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REMEMBERING HAPPINESS
GERMAN MODERNIST DANCE PAST AND PRESENT

Let us begin with some dates. In
1967 DoreHoyer, the great Expressio-
nist solo dancer, puts an end to her life
in Berlin: in the same year and in the
same city Gerhard Bohner, a more re-
cent pioneer of the nevr dance-theater
form, presents the first full-evening
performance of his own choreography.
One year later dance revolutionary
Johann Kresnik becomes resident cho-
reographer for the city ballet in Bre-
men, where he will be instrumental in
helping reawaken dance to the poiiti-
cal concerns ofthe day. In September
1973 Mary'Wigman, who paved the
way for the new dance, dies atage8T;
almost at the same time Pina Bausch
begins the work in \Tuppertal which
vzill lead to her world-wide recogni-
tion . Is this merely a series of coinci-
dences, or is it a natural transition?

Vhat might seem like a direct pass
of the baton from one generation to
the next was actually aiovert inheri-
tance. For the rebeilious spirit of the
Expressionist dancers had not survi-
ved the Second World \X/ar unscathed,
and during the restorative rebuilding
underway in the newly established Fe-
deral  Republ ic ,  the one-r ime avanr-
särde dance was deemed old-fashio-
ned and outmoded. In both the politi-
cal and the cultural sectors lrlo experi-
mentshad become the morto o lpost-
war Germany. Expressionist dance
continued to endure in a very few refu-
ges like the \X/igman Studio in Berlin,
where Gerhard Bohner and Susanne
Linke vrere enrolied, or at the Folk-
wang School in Essen where Pina
Bausch and Reinhild Hoffmann were
among the dancers studying with Kurt
Jooss. What Bausch and Hoffmann
took with them upon graduation from
the Folkwane School was not so much
the aesthetici of their Expressionist
mentors; instead, what they put to
good use was their sense of a newly re-
gained open space in which the hori-
zons of the dance were once asain free
to unfurl.
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Accordi n g.to th eExpressionisrs, rh e
external  mortons of  dance should be a
visibie expression ofthose inner, invi-
sible motions so appropriately named
emottons. As Pina Bausch would later
describe it, their choreographies srew
as it were from the insidä roward ihe
outside. Freed from subservience to
traditions and handed down techni-
ques, the artist simply began working
to create a new form that would suit_-
able express his/her most deeply felt
emot ions.  Any movemenr coülä thus
be a dance moyement. This affirma_
tion of feelings and emotional expres_
sion was decidedly anticlassical; it
lunctioned as a powerful force for
change; and it provided the newly
emerging dance form with its name:

Expressionist dance. Barefoot. iibera_
ted from the bondage ofconfining cor_
sets, the dancer was free to give expres_
sion to the.world of inner expe.ien.es.
The dancer had become the aurhor  of
h is  /  her  own choreographies,  and
dance was the medium for rhe dancer's
self-realization. But although self-rea-
lizarion was an end in itselfl neverrhe-
less a decisive step had been taken: the
6ody as the pozoe-r-house of emotion had
been (re)discovered, and thar Dower-
house was determined to be f räe of  the
inherited serfdom in which it found it_
self. Tle old, feudal sysrcm as repres_
ented.by classic-al ballet was quitä l ite_
raily thrown off its conservative, verti_
cal axls.

The enthusiasm reieased by the new
dance reawakened the long suppressed
yearning for freedom from eveiv kind
ofbodiiy consrraint. In place ofinri-
pid i l lusions and prerty ipp.nrrn."r,
for the first time ever *hai Rudolf von
Laban had calledthe shadoz,u side ofhr-
man nature took over the dance stage.
The.classical technique, with its perl
fectionist ideals, had formerly beän.e-
vered as stupendous, brrt no# had be_
come the target of the new dance,s re-
bellious rage. Barefoor dancers sousht
natural, organic movements and beän
to reclaim an elementary langrage äf
expressive forms. In that proiess"thev
also began ro arrract unpiecedentedly
targe audtences for dance amons the
general public. These barefoot e"*plo-
rar ions of  new rerra in beyond the l i -
mi tat ions of  the esrabl ished theaters
were never richer or more versatile
than in the period 1910-1930. \flhat
gave wings to their work was their in-
sight that the sources of dance lay not
only in joy, but also in disrress, rh;t be-
neath rhe pain s lumbered a lonqine.
l ike a dim recollection of_past täpii
ness or ayagle memory from another
trme and olace.
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