
what is a contemporary dance

what is a contemporary dance is a question that delves into one of the most expressive and evolving forms of
modern artistic movement. Contemporary dance is a genre that blends elements from several dance styles
including modern, jazz, lyrical, and classical ballet to create a unique and versatile form of performance art.
It emphasizes fluidity, versatility, and the expression of complex emotions through movement, making it a
popular choice for choreographers and dancers seeking creative freedom. This article explores the origins,
characteristics, techniques, and cultural significance of contemporary dance. Additionally, it examines how
contemporary dance differs from other dance forms and its role in both theatrical and social contexts. The
following sections provide a comprehensive overview of what constitutes contemporary dance and why it
continues to influence the world of performing arts.

Definition and Origins of Contemporary Dance

Key Characteristics and Techniques

Influential Figures and Choreographers

Contemporary Dance vs. Other Dance Styles

Applications and Cultural Impact

Definition and Origins of Contemporary Dance

Contemporary dance is a genre of dance that emerged in the mid-20th century as a reaction to the rigid
constraints of classical ballet and the structured techniques of traditional modern dance. It incorporates
elements from various dance styles and physical theater, focusing on versatility and improvisation. The
primary goal of contemporary dance is to express a narrative or emotion through innovative movement
vocabulary that is not confined by the formal rules of other dance forms. Its origins can be traced back to
pioneers such as Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, and Isadora Duncan, who sought to break away from
conventional dance methods and introduce more natural and expressive motions.

Historical Background

The roots of contemporary dance lie in the early 1900s when dancers began experimenting with freer forms of
movement. Isadora Duncan is often regarded as one of the earliest influencers, advocating for dance inspired by
natural human motion rather than strict ballet posture. The mid-20th century saw the rise of modern dance
pioneers like Martha Graham, whose technique emphasized contraction and release, and Merce Cunningham, who
introduced chance procedures and abstract movement. These innovators laid the foundation for contemporary
dance, which gradually evolved by integrating diverse influences from jazz, African, and ethnic dance traditions.

Evolution Over Time

Since its inception, contemporary dance has continuously evolved, absorbing new ideas and styles. The 1970s
and 1980s saw a surge in experimental choreography that challenged the boundaries of traditional dance.
Today, contemporary dance incorporates multimedia, technology, and interdisciplinary collaboration,
reflecting its adaptive and innovative nature. Its evolution highlights a focus on individual expression and the
exploration of movement possibilities beyond classical forms.



Key Characteristics and Techniques

Understanding what is a contemporary dance requires a close look at its defining characteristics and the
techniques that dancers employ. Contemporary dance is known for its dynamic and fluid movements, emotional
expressiveness, and the use of the entire body as a means of storytelling. Unlike classical ballet, contemporary
dance often emphasizes grounded movements, floor work, and the interplay between balance and off-balance
positions.

Movement Qualities

Contemporary dance utilizes a wide range of movement qualities, including sharp, staccato actions as well as
smooth, flowing sequences. The style encourages dancers to explore breath, weight, and momentum, creating a
natural and organic flow. The use of improvisation is common, allowing performers to interpret the
choreography in a personal and spontaneous manner.

Common Techniques

Several techniques form the backbone of contemporary dance, often borrowed and adapted from other dance
forms:

Graham Technique: Focuses on contraction and release, emphasizing the core muscles and emotional
intensity.

Cunningham Technique: Highlights abstract movement and spatial awareness, often incorporating chance
elements.

Release Technique: Centers on efficient use of energy and relaxation, promoting fluidity and ease of
movement.

Floor Work: Includes movements performed on or near the floor, contrasting with the upright posture of
ballet.

Influential Figures and Choreographers

The development and popularity of contemporary dance have been shaped by numerous influential figures who
contributed innovative ideas and techniques. These choreographers expanded the vocabulary of movement and
helped define what is a contemporary dance in the artistic landscape.

Martha Graham

Martha Graham is considered one of the most important pioneers of modern and contemporary dance. Her
technique introduced the concept of contraction and release, which became fundamental to contemporary
movement. Graham’s choreography often dealt with psychological themes and human emotion, influencing
generations of dancers and choreographers.

Merce Cunningham

Merce Cunningham revolutionized contemporary dance by introducing chance choreography and non-linear
movement sequences. His work challenged traditional narrative structures and emphasized movement for its



own sake. Cunningham’s collaborations with avant-garde artists and composers expanded the possibilities of
contemporary dance performance.

Other Notable Choreographers

Several other artists have played significant roles in shaping contemporary dance, including:

Pina Bausch – Known for Tanztheater, blending dance and theatrical elements.

Alvin Ailey – Brought African American cultural themes into contemporary dance.

William Forsythe – Innovated the use of space and structure in choreography.

Contemporary Dance vs. Other Dance Styles

To fully comprehend what is a contemporary dance, it is essential to differentiate it from other popular dance
styles such as ballet, jazz, and modern dance. Each of these forms has distinct characteristics, techniques, and
historical contexts.

Comparison with Ballet

While ballet is characterized by its formal technique, pointe work, and structured positions, contemporary
dance breaks away from these conventions. Contemporary dancers often perform barefoot, use grounded
movements, and incorporate improvisation, making the style more fluid and adaptable than ballet’s rigid
framework.

