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In Landscape of the Now, author Kent De Spain takes readers on a deep journey into the
underlying processes and structures of postmodern movement improvisation. Based on a series
of interviews with master teachers who have developed unique approaches that are taught
around the world - Steve Paxton, Simone Forti, Lisa Nelson, Deborah Hay, Nancy Stark Smith,
Barbara Dilley, Anna Halprin, and Ruth Zaporah - this book offers the rare opportunity to find
some clarity in what is often a complex and confusing experience. After more than 20 years of
research, De Spain has created an extensive list of questions that explore issues that arise for
the improviser in practice and performance as well as resources that influence movements and
choices. Answers to these questions are placed side by side to create dialog and depth of
understanding, and to see the range of possible approaches experienced improvisers might
explore.In its nineteen chapters, Landscape of the Now delves into issues like the influence of
an audience on an improviser's choices or how performers "track" and use their experience of
the moment. The book also looks at the role of cognitive skills, memory, space, emotion, and the
senses. One chapter offers a rare opportunity for an honest discussion of the role of various
forms of spirituality in what is seen as a secular dance form. Whether read from cover to cover or
pulled apart and explored a subject at a time, Landscape of the Now offers the reader a kind of
map into the mysterious realm of human creativity, and the wisdom and experience of artists
who have spent a lifetime exploring it.
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Readings and DVDsIndexLandscape of the NowIntroductionThis is a simple book. Or it might be
more accurate to say that this is a simple book about an incredibly complex subject: movement
improvisation. The purpose of the book is to investigate and articulate some of the ways in which
experienced improvisers negotiate and survive that complexity, ways that they organize and
conceptualize their practice to bring structure to improvisational experience. By fleshing out
these underlying concepts, I hope the book will provide readers with a broader and deeper
knowledge of the form as well as the confidence and inspiration to experiment more within their
own practice.The simplicity of the book stems from its very direct methodology: over the course
of almost four years (2004–7) I went to eight of the most respected practitioners/teachers of
what is known as movement improvisation currently living in the United States—Anna Halprin,
Barbara Dilley, Simone Forti, Deborah Hay, Lisa Nelson, Steve Paxton, Nancy Stark Smith, and
Ruth Zaporah—and asked each one the same set of questions about what I call the “issues” and
“resources” of improvisation in movement. This book is based on their answers.There are many
great performers and teachers of improvisation, but one of the fundamental distinguishing
characteristics of the eight practitioners I chose to interview is that they are among the few who



have gone beyond just “doing” improvisation; each has developed and disseminated a distinct
approach (or sometimes more than one approach) to framing or structuring the process of
improvisation, approaches that are internationally recognized and that are studied and practiced
by others. It would have been an easy and obvious choice to organize the book into eight
chapters devoted to their individual personalities and approaches, but my research is not
focused on them as people. Instead, my work is devoted to the investigation of a process, a
practice, and I firmly believe that these eight people would join their voices with mine in stating
that the practice of movement improvisation is far greater than all of us. And whether you are a
beginner or an expert, improvising puts you on a level playing field with everyone else in one
important sense: none of us knows what will happen next. What expertise gives you is a greater
understanding of the resources you can call on and the issues you might encounter when you
enter into that moment of not knowing. My questions in these interviews were intended to
document such expertise and the wisdom and guidance it can provide. So instead of looking at
the people, this book is organized around the questions. Each chapter examines, side by side,
the answer each person gives to a specific question, revealing the similarities and differences in
how expert improvisers understand and approach their practice.There have been several
excellent books written on movement improvisation. Daniel Nagrin’s Dance and the Specific
Image: Improvisation, Blom and Chaplin’s The Moment of Movement: Dance Improvisation, and
Ruth Zaporah’s Action Theater: The Improvisation of Presence are good examples. What
separates this book from those predecessors is the intensity of its focus on process. Most of the
books that have been written on movement improvisation have contained very limited discussion
of how it really works. Instead, they have focused their energies on pedagogy, providing an
extensive (and often very useful) array of exercises and structures that can aid in teaching
beginning students of the form. But this is not one of those books. It does not contain a single
exercise or structure. And while much of the information within its pages will inspire beginners, I
would not be surprised if some passages seem perplexing. Even if you tell someone what to
look for while improvising, there is too much of a sense of panic, too much white noise, simply
too much going on for beginners to sense much of what is happening. It takes time to ride out
the maelstrom and begin to notice patterns and sources, images and recurring ideas; it takes
