STAGE 2 DANCE

ASSESSMENT TYPE 2:  RESPONSE

Part 1:  Historical Perspectives Response
Discuss the influence Martha Graham had on the development of modern dance. Include reference to her technique, choreography and performance.


The revolutionary twentieth century American modern dancer and choreographer Martha Graham was highly influential in changing the way people perceived modern dance. She created a new and unique style of modern dance that communicated themes and ideas not previously considered. She was a pioneer of modern dance who developed a new style of technique based on the breathing cycle and the notion of contraction and release, and choreographic works which dealt with a wide variety of themes from different perspectives.  Her work had a major influence on the development of modern dance in terms of technique, staging and approaches to choreography. Graham’s approach and philosophy paved the way for further experimentation by other dance artists. “No artist is ahead of his time. He is his time. It is just that the others are behind the time.”1
Graham created her own individual new language of technique which was unique for its time. It was a new form of art; unlike ballet she wanted her movement to reveal all of the effort involved with dance, instead of hiding it like ballet movements. She explored how the body reacted when inhaling and exhaling and as a result created her technique using contraction and release. The contraction occurred in the dancer’s centre, on the exhale of breath, causing a backward tilting of the pelvis and curve in the lower back. On the inhalation of breath the body released, centring the pelvis and lengthening the spine. Using this movement as the basis for her technique she built her own vocabulary of dance which has become widely known and recognised all around the dance world. She introduced the concept of movement being initiated from the body’s centre and on completion, returning to the centre.  She yielded to gravity by using the floor, instead of defying gravity as was the norm in classical ballet, incorporating a variety of dramatic falls to the floor. Graham revealed the effort involved in dance because she believed life, and everything in life, involves a great deal of effort, so why hide it. Her early style of technique was very strong, angular and percussive but later became more fluid. “The body says what words cannot.”2
Graham used her unique technique to create dramatic, expressive and distinctive new choreographic works; a total of 181 throughout her career.  Her early works, influenced greatly from her Denishawn roots, were not well received by audiences, being viewed as too avant-garde. People were more accustomed to the gravity-defying codified technique of the ballet and Graham’s angst-driven work came as a shock to many. Her work consisted of abdominal contractions as well as controlled falling and rising to represent the chaos and passion that she felt during her career.

Graham was inspired by a variety of themes throughout her extensive career. Themes that inspired Graham included Greek mythology, historical female figures, the American frontier, social and political issues of the time and works that showcased her striking technique. She bought real life issues into her choreography like the Great Depression and the civil war. “Chronicles”  (1936) reflected the isolation and depression involved with war; she used dark costumes and sets to help her convey these feelings.
Graham insisted that all staging elements were integrated into her choreographic works.  She believed a dance work was not  just about the dancing, but also about the music, sets, props and lighting. To Graham these things were all a vital part of her performances and so attended to equally. She collaborated with musicians such as Louis Horst and Aaron Copeland, and sculptor Isamu Noguchi who, created symbolic sets for a number of her choreographic works.  Graham ensured all elements of the work related directly to the dance and theme. For a major part of her professional career she would not allow photography or filming in her performances. Graham believed that her dances should only be seen live, otherwise her message and the emotion she wanted to convey would not be evident. Her unique dance style amazed and sometimes horrified her audiences, with many emotions felt by the audiences from her various performances, depending on the performance seen. Although Graham was known as a great and important choreographer of her time, she preferred to be remembered and known as a dancer.
Martha Graham School of Dance is one of the oldest and most recognised modern contemporary companies in the world and is the longest continuously operating school of dance in America. Graham founded this school herself, it was established in 1926. This school still continues to operate today and teaches aspiring dances Graham’s unique style of dance. Her vision of modern dance has been and continues to inspire and motivate other dancers and choreographers around the world. A second generation of dance pioneers came from her school; these include Merce Cunnigham, Erick Hawkins and Paul Taylor.
Graham began working with Louis Horst, whom she knew from Denishawn in 1927. Horst worked closest with Graham and remained devoted to her throughout his lifetime. Horst taught Graham about musical form and encouraged her to work with contemporary composers instead of making dances to older music.
Graham was a modern dance legend and that legend still lives on today. Her dance school, Martha Graham School of Dance, carries on her unique style of technique that she had created. It is still being taught today not only in her school, but by choreographers who use some of her vocabulary of technique in their own technique and their personal choreography. By using contraction and release as the basis of her technique, as well as her 181 dance pieces that she had created, she has inspired many of today’s dancers and choreographers to create their own dance pieces. She believed that everything on stage and used in a dance performance must all relate to each other so that the dance performance had a greater effect on the audience. The dance world has been forever altered by Graham’s vision. “I have spent all my life with dance and being a dancer. It’s permitting life to use you in a very intense way. Sometimes it is not pleasant. Sometimes it is fearful. But nevertheless it is inevitable.”3
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1 Quote of Graham: http://womenshistory.about.com/cs/quotes/a/qu_graham_m.htm
2 Quote of Graham: http://womenshistory.about.com/cs/quotes/a/qu_graham_m.htm
3 Quote: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Martha_Graham
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Performance Standards for Stage 2 Dance

	-
	Knowledge and Understanding
	Practical Application
	Presentation and Communication
	Analysis and Evaluation

	A
	In-depth knowledge and understanding of the dance technique of a specific genre.

