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This essay will be reviewing the key comparisons and differences in approaches and methods of Gwyn Emberton and dance choreographers and teachers during their contemporary dance technique classes and how Gwyn’s class has been influenced by the modern dance pioneers and choreographers. Both techniques will be evaluated in reference to my own physical understanding and embodiment of the movement.

The influences on Gwyn Emberton’s contemporary class comes from different contemporary choreographers and teachers. Some of the main influences are Doris Humphrey, Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, Inbal Pinto, Akram Khan, Sonia Rafferty, Jose Limon, Sasha Robuck, Lauren Potter and Gaga Technique. Some of the influences that contribute to Gwyn’s technique class vary and some are much larger than others.

Contemporary technique classes differentiate massively between choreographers because they all have different approaches and methods to their own practise. The contemporary dance genre has not got codified movement which leaves choreographers able to do anything with their class and create their own code of movement that they create and want to deliver through their own classes. Some choreographers have their own coded movement such as Martha Graham.

The physical qualities of Gwyn Emberton’s contemporary class can include transfer of weight, resistance, momentum and grounded movements. Inbal Pinto focuses a lot on resistance of movement, and this shows Gwyn’s influence of the practitioner as resistance of movement is a key component and focus point throughout the movement material in Gwyn’s class. Some examples of resistance of movement in Gwyn’s class are deep plies using all of the counts of the exercise that are set and to resist the movement by properly going through the movement. 

When researching, the results showed different technique classes and comparing Merce Cunningham’s contemporary class to Gwyn Emberton’s contemporary class it had a lot of similarities. Movements that Cunningham focused on were the five back positions which were upright, arch, twist, tilt and curve. These principles are used during Gwyn’s class which shows the influence of Cunningham coming through in the movement material and exercises. Cunningham includes tendus in the technique, taking inspiration from the classical ballet technique. In Gwyn’s class he delivers a tendu exercise which is incorporated within the warmup exercises. Upper back curves are used in Cunningham technique as well as Gwyn’s class as one of the first exercises to help warm up the back. Upper back curves can help warm up the upper body and is a key movement approach used by Cunningham (Hunt, 2009). Cunningham also focuses on the sequencialness of twists in the body which is important for dancers to understand as in the style of contemporary the body moves in all different directions and positions which are not always focusing on classical lines even though Cunningham has a big focus on classical movements some aspects are against the movement of classical ballet. The embodiment of movement through Cunningham technique is to make sure that all movement is executed full out, reaching out and tall through the head and through the whole body to the feet (Mercecunningham.org, 2020).

Doris Humphrey and Humphrey technique is a massive influence on Gwyn Emberton’s contemporary technique classes focusing on breath, swings and second position. Humphrey had used breath frequently which Gwyn uses, for example, within the swings exercise that happens at the beginning of class. Humphrey used breath to aid this exercise which Gwyn also uses to help this phrase of movement. Humphrey includes a lot of movement including second position plies. One of the exercises at the beginning of Gwyn’s class is all focused on a second position plie, this was created by being influenced by Humphrey and her technique characteristics (Rizzuto, 2014). Breath is very important while doing certain contemporary dance techniques as it helps the dancer expand movements, execute the movement correctly and dance as big as possible. Dancers who use breath more frequently will be able to dance for longer without getting tired or out of breath, which is important for full length works which involve dancing without a break for a long time (contemporary-dance.org, n.d.). 

Martha Graham also massively focused on breath through movement in release technique. Contraction and release are used in Graham technique. Contraction and release are a big component of Gwyn’s contemporary class and incorporated into a lot of the beginning exercises to help warm up the upper body especially the spine and the abdominal muscles as well as the whole torso and upper body (Legg, 2009). Sequencialness of movement comes through in Graham technique especially throughout the movement including spirals which Graham uses a lot of (Mapes, 2012). Gwyn doesn’t use a lot of spiralling movement but within Graham technique shift of weight is used and Gwyn concentrates a lot on shifting of weight during his technique class. Shifting weight is a very important aspect to focus on throughout technique class because a lot of contemporary dance choreography focuses on shift of weight and as a dancer I need to embody the shifting of weight and how it feels so I am able to keep the feeling in my body and feel it throughout all movement and pieces of choreography but not just in technique class (Brown, Mindlin and Woodford, 1998).

Akram Khan focuses on the use of contemporary dance and Kathak dance which is a religious Indian dance that is characterised by complex rhythmic footwork, spins, fluid arm and hand gestures but in dynamic contrast between speed and stillness. Akram Khan focuses on continuous energy, this can be evident through the Kathak spins. There is a big focus on using the low space and grounded movements throughout Akram Khan’s technique and shown throughout his choreographic works. Grounded movements and using low space is highly used in Gwyn’s class which shows the influence of Akram Khan to Gwyn and Gwyn’s contemporary class. These aspects are carried through the movement and can contribute to the movement material I could create. The embodiment of Akram Khan’s movement is massively focusing on being grounded as previously explained but also feeling the deepness and groundedness of the movement and not just dancing and executing  it but feeling it and focusing on going through the movements to make sure the feeling is being learnt, which can help keep the movement become muscle memory and help influence future choreographic works and ideas (Saunders, 2003). 

Flying low dance technique focuses on the relationship between the dancer and the floor. Recently, during Gwyn’s class the focus has been building a relationship between the floor and being able to use the floor as a base. As a dancer the floor is important to have a good relationship with and being able to execute movements that include floor work and having the feeling of being in contact with the floor and not just on the floor. This aspect of flying low is very important because the focus is floor and if that is not being completed being able to get stronger and more technical in this technique will be difficult. This is slightly used throughout Gwyn’s class, but floor work is slowly being introduced. More floor work and the relationship between the dancer and the floor is going to be worked on which then shows a difference of Gwyn’s contemporary class and a flying low contemporary technique class (Zambrano, 2016).

While researching contemporary dance techniques Hofesh Schechter was a choreographer that was not influenced into Gwyn’s class as it included a lot of animalistic movements. Focusing on earthy and blunt movements with an action and raw energy. Hofesh Schechter uses percussion and abstract rhythms throughout his technique and choreographic works. Gwyn tends to use music and sounds instead of percussion and abstract rhythms. Gwyn’s movement material is usually more focused on the influence of Cunningham and slight classical technique and not so much free movement as much as Hofesh (Roy, 2009). 

To conclude, the research carried out to compare different contemporary dance techniques to Gwyn Emberton’s contemporary technique class was focusing on the physical qualities and different components of different contemporary dance techniques. The major influences on Gwyn’s class are Merce Cunningham, Martha Graham, Akram Khan and Inbal Pinto. These choreographers and the different techniques are all important and vital to the learning of contemporary dance as the understanding and the learning of contemporary dance technique is broadened and the use of these techniques and approaches. Throughout my research and analysis this is evident that in Gwyn’s classes all these techniques are shown and taught.
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