time to learn how you can organize your attention to bring certain things to the foreground and
turn down the psychic volume on the rest. This book is about that process and, as such, it is
primarily targeted at improvisers who have survived the initial onslaught and arrived at a place
where they want to know more. This book is a resource for going deeper and further and more
fully into an embodied investigation of now, and now, and now.FRAMING THE
STUDYMovement improvisation is elusive. It can be used in the studio, in performance, or on the
street. It can be used in solo moving, group explorations, or in duet forms such as Contact
Improvisation (in Nancy Stark Smith’s popular practice known as the Underscore, improvisers
constantly and seamlessly slip between all three). As I understand it, movement improvisation is
a loose collection of skills and practices, one that can’t even quite decide on a name. Many



people refer to it as “dance improvisation,” but after more than thirty years of intense practice I
have found that improvisation spills over the traditional art/life boundaries that tend to define
dance in Western culture, so I lean toward the more open possibilities that “movement
improvisation” provides. For me, that term includes everything from Margaret H’Doubler’s early
movement classes to open Contact jams to the chatty madness of a Grand Union performance.
It also includes real-time compositional choices within mostly “choreographed” material or
attending to the “how” of navigating a crowded sidewalk. While it is my intention in this book to
examine movement improvisation, I do not want to pin it down. Instead, I want to open it up. I
want improvisation to be more, not less, and to help practitioners realize a fuller range of
possibilities for the form. The one bit of clarity I can offer is this very loose-fitting idea: regardless
of issues around structure or resources or when or how or even whether it is practiced or
performed, movement improvisation includes the process of creating and/or choosing your
movements as you are doing them. The rest is up to you.Even if I had wanted to define
movement improvisation in some way, I would have received little help from the interviews that
form this book. There is significant disagreement among even these eight practitioners as to
what constitutes “improvisation” (versus other terms they might use). One (Deborah Hay) denies
that her practice is improvisation at all. Such disagreements are interesting, given the relative
homogeneity of this group (all artists over sixty years of age, living in the United States, of mostly
European descent, and part of the development of what we have come to call “postmodern”
dance) and the frequency of their interactions over the years (many have studied or performed
with others in the group or been a part of the same festivals or workshops). As someone
investigating how improvisation works, I find that variety exciting, and the structure of the book
(comparing different answers to the same questions) is designed to mine such diversity of
opinion for what it can tell us about the form. These are artists who have delved deeply into the
process of improvising, and the additive value of their discoveries can vastly increase our
understanding.Despite their diversity of opinion and the importance of their contributions to the
practice of movement improvisation, the homogeneity of this group raises a question that needs
to be acknowledged (even if a theoretical or historical investigation is beyond the scope of a
study focused on process and practice): why are so many of the leading figures of postmodern
improvisation of European descent? Certainly, African American improvisers such as Dianne
McIntyre and Ishmael Houston-Jones have played important roles in defining the resources and
practices of contemporary improvisation in America, as have practitioners of imported Asian
forms such as Butoh. In the end, though, the “face” of postmodern improvisation tends to be a
white one, and that reflects cultural machinations often unspoken. Although there are clear
examples of improvisation in the history of European arts, I believe much of the impetus for
improvisation within American music and dance has emerged from the African diaspora. The
complex (and, at times, painful) history of the melding of various cultures in “American”
performance (through borrowings, appropriations, and contested cooperations) has been
documented, to some degree, in forms such as jazz music and tap dance. A similar excavation



of influences in the development of postmodern movement improvisation is now under way,
studies that undertake the daunting task of examining the specific historical, cultural, and
aesthetic context within which postmodern improvisation resides. These studies can provide
scholars and practitioners with a better understanding of our prevailing demographics and of the
language and concepts used and lived by artists such as those in this book. Some of this
important groundwork has been laid by scholars such as Daniel Belgrad (The Culture of
Spontaneity), Sally Banes (Terpsichore in Sneakers), Cynthia Novak (Sharing the Dance),
Susan Foster (Dances that Describe Themselves), and Danielle Goldman (“I Want to Be
Ready”: Improvised Dance as a Practice of Freedom), and in the edited compilation Taken by
Surprise, but more would be welcome. The literature of improvisation is still in its infancy, so
there are many stories yet to be told.This brief mention of the politics of the history of movement
improvisation is intended only to frame how we understand what is written in these pages. The
artists I have chosen to interview are all associated with an experimental branch of American
performance that developed/broke away from the “Modern Dance” of the mid-twentieth century.
