space.
The level of the movement can be changed from high to low or to mid-range and vice
versa. The path of the movement can either be axial and stay in one place, or
locomotive, and move through space. Efforts can be described as the amount of force
or energy it takes to make a movement happen. Laban Movement Analysis, a course
focused on the analysis of how, when, and where a dancer is moving during the dance,
taught me that efforts are the “inner life” and “attitude” of the dancers. They help create
the aesthetic experience that the audience sees. Movements can be light or direct.
They can be done with sustainment or quickness. They can be done freely, or with
ease, or bound, or tight and tense.

Dance is also an idea, and can be literal or abstract. Through To Dance Is
Human, | learned that dance is linked to culture. Through Dance History, | learned that
it is part of the history of a people and of an era. Through my own personal
performances, as well as my dance theory and composition courses, | learned that it is
an emotion.

Culture can be defined as “the beliefs, values, behavior and material objects
shared by a particular people” (Maciones, handed out in To Dance Is Human, 1998).
Dance can thérefore be part of this definition. It is a behavior. Cultures in Africa and
the Caribbean dance to celebrate an occasion. We dance socially to meet and interact
with people. In its literal form, dance is a material. It is a series of physical

movements. Irish dancing is a set of movements that are part of the Irish culture. The




hula is a dance made of historical material that has meaning to those of the Hawaiian
culture. As noted before by Rolanda Reese, the hula expresses the Hawaiian value
system and is itself a value. It teaches the young “foundation values” of the Hawaiian
culture such as Ho'iki (respect), Malama (caring for one another and the environment),
and Na'auao (wisdom). All of these dances have shared meaning for a particular group
of people and reveal what is important to the culture.

The Dance History course gave an exploration of how dance has developed with
history and has remained a part of human history. It was part of Egypfian ritual
expressions, Greek tragedy and theatre, and the Roman theater (Kirstein, 1969).
Ballet developed in the Medieval courts. Louis XIV loved the ballet and his court dance
spectacles are recorded in history (Kirtstein, 1969). The ballet is part a part of English
history so much so that the crown has a ballet company, The Royal Ballet. Looking
back on the popular culture of the United States, dances like the Jitterbug and the
Twist, are remembered as a part of the 1950’s and 1960’s United States history
(Jones, video recording shown in To Dance Is Human, 1998).

Dance is a feeling, an emotion. Paula Koner describes dance as “motivated by
the inner necessity of the creator's being” (1966, p. 77). She goes on to say:

The artist has to search, to explore all the levels of the human emotion. . .
. to distill this info the best possible conscious form that he is capable of

and by so doing to share this experience with the audience. . . . His aim is
to reach men's hearts, to reveal to them that they are more than what they

think they are. . . . and say ‘This is how | feel, this is how | think’ (19686, p.










came it did, but not as much as | had hoped for.
Dancer “I”;

Here is a dancer that | had seen take ballet a few times, | knew that her training
was what | wanted my dancers to have. | knew her personality was such that she
would be dedicated to learning the movement and to coming to rehearsal. Her

performance peaked near the end of the rehearsal period as well.




The Costumes

| knew that | wanted to wear almost exactly what a dancer in the 1980’s would
wear to class. | wanted a simple costume since the dancers would be moving around a
lot. | consulted the concert costume designers, and told them my ideas and they
agreed that 1980’s “work out gear” would be appropriate. | went through the
department’s costumes and from there bought some more things to accessorize. The
only true 1980’s clothing pieces | found were in the dance department costume closet.

Since each costume is different, individual pictures were taken to show the

design of each costume:




The Sets and Lighting

John Binkley helped me a great deal with the lighting for my piece. | knew that |
wanted the curtain to open up on the dancers moving in silhouette. We were able to
do that. Each song of the piece had a separate mood and therefore a different light.
The first segment had an energetic mood so hot pink lights were used. The next song
had a “tough” mood and red was used. The song afier that staried out slow and
serious and then turned playful. Dark blue lights faded into electric blue during that
part of the piece. As the music faded, so did the lights back to silhouette and then to

black.




Publicity
A press release was given to The Loyolan who placed a small ad in the paper
and did a review as well. Posters were put up around the school (sample included)
and a wooden signboard was displayed on campus as well. Word of mouth was also a

form of publicity and people fold people that they knew to come to the concert.




Post-Concert Reflection
Through dance | have learned that | am a go-getter. With my choreographic piece
especially, | knew that | wanted to finish what | had started- a "totally awesome” dance.
| did not give up, even though | wanted to many times when something went wrong.
But | did not and | was completely happy with my results. |learned that I can follow
through on a project and do it completely myself (with a little help of course!). | learned
that | am a creative person. | always thought of myself as able o express someone
else’s creativity, but not be creative on my own. | always thought that | created on the
left side of my brain. | was happy and excited to learn that my right side worked just as
weill.
Choosing some of my dancers was a risk. Some of them | had never seen dance on
stage before, but | just used my intuition and my knowledge of them as people as
assurance that they would do a good job. | also took a risk in choosing some dancers
that | felt did not have strong enough technique to do what | wanted to do in the dance.
Of course these dancers did great, but | was a bit skepfical. The idea itself of
presenting an all-1980’s piece was a risk. | was afraid that people would not
understand or appreciate it. | was afraid they would not find the playfulness and humor
in my choreography and intent and that we would not get a laugh. | took a risk in the
subject | | choose to choreograph my piece on because it could have been a hit or miss
with the audience.
I would have had my rehearsals on a week night because it seemed as almost every

week, someone would be out of town, forget, or have a time conflict. | would have



also liked to have used my mentor a bit more. That was my fault since 1 did not call her
as often as | should have. Luretta’s expertise and comments made such a difference in
my piece. | wish that | would have had her visit my rehearsals and comment sooner so
the changes | implemented were not so under the wire and stressful for my dancers to
learn. |

My mentor assisted me in my learning. Our discussions increased my awareness of
the crafi of choreography. Before speaking with Luretta, | was just choreographing to
create movement. After talking with her, | realized‘that there is much more to
choreography than simply teaching dancers dance steps. Failure and frustration also
assisted me in my learning. | learned that | needed fo plan ahead. The frustration |
had with my dancers learing the choreography helped me to learn how fo teach and
how to be a successful director. Frustration also got in the way of my learning. At one
point, | had a mental block because | was frustrated and would not take any

constructive or destructive criticism from anyone. This impeded my learning, but

eventually | toughened up and listened. Having friends in my dance has also gotten in

the way of my learning how to work as a director with people | did not know before. |
was lucky to have been able to work with my friends, but | also need to know how to
work with strangers.

Along the lines of working with friends, I wish | would have had the experience of
conducting an audition. At first | was glad that | did not have to audition and | could just
call people, but after awhile | felt as if my cast kind of took it for granted that they were

here and that they were just doing me a favor. They had forgotten that | actually did




choose them even though they did not have to formally audition. It would have been
good experience for me to conduct an audition and to be on “the other side” of things
for a change.

i know | have already expressed this, but | would recommend that the adjudication
really be an adjudication to motivate dancers to work hard on their pieces and to
eliminate a lengthy concert. The adjudication would be great in the fall because it
would give students a chance to gauge their process. | would recommend that
students gauge their process and plan out that process ahead. It saves time and
heartache at the end. | would also recommend that students just go for it. If they have
an idea- just choreograph and make it happen. | never thought { would make my piece
happen- an 1980’s dance was something | had always just wished | could do. | went

for it and am so pleased with the resulis!
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