Core Techniques 1 – Essay


In this essay I am going to evaluate how my dancing ability has developed since the beginning of term, specifically in relation to the core techniques module.  I will look at technical skills, dancing ability, physical understanding, embodiment of movement and movement awareness, focusing on areas of improvement and assessing further training needs.  I will discuss how my understanding of ballet and contemporary dance (and their relation to each other) has developed during this time, and what effect I believe this has had on my dancing ability and understanding.  I will then conclude by considering my improved understanding of ballet and contemporary dance in relation to my awareness of my physical movement as a dancing body.

I hadn’t danced in about 11 years when I applied to come onto the course in September.  I had trained as a dancer in Greece before completing my Laban Guide Dance Leader in the Community course in 2007.  My movement memory was rusty and I was not very physically fit.  My posture was bad from having office jobs and sitting for long periods of time, and my muscles had atrophied.  During both ballet and contemporary classes there is an emphasis on posture and alignment, ballet in a standing position and contemporary during floor work.  With Gwyn we started with Pilates exercises to strengthen our core; Matteo continued with this work during (in particular) the first floor exercise in contemporary technique.  This exercise is very similar to the movements prescribed in Hanna T.’s (1988) Somatics, lesson 8.  He notes “If the muscles in the center of the body gradually become stiff, the ability to walk is gradually diminished” (p. 145).  This was the case with me and dancing; back flexibility is something I’m working on.  I have found in ballet class that I am able to complete port de bras with more ease than at the beginning of term, which shows an improvement in back strength and flexibility.  

I am also better able to hold a balance as my core muscles have strengthened; in ballet the posture is very upright, with a high center of gravity which has improved my core strength leading to the improvements noted above.  In contemporary this work has been built upon by the use of levels, which requires a shifting of weight which also strengthens core muscles.  This is emphasized in Matteo’s contemporary choreography set to Astrud Gilberto’s (1966) The Face I Love, which utilizes levels as well as weight transfers’ in order to build stability.  In a blog post, Seira (2016) argues that stability is at the core of dance practice (https://www.adult-ballet.org/stability-the-foundation-of-dance-training/).  Although the piece focuses on ballet this is true for both ballet and contemporary dance.  This has been built upon in ballet by the use of barre work, requiring weight to be distributed centrally and individually between both feet.  This builds the stabilizing muscles in the legs and I have found an improvement in strength in this area.  Carey S. (2017) looks at strength building for runners, noting all of the small muscles which are used to support leg and ankle strength (https://www.mountainpeakfitness.com/blog/strength-stability-foot-ankle-lower-leg).  This information is applicable to dancers as we require strong ankles and legs to control movements and to perform rises in both contemporary and ballet.  I intend to continue working on building strength in this area.

A lot of work crosses over between ballet and contemporary dance styles.  In ballet class we study plies to build leg strength and stability, coordinating arm movements in conjunction with the leg movements.  Matteo choregraphed a contemporary dance piece to Moon River by Louis Armstrong (1990) which implements plies with corresponding arm movements.  Although similar in essence to the ballet barre work we do, this choreography is more fluid and utilizes the strength we build at the barre as it is performed without support.  The style is more indicative of Merce Cunningham technique as stated on the website  https://www.mercecunningham.org/the-work/cunningham-technique/ (2021): “The torso and legs are used either in coordination or opposition to one another.”  This can be seen in this choreography through the action of pulling away from the legs whilst twisting across the body, as well as the contraction of the torso whilst performing a plie.  Another example of the cross over is in the piece performed to Reflect by Pablo Bolivar (2009).  In this piece tendu’s are performed, which we study in ballet at the barre.  I believe that Matteo uses Limon technique in the ballet class for the tendu’s in relation to the counts of the music.  In the book The Illustrated Dance Technique of Jόse Limόn Lewis D. (1984) notes the use of “slow two’s and fast three’s” (p. 95), in relation to the timing of movements.  This can be seen in the ballet class where we perform slowly over a count of two, then quickly to a count of three in one of the exercises.  This again highlights the cross over between the two styles.  

Other examples include the ronds de jambe exercises which feature in both ballet and contemporary class.  Again, strength is built at the barre before being used in contemporary class in the space.  The use of space is different between the styles we have been studying so far, with more emphasis place on spatial awareness in contemporary than ballet.  This links into Cunningham work (https://www.mercecunningham.org/the-work/cunningham-technique/ 2021) and Limόn technique (D. Lewis, 1984., pp.74-82).  Coordination of movements is found in both classes, an example of which is the grand battements exercises which we perform in both.  The phrasing of pieces is different between the two styles with ballet being more traditional and contemporary being more relaxed and fluid.  This can be seen in the two grand battements exercises; in ballet the movements at the barre are more focused on building strength and flexibility whereas the contemporary choreography relies more on the phrasing and the flow of movement as we move around the space.  Due to this, there is a degree of musicality in the contemporary piece which is set to Makeba by Jain (2016).  Marinberg, N.  et al (2019) describe a dancers’ musicality thus: “Professional dancers are required to demonstrate a high level of precision while simultaneously embodying the clear relationship between movement and music that the choreographer defines.” https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.02681/full  

Looking at videos of me dancing at the beginning of term and my assessment I can see improvements in musicality and phrasing.  An example of this is from my contemporary choreography to the music Moon River by Louise Armstrong (1990).  I see more fluidity in my movements and a greater range of motion.  I also believe my use of dynamics has increased as my movement memory returns, which can be seen in the same piece where I abruptly drop my arms to my side after a beginning which is fluid and flowing.  I would like to continue to focus on this aspect especially in relation to my head which I appear to hold quite still most of the time.  This range of movement should increase as I focus on back flexibility, as noted above.  I believe this happens as I am concentrating so much and I still do not have the body control that I had ten years ago.  Strength and stamina are areas for improvement as well, as I notice that when I do two classes in a row my abilities and concentration begin to wane at about the two and a half hour mark.  However, this is an improvement on the start of term.  My coordination has improved as well, which can be seen in my ballet assessment for the coupѐs.  I am able to coordinate arm and leg movements in a more controlled manner than before taking into account the dynamics of the choreography.  

I believe that my knowledge of the two different dance styles, and how they are embodied in the dancer, has increased over the four months both in terms of theory and practice.  Having different lecturers has given me the opportunity to consider both ballet and contemporary styles in varying contexts, as well as introducing me to other contemporary choreographers work such as Ohad Naharin and his Gaga style of movement, Merce Cunningham and Jose Limon.  Reflecting upon where I was physically four months ago and today I believe there has been a positive improvement in all areas of dance.  However, I am aware that I have a lot of work to do in comparison to where I was before and I intend to continue to keep working on the core techniques in order to improve both my physical fitness and my dancing ability.
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