It is important, though, to acknowledge the range of improvisational practices in movement that
flourish beyond those narrow historical and cultural boundaries. Without serious further
investigation, there is no way of knowing how much of the knowledge gained from this study
might be applicable to other American movement forms that feature improvisation (e.g., rhythm
tap, hip-hop) or to forms from other cultures (e.g., Flamenco, Capoeira, Kathak, some of the
dances of West Africa). This book is focused on members of a generation of American dancers
who have instigated and guided an explosion in improvisational moving, and through their
performances, writings, and teaching have helped expand the possibilities of what improvisation
can be. There is, however, no claim that they somehow represent improvisation, writ
large.STRENGTH IN NUMBERSIn the next chapter I examine the details of who was chosen for
the interviews and how I derived the list of questions, but my job in this introduction is to shed
light on the book as a whole. With its focus on artists and the experience of moving, this is not
intended as a book for academics; it was written for practitioners. There is one academic term,
though, that I feel compelled to put out there: constructivism. Despite its jargonistic sound,
constructivism is a simple idea that guides how I go about my research. Instead of pursuing
some kind of verifiable “facts” or “truths,” constructivism acknowledges that what we know about
something like improvisation is built up over time—through conversation, publication, education
—by the people who do it and study it. This also means that as ideas and values and practices
change, so does our understanding of what something is and how it works. “Truth” is always
situated in a moment and a culture. In the end, the value, the pragmatic truth, of this particular
project will be determined in the simplest way: Does it resonate with practitioners? Does it help
them better understand their own process of improvising?Even though this book is built on the
knowledge of many, I want to be clear that I am not just a transparent conduit for their ideas. In
many ways this is my own journey: I chose the questions, I chose the participants, and I worked
through their answers in my own way. But I do not take this journey alone. I have been practicing



the form deeply for more than thirty years and I think my opinions have value, but I do not think
they have more value than those of other practitioners and teachers. I find it all fascinating and
informative. So, from the beginning of my work in the field, I have simply wanted to find ways to
get people talking, to organize and publish what they say, to keep the conversation going; a
process you might call “oral theory.”The value of this kind of conversation pervades these
interviews and is clearly a part of the lives of these practitioners beyond the frame of this book.
There were several small comments in the interviews about sharing ideas that caught my ear in
this way—Nancy Stark Smith bouncing new ideas for approaches and structures off Simone
Forti, or Steve Paxton saying he couldn’t wait to hear how Lisa Nelson answered a particular
question. In fact, the incredible generosity of these eight artists in sitting down with me for these
long interviews is a compelling testament to the open sharing of knowledge within the
improvisation community.The result of this community investment is crucial to us all, because it
is clear early in any investigation of movement improvisation that a single individual, even in a
lifetime of practice, can hardly scratch the surface of such a complex phenomenon. Two things
you quickly encounter when you engage in improvisation are the limitlessness of possibilities
and the limitations of “self”—your ways of thinking, your style of problem solving, the boundaries
of your physicality. Limitations are not an inherently bad thing, just a part of the landscape of the
now, and sometimes pushing against them can give you leverage for moving worlds. But in the
inevitable moments when you feel constricted by those limitations, sometimes the simplest
suggestion from beyond your closed system can crack open your universe in profound ways and
open up new pathways for the exploration and expansion of that “self.” Something that may
emerge from someone else’s limits or propensities becomes revelatory when applied to yours.