Comparison with Modern Dance

Modern dance shares roots with contemporary dance but tends to be more focused on rebellion against
classical ballet traditions. Contemporary dance is often seen as an extension of modern dance, integrating more
diverse influences and emphasizing versatility and experimentation.

Comparison with Jazz Dance

Jazz dance is typically upbeat, rhythmic, and performance-oriented, often linked to popular music and theatrical
productions. In contrast, contemporary dance allows for more abstract expression and emotional depth, with
less emphasis on strict rhythm and more on individual interpretation.

Applications and Cultural Impact

Contemporary dance has found a broad range of applications beyond the traditional stage, influencing various
cultural and artistic domains. Its adaptability makes it a powerful medium for storytelling, social
commentary, and interdisciplinary collaboration.



Theatrical and Performance Arts

Contemporary dance is widely used in theater and performance art to convey complex narratives and emotions.
Choreographers often collaborate with composers, visual artists, and filmmakers to create multidimensional
productions that push artistic boundaries.

Education and Therapy

Beyond performance, contemporary dance is an integral part of dance education, emphasizing creativity and body
awareness. It is also used in dance therapy to promote mental and physical well-being through expressive
movement.

Global Influence and Popularity

Contemporary dance enjoys global popularity, with companies and schools dedicated to its practice around
the world. It continues to evolve as dancers incorporate cultural influences and new technologies, reflecting
the diverse and interconnected nature of modern society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is contemporary dance?

Contemporary dance is a genre of dance that combines elements of several dance styles including modern, jazz,
lyrical, and classical ballet, focusing on versatility and improvisation.

How does contemporary dance differ from classical ballet?

Contemporary dance emphasizes fluidity, freedom of movement, and expression, often breaking traditional rules
of ballet such as rigid posture and set movements.

What are the key characteristics of contemporary dance?

Key characteristics include floor work, improvisation, use of gravity, and a focus on the dancer's own
interpretation and emotional expression.

Who are some influential figures in contemporary dance?

Influential figures include Martha Graham, Merce Cunningham, Pina Bausch, and Twyla Tharp, who have all
contributed to the development and popularization of contemporary dance.

Is contemporary dance suitable for beginners?

Yes, contemporary dance is often taught to beginners because it encourages natural movement and personal
expression, making it accessible to dancers of all skill levels.

What styles influence contemporary dance?

Contemporary dance is influenced by various styles such as modern dance, jazz, ballet, and even hip-hop,
allowing dancers to blend techniques and create innovative performances.



Additional Resources
1. “The Art of Contemporary Dance: Exploring Movement and Expression”
This book provides an in-depth look at the foundations of contemporary dance, highlighting its evolution from
classical ballet and modern dance. It explores how dancers use their bodies to convey emotion and narrative
through innovative techniques. The text includes interviews with prominent choreographers and detailed
explanations of movement styles.

2. “Contemporary Dance: From Technique to Performance”
Focusing on both the technical and performative aspects, this book guides readers through the essential skills
needed to excel in contemporary dance. It covers various training methods, choreography principles, and
practical advice for dancers preparing for the stage. The book also discusses the importance of improvisation
and personal expression.

3. “Movement and Meaning in Contemporary Dance”
This title examines how contemporary dance serves as a medium for storytelling and emotional expression. It
delves into the relationship between movement and meaning, analyzing key works and choreographic styles. The
author draws connections between cultural influences and the development of contemporary dance
vocabulary.

4. “The Contemporary Dance Handbook”
A comprehensive guide designed for students, educators, and enthusiasts, this handbook covers history,
technique, and theory of contemporary dance. It provides exercises, choreographic tasks, and critical
reflections to deepen understanding. The book also discusses the role of contemporary dance in the broader
performing arts landscape.

5. “Innovations in Contemporary Dance”
Highlighting groundbreaking choreographers and trends, this book explores how contemporary dance continues
to evolve. It covers experimental techniques, interdisciplinary collaborations, and the integration of
technology in dance performances. Readers gain insight into the future directions of the art form.

6. “Body and Breath: The Essentials of Contemporary Dance”
Focusing on the physical and physiological aspects, this book teaches how breath control and body awareness
are crucial in contemporary dance. It offers detailed exercises to improve flexibility, strength, and coordination
while fostering a deeper connection between mind and body. The text emphasizes the importance of presence and
mindfulness in movement.

7. “Contemporary Dance and Cultural Identity”
This book explores how contemporary dance reflects and shapes cultural identities across the globe. It
discusses the incorporation of traditional dance forms and social issues within contemporary choreography.
The author highlights case studies from diverse cultural backgrounds, illustrating dance as a form of
dialogue and resistance.

8. “Improvisation Techniques for Contemporary Dancers”
A practical guide dedicated to developing improvisational skills essential to contemporary dance practice. It
includes exercises to enhance creativity, spontaneity, and responsiveness in movement. The book also discusses
the role of improvisation in choreography and performance.

9. “The Language of Contemporary Dance: Theory and Practice”
This book bridges the gap between academic theory and practical application in contemporary dance. It analyzes
movement vocabulary, choreographic structures, and the semiotics of dance. Aimed at both scholars and
practitioners, it encourages a deeper understanding of how dance communicates meaning.
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