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•  social/rock	and	roll	
dance	

•  counter	culture	
•  experimental	theatre,	

post	modern	dance	

•  interest	in	
sensuality,	
individuality	

•  non-authoritarian	
creaGon	methods	

•  improvisatory	solo	
taught	to	class	at	
Oberlin	College	

•  Steve	
Paxton’s	
interest	in	
structured	
improvisaGon	

•  wild,	crashing	
movement	
style	

•  non-
sequenGal	
spread	

•  Paxton	recieves	
grant	to	create	
dance	for	gallery	

•  invites	dancers	to	
live	and	work	in	
Chinatown	loS	

•  Paxton	invited	to	
teach,	perform	at	
colleges	and	
galleries	

•  brings	Weber	
dancers,	
videographer	

•  refinement	of	skill	
•  dancers	study	videos,	clearer	aestheGc	

emerges	
•  first	solo	dancing		

•  new	students	
teach	friends	in	
order	to	have	
dance	partners	

•  ad-hoc,	
social	
performanc
es	in	round	

•  audience	
and	
performers	
mingle	

•  growing	
audience	begins	
to	organize	
events	

•  geograp
hic	
mobility	
of	youth	

•  rapid	learning	curve	
draws	dancers	and	
non-dancers	

•  parallel	
development	
of	SomaGcs	

•  worry	over	dangerous	
teaching,	fragmentaGon	
of	form	

•  gave	up	system	of	
manager,	registered	
trademark	in	favor	of	
magazine	which	facilitated	
sharing	informaGon	and	
fostering	community	

•  shared	
consciousness	
grows	as	
connecGons	go	
beyond	local	to	
naGonal	

•  way	to	keep	track	of	methods,	share	
events	

•  Paxton	wanted	to	stay	away	from	
metaphysical,	thus	tension	grew	between		
need	to	define	and	desire	to	remain	
indifferent	

•  29	“Contacts”	(acGvely	teaching,	
performing	etc.)	as	of	1976,	each	
indicaGve	of	local	complexes	

•  PluralizaGon	of	styles,	meanings	

•  some	begin	
to	make	
living	off	CI	

•  hierarchy	of	
pros	and	
amateurs	

•  generaGons	
of	
improvisers	

•  discussion	
turned	to	what	
had	been	leS	
out	

•  performanc
es	not	only	
“pure”	CI	

•  high	level	of	skill	makes	
difficult	movement	
look	easy	

•  seldom	dangerous	or	
unpredictable	

•  communal	living,	
original	companies	
disintegrated	

•  improvisers	in	the	80’s	didn’t	
seize	opportunity	for	collecGve	
endeavor,	had	begun	
developing	individual	careers	

•  new	centres	
and	
companies	
formed,	but	
more	localized	

•  CI’s	aestheGc	permeated	modern	and	post-
modern	dance-	for	example	Trisha	Brown,	Twyla	
Tharp,	and	later	Kaeja	d’Dance	

	“Some	jams	can	end	up	being	all	‘moves’.”-	Joseph	Sengo	
It	is	the	implementaGon	of	CI’s	guiding	principles-	their	embodiment	and	
teaching-	that	forms	a	technique,	which	necessarily	requires	a	pre-conceived	
approach	to	moving.	The	more	it	is	recreated,	the	less	it	is	discovered.	

	“It	seemed	to	me	like	social	forms	very	much	determined	the	look	of	dances,	or	
were	a	strong	factor	in	the	way	they	looked.”	Paxton,	in	Sharing	the	Dance	
	
Hoping	to	move	away	from	‘dictatorship’-like	models,	Paxton	sought	to	develop	
knowledge	collecGvely,	in	deference	to	innate	reservoirs	of	individual	impulse	over	
any	one	teacher	or	choreographer-	the	form	itself	funcGons	as	teacher,	master,	
and	choreographer.	My	learning	was	similar	in	the	first	jam	I	aeended,	the	bulk	of	
which	occurred	‘on	my	feet’-	through	kinestheGc	empathy	as	I	watched,	and	
propriocepGve	experience	as	I	embodied	responses	to	my	partner.	

“Thinking	with	my	nerve-endings..	not	acGvely	doing.	Turnaround	of	moments	somewhere	before	
brain.”	–Field	notes,	November	29th	
CI	manifests	through	sharing	weight	and	following	a	rolling	point	of	contact.	Thus,	it	follows	that	its	
movement	is	neither	choreographed-	one	cannot	predict	which	acGon	will	be	necessary	as	each	
moment	unfolds	as	a	result	of	the	one	before-	nor	is	it	enGrely	free	form	improvisaGon-	partners	are	
always	seeking	and	informed	by	another	body	or	the	floor.		
“The	sense	of	touch	and	physical	reflex	acGons	assume	more	importance	for	the	dancer	than	the	sense	
of	vision	and	consciously	chosen	acGons.”	–Cynthia	Novack,	Sharing	the	Dance	

“The	underlying	technique	needed	to	prepare	for	and	survive	the	
surprises	of	a	Contact	Improvisa9on	duet	is	to	pose	and	maintain	a	
quesGon	(‘where	is	my	partner?	where	is	down?’)	What	happens	when,	
aSer	a	few	years	of	pracGce,	what	was	once	an	unpredictable	emergency	
situaGon	becomes	familiar?	The	never-before-imagined	relaGonships	
with	another	person	…	can	be	taken	as	a	definiGon	of	the	work,	rather	
than	the	physical	quesGoning	that	is	the	ground	from	which	this	bounty	
of	innovaGve	material	springs.”-	Daniel	Lepkoff,	“A	QuesGon”	

•  conferences	
represented	
peak	of	
naGonal	
organizaGon	

Contextualizing	Findings-	lived	experience	in	relaGon	
to	theory	and	history		

Body	
Connec&vity	Pa.erns-	how	is	the	whole	body	organized?	
Head-Tail-	spinal	arGculaGon,	preparing	for	level	change	
Cross-Lateral-	acGvaGng	spiral	lines	across	body.	
	Sequencing-	how	does	movement	spread	through	the	
body?	
Constant	transmission	of	force,	spread	sequenGally	or	
successively.			

Effort	
What	is	the	dynamic	
quality	of	the	movement?		
Flow	Effort-	con0nuity.		
Free,	allows	for	soS	and	
responsive	bodies,	external	
sGmuli	and	internal	
sensaGons	operate	in	
reciprocal	exchange.	
Weight	Effort-	sensa0on	of	

self	and	inten0on	of	
moving.	
Strong,	allows	direct	tacGle	
communicaGon	with	
partner.	
Time	Effort-	inner	a>tude	
towards	0me.	
Immediacy	makes	for	
sustained	yet	sudden	
effort.	Urgency	of	the	now	

responded	to	with	paGent	
movement	that	unfolds	
indefinitely.	
Space	Effort-	the	way	
aAen0on	is	given.	
Indirect,	flexible	aeenGon	
and	fluidity	of	moGvaGon.		

Shape	
	Basic	Forms	
Screw	(twisted,	spiral)	forms	fit	partners	together	like	
lego.	
	Modes	of	Change-	how	is	shape	change	mo&vated?		
MoGvaGon	comes	from	the	environment-	the	floor	and	
partner(s).	Thus,	mode	of	change	is	direcGonal	
(bridging	to	the	environment),	or	carving	(adapGng	
with	the	environment).		

Space	
Kinesphere-	what	volume	of	space	is	taken	up?	
Kinesphere	shared	by	both	bodies,	and	a	common	centre	of	gravity	
shiSs	constantly.		
	Spa&al	Pulls-	where	is	the	movement	going	in	space?	
Many	different	pulls	can	be	acGve	at	once,	organized	around	an	
icosahedron	(figure	with	twelve	sides).	Pathways	outlined	in	space	
spiral	through	three	dimensions.		

Laban	Movement	
Analysis	

What	happens	when	a	system	of	movement	tries	to	
progress	and	thrive	while	sGll	eschewing	definiGon?	Is	this	in	
itself	definiGve?	The	interest	in	studying	CI	for	me	lies	then	
not	in	an	idyllic	concepGon	of	an	enGrely	free	movement	
form	rooted	in	the	physical,	but	in	the	way	its	proposiGon	
begs	quesGoning	the	self,	authority,	consciousness	and	
control,	natural-ness,	and	embodied	behavior.				
	CI	in	its	iniGal	phase	was	predicated	on	adherence	to	

necessity,	to	the	natural-	both	in	its	physicality	and	its	
organizaGon.	However,	being	situated	in	the	‘natural’,	
it	was	open	to	imposed	meanings	and	connotaGons	
(emoGonal,	meta-physical,	theatrical).	Further,	its	
locus	of	knowledge	and	power	in	communiGes	(local,	
imagined)	surely	contrasted	more	commodifiable,	
hierarchical	techniques,	but	was	impracGcal	as	the	
form	gained	naGonal	and	internaGonal	popularity.	
Thus	what	made	CI	so	powerful	is	also	what	made	it	
truly	of	its	Gme,	funcGoning	in	this	way	more	like	a	
social	movement	than	a	technique-	unpredictable,	
temporal,	shiSing	in	response	to	environment.		
	

Conclusions	

Par0cipatroy	and	Observa0onal-	Aeended	classes	and	jams	hosted	by	Contact	Improv	Toronto	
Interview	and	Video	Review-	Personal	interview	with	Joseph	Sengo,	CI	teacher;	viewed	past	and	current	
video	artefacts	
Literature	Review-	Studied	mulGple	wrieen	sources	for	background,	including	anthropological	texts,	
magazine	arGcles.	
For	detailed	list	of	sources,	see	handout.	

An	Ethnographic	Approach	
to	Understanding-	Methods	

Contact	ImprovisaGon:	
CulGvaGng	InsGnct	
Abstract-	Drawing	from	first,	second,	and	third	
person	sources,	I	aim	to	provide	both	historical	and	
embodied	accounts	of	Contact	ImprovisaGon	(CI),	to	
use	its	most	basic	physical	essence	as	a	metaphor	for	
its	funcGon	as	a	social	movement.	The	collaGon	of	
informaGon	here-	ranging	from	immediate	to	
reflecGve-	allows	me	to	paint	a	picture	at	once	more	
specific	and	more	holisGc	than	a	research	paper.	

Hannah	Schallert	
FA/DANC	1340	

Image:	“Joseph	Dumit	Contact	ImprovisaGon”.	
February	18th,	2016.	