Reading the interesting and challenging ways that these eight artists deal with their limitations
can inspire you to embrace your own.The last thing I have to say about the constructivist
approach to research is this: discoveries made in a bubble (in isolation from the rest of the
world) teach us a lot about bubbles, but tend to fall apart quickly in the face of the pragmatics of
people’s lives. No matter what we find by ourselves in the sanctity of the studio (and serious
improvisers spend a lot of alone time exploring the practice), in the end we need to find ways to
put our discoveries “out there,” to see whether they have any value beyond the personal. We do it
in our partnered dancing, where embodied theories are passed from soma to soma through the
physics and metaphysics of moving. We do it in our teaching, which is where the rubber hits the
road in the improvisation community. We do it in our performances, although on any given night
we may feel like geniuses or charlatans. And we do it by putting our ideas down on paper where
they must live beyond any charisma we may possess and where people we have never met will,
in the end, find them inspiring or inept. However we get these ideas “out there,” the important
part of the process is the “we.”IMPROVISATIONSIt will take some patience to mine these
chapters for improvisational gold. Because of the nature of the source material, rooted as it is in
personal experience, anecdotes, and a lifetime of trial and error, the wisdom that emerges in
each chapter is additive. I do not whittle it all down to a series of pithy truisms. That would



assume a universality that doesn’t jibe with the inherent differences in individual experience of
the form. On any given subject I am simply using the interview responses to say, “Look, these
nine people (counting me) think about things this way, and this way, and this way.” There is no
sense of any approach being the “right” way, or the “best” way, just “another” way. That diversity
of opinions is probably the greatest gift these interviews offer to practitioners and
researchers.Not all answers were lengthy. Some were quite terse. But regardless of what
emerged in the interviews, it is important to understand that for the person answering the
questions, this was a challenging verbal improvisation. None of them knew the content of the
questions ahead of time, yet these artists gamely tried to field difficult questions and dig into
their experience for answers, even under the pressure of the microphone and camera. For this
effort, and for the incredible articulateness and grace they found for an hour or two of cross-
examination, each artist earned my deep gratitude and respect.Because of the improvisational
nature of the interviews, and because these artists continue to grow and change and redefine
their practice every day, all of the comments quoted in the interviews must be seen as situated in
a single moment and emerging from a specific context. On that day, with the light and the
weather and the ideas melding together to create a magic or a muddle (or something in the
middle), our conversations twisted and turned in particular ways. I have no doubt that if I asked
the same person the same question on a different day, I might receive a completely different
answer, maybe even contradicting the one I actually recorded. In my mind, that does not
diminish the value or applicability of these answers at all. If they were “true” for that day then they
have value in the search for understanding.It was always my intention in the interviews to ask
each person the full set of questions I had prepared. But like any improvised duet, each
interview followed its own path. I knew I would likely have this one chance to capture the
moment, so sometimes I felt I had to skip a question or two to maintain the focus and the flow.
So, in certain chapters, there are seven answers instead of eight. That still left more than enough
grist for the mill.TO THE BOOKI encourage you to engage with this book in any way that you
choose. I will not know if you read every word or if, instead, you skip over the dull bits and focus
on what intrigues you. I think that reading it from beginning to end can bring a sense of scope
and depth to the practice of improvisation that I find both humbling and inspiring. But if the
chapters start to meld together, there is just as much value in pulling the book apart, digging into
a chapter or two, and moving with those ideas in the studio. You might miss some of the big
picture, but I find that learning is often about timing. The most profound wisdom is wasted on
someone who is not ready to hear it, while the simplest idea, offered at the right moment, may
open up someone’s practice in entirely new ways. Take what you need. Whatever path you
choose to take through the book, I suggest that your journey begin with a stop in the “What and
Who” chapter that follows this introduction. Knowing a bit about who is speaking and how I
arrived at this set of questions will ease your entry into any later chapter.For my part, I think that
the book really works in two ways, and maybe a third. First, it provides you with an extensive set
of categories for consideration within your practice. Think of it as a list of ingredients for



improvising, or perhaps a map for tracking the complex experience of improvisation. Some
categories are pretty obvious, but many are not, and I believe that engaging with them in various
ways will open up new avenues for investigation in your work. The second way the book can help
comes not from the categories themselves but from the stimulating and curious and profound
ways that these eight artists work within them. They open each category up in a way I could not
have done alone. Working through their diverse approaches can set you on a path to a deeper
practice. Many concepts are explored in the text, but no easy answers are given. Instead, you
must think about and move with these ideas until you settle on your way of understanding