In-depth knowledge and understanding of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally.
In-depth knowledge and understanding of the aesthetic qualities in techniques, choreography, and/or performance.
	Highly proficient and sustained application of technical skills and knowledge demonstrated, using safe dance practice.

Broad, varied, and thorough exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Highly proficient and sustained demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Highly productive, independent, and collaborative performance or production skills.
	Productive use of an extensive variety of appropriate skills to communicate sensitively and expressively and to engage an audience through practitioners’ on-stage or off-stage roles. 

Coherent and sustained communication of original and innovative choreographic intention.

Highly developed use of language and terminology relevant to the dance context.

Sophisticated, coherent, and sustained communication, to exchange well-informed ideas and opinions.
	In-depth research into, and analysis and interpretation of, historical and contemporary dance works, practice, and issues in context, using a variety of sources.
A purposeful evaluation of the relationships that interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Critical review of and reflection on dance, and perceptive evaluation of dance processes.

Perceptive analysis and in-depth understanding of dance as a creative form.

	B
	Detailed knowledge and understanding of the dance technique of a specific genre.

Some depth in knowledge and understanding of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally. 

Well-informed knowledge and understanding of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Proficient technical skills and knowledge demonstrated consistently, using safe dance practice.

Thorough exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Proficient demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Mostly productive, independent, and collaborative performance or production skills.
	Mostly productive use of a variety of skills to communicate expressively and to engage an audience through practitioners’ on-stage or off-stage roles.

Clear communication of the original choreographic intention with some innovation.

Capable use of language and terminology relevant to the dance context.

Consistent and clear communication, to exchange informed ideas and opinions.
	Thorough research into, and analysis and interpretation of, historical and contemporary dance works, practice, and issues in context, using several different sources.

A thoughtful evaluation of the relationships that interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Critical review of and reflection on dance, and well-considered evaluation of dance processes. 

Well-considered analysis and some depth in understanding of dance as a creative art form.

	C
	Appropriate knowledge and understanding of the dance technique of a specific genre.

Considered knowledge of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally. 

Appropriate knowledge and understanding of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Generally competent application of technical skills and knowledge, using safe dance practice.

Appropriate exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Generally competent demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Generally competent, independent, and collaborative performance or production skills.
	Competent use of appropriate skills to communicate with some expression and to engage an audience through practitioners’ on-stage or off-stage roles.

Competent communication of an original choreographic intention, with elements of innovation.

Competent use of language and terminology relevant to the dance context.

Appropriate and generally clear communication to exchange ideas and opinions.
	Competent research into, and analysis and interpretation of, historical and contemporary dance works, practice, and issues in context, using different sources.

Considered evaluation of the relationships that interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Critical review of and reflection on dance, and considered evaluation of some dance processes. 

Considered analysis and understanding of dance as a creative art form.

	D
	Some identification and understanding of the dance technique of a specific genre.

Some awareness of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally. 

Some knowledge and understanding of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Basic technical skills and knowledge, with some understanding of how to apply safe dance practice.

Some exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Basic demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Some independent and collaborative performance or production skills.
	Some skills in communicating to an audience, with some engagement, through practitioners’ on-stage or off-stage roles.

Some communication of aspects of choreographic intention.

Basic use of language and terminology with some relevance to the dance context.

Attempted communication to exchange ideas and opinions.
	Some research into, and description of, one or more historical and contemporary dance works, practices, or issues, using more than one source.

Some consideration of the relationships that interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Superficial review of and reflection on dance, and some description of dance processes.

Description of dance as a creative art form.

	E
	Awareness of some basic dance technique of a specific genre.

Emerging awareness of the work of dance artists locally, nationally, or globally.

Emerging awareness of the aesthetic qualities in technique, choreography, and/or performance.
	Emerging technical skills, with limited awareness of safe dance practice.

Attempted exploration, selection, and refinement of ideas.

Emerging demonstration of the dynamic contrasts and musicality within the principles of a specific dance genre.

Some attempt to work independently or collaboratively in performance or production.
	Emerging skills when attempting communication of an idea to an audience.

Attempted communication of an aspect of choreographic intention. 

Attempted use of some language or terminology with limited relevance to the dance context.

Emerging skills in communication of ideas or opinions.
	Attempted search for information on historical or contemporary issues or practice, using at least one source.

Emerging recognition that relationships interconnect in the process of staging dance.

Identification of an element of dance or dance processes.

Identification and brief description of dance as a creative art form.


Presentation and Communication Sophisticated, coherent communication which, in a well expressed manner, clearly shows the influence of Martha Graham.





Presentation and Communication


Highly developed use of language and terminology relevant to dance shown in the description of Graham’s Denishawn roots.





Knowledge and Understanding


In-depth knowledge and understanding of a dance artist as indicated by the detail given on Graham’s technique.





Analysis and Evaluation 


In-depth research indicated by the range of themes explored with an example of a specific work and its relevance to the time.





Analysis and Evaluation 


Well-considered analysis of how the work of one pioneer has influenced the work of others in dance technique and choreographic themes and processes.





Analysis and Evaluation 


Bibliography provides evidence of in-depth research into, and analysis and interpretation of, historical dance works, practice and issues, in context, using a variety of sources.
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