them.If there is a third way this book can help, it comes in the form of inspiration (I say “if”
because we are not always in the market for a muse). These are the elders of our tribe, the
voices in the wind that call us to action. They have dedicated their lives to investigating this
phenomenon and to finding ways to bring what they have found to others. That they are still
enthralled after forty or fifty or sixty years by the mundanities and mysteries of the daily practice
of improvisation is profoundly moving to me and makes me want to go deeper in my own
practice and work harder to document the human creative potential that lies at its
core.Improvisation is more than an arcane artistic practice. It is a way of being in the world. And
whether that world exists within the cultural frame of a proscenium stage, between the intricately
entangled bodies of a Contact jam, or in the way you eat your breakfast, improvisation can take
you as deep as you are willing and able to go. Its roots, in my opinion, are in the fundamental
relationship between intention and action, between what we want to happen and what is actually
happening. A portion of this skill is situated in the limbic system—the subconscious,
preconscious animal brain—but much of it falls within the realm of consciousness (broadly
defined). How do we become aware of the possibilities there, and thereby open up the range of
choices we can make? How can we also be open to not making choices, instead being “chosen”
by circumstances and energies beyond ourselves? How do practitioners push themselves?
What do they value? What are they willing to forgo? Only by delving into the practice itself can
one find real answers, but others, those who have gone deep, might guide our entry into the
unknown.What and WhoIt has been more than two decades since I began to investigate
movement improvisation, not just as a practitioner (although that is important study), but as a
researcher looking beyond my own experiences to find commonalities and patterns that might
enhance understanding. Much of my early writing focused on applying structures developed in
other fields—for example, “chaos” theory, quantum physics, neuropsychology—to movement
improvisation in an attempt to uncover patterns and processes that could better explain the
actual creative experience of improvising than what had so far been offered up through the
pedagogical language of modern dance. I also began to document and analyze the
improvisational processes of other movers in a way that might best be described as exploratory,
experiential, and cognitive (if you use, like I do, a very broad definition of cognition that accepts
the possibility that our “minds” can manifest in movement and physicality as fully as in logic or
reasoning). I was casting a broad net, because even after spending most of my adult life as a



performer and teacher working extensively with movement improvisation, I feel that I (and we as
a community of practitioners, teachers, and scholars) know very little about it. So I find myself
filled with questions: How does it work? Where does improvised movement come from? By what
criteria am I making choices? Should I be “thinking” about anything as I am moving? What
internal and external elements influence the decisions I make? Does movement improvisation
work the same for dancers in other cultures?It is easy to ask such questions, but not so easy to
answer them because it is difficult both to articulate the complexity of improvisational experience
and to parse the idiosyncratic from shared characteristics of the form. Improvisation is both
fleeting and all-consuming, because the solution to the puzzle of each moment—coming in the
form of an emergent choice or movement or quality—begets the puzzle of the next, and the next,
and the next. It is a never-ending crisis of creativity. So what I “know” about improvisation is
always in motion, and if I try to pin it down—to hold it in my mind or to form it into writing—I often
find myself grasping at air. I am not even sure it is something that can be “known.” Yet my
experience has taught me that improvising is somehow its own pedagogy. If you can wrest your
attention away from the products of improvisation and focus on the underlying process, you can
learn, over time, how to more effectively ride the wind.For me, “over time” is the crux of the
previous idea and reveals much about my interests (and therefore my biases) in researching the
form. I can certainly be wowed by the dynamic movement of talented, but inexperienced,
improvisers, but if their virtuosity is limited to the physical realm it is not long before I find myself
tuning out. Over time, time spent deeply exploring improvisation, not as a vehicle for
showmanship but as an entry into an investigation of the relationship of self to the world we
inhabit, other kinds of virtuosity—of attention, of choice, of connection, of revealing the nature of
experience in the moment—may join or even replace the wow factor of moving. It is not that the
moving is less interesting, but it is contextualized and humanized (not superhumanized) in a way
that draws me into it. Experienced improvisers seem to make me care more about less moving
and less about more, and I want to know how they do it.So when I chose to dedicate myself to
investigating the process of movement improvisation, one of the obvious ways to do so was to
follow a simple dictum: if you want to understand more about how improvisation works, ask
experienced improvisers. Specifically, I inquire in two different ways. Sometimes I ask them to
report their experiences while moving, essentially invading the act of improvisation in the hope of
getting details that would later be lost in the maelstrom of actions and thoughts. At other times, I
ask them to talk from a more reflective place and to analyze how their experiences affect the way
they approach their practice. Later, I examine both real-time and reflective answers, comparing
and contrasting them to look for commonalities, intriguing discrepancies, and useful insights.
While this book is an example of the second approach—reflective analysis as gathered in sit-
down interviews—the questions I ask in these interviews emerge directly from earlier research
based on real-time reporting.1Those questions fall into two categories—issues and resources—
that define the structure of the book. An “issue” could be how your process is affected by the
presence of an audience, what you keep track of as you are moving, or how you decide whether



your improvising is “good.” The questions about issues reveal the aesthetic underbelly of the
practice and show us how each artist negotiates difficult ideas and challenges. “Resources,” on
the other hand, are elements that you call upon, or that call upon you, when you are seeking
material and inspiration for moving. They are what you are moving “with” or “about” or sensing
the relationships between. These resources include the obvious—such as movement or space
or your physical body—but they also include the less concrete world of things like imagination or
memory or emotion. Sometimes a question about a resource would elicit a negative answer—
such as “I don’t really work with that”—which seems like it would dampen the conversation. In
fact, I find those answers just as revealing as longer, positive answers because they show how
the framework for improvising is constructed differently by each practitioner, and that perhaps
there is no single resource that is absolutely necessary to engage with while moving.With issues
and resources alike, I bring my own voice and approaches into play as I analyze and organize
the interview responses. I try to spin a narrative thread that links and compares each answer,
seeking ideas that illuminate or challenge. The questions arising from the issues tend to be
complex and they prompted equally complex (and sometimes very extensive) answers that
required a heavy editorial hand to carve out succinct statements for comparison. While this
process provides a necessary clarity and concision, the trade-off is that I find myself sometimes
missing the twists and turns, the scenic detours, of the longer answers. Another editorial choice
—made to assist the flow of the reader—was to forgo the use of ellipses and other marks where
I have trimmed a word or phrases or sentences out of the original quotes.There was less need
for editorial intervention with the questions about resources. Answers tended to be clear and
brief and grounded in examples from practice. A bit of a sense of wonder also pervades the
resources section, reflecting my experience of how profoundly one can be (literally and
emotionally) moved by the elements of the improvisational moment. As Ruth Zaporah jokes in A
Moving Presence (my documentary film of her teaching), “I get a little woo-woo (mystical/
spiritual) as I get older.” I think I may, too, be drifting in that direction. Each resource presents a
world of possibilities. Combined, they have kept my practice rich and challenging for over thirty
years, and whenever I reach out for an impulse, those resources have always answered my call.
I think such consistent and powerful gifts from within and beyond deserve a bit of woo-woo.I
think it is important to understand that categories such as “issues” or “resources” are very loose-
fitting. They are helpful to me as concepts that offer structure to a very complex phenomenon,
but I am making no claims for them as being inherent or necessary in any way. In fact, I know
from my own experiences that what I am calling issues can be used as resources, and that any
particular resource can raise questions that make it an issue. The categories, and the questions
housed within them, were really there to keep me from having to begin each interview with, “So,
how about that improvisation, huh?” Other improvisers and researchers can and should create
their own rubric for understanding the practice, and the nature of each rubric would reveal as
much about them as mine does about me.WHOResearch is often carefully planned, but
sometimes it is opportunistic. As a researcher specializing in the documentation and analysis of



the process of improvisation, my projects have sometimes begun (fittingly) when I take
advantage of a set of circumstances. The project that resulted in this book, in fact, began when I
was in Los Angeles on other business and called Simone Forti to ask for an interview. We had
spoken years before about her approach to improvisation, but much had changed for both of us:
new jobs, new places to live, and a lot of dancing and teaching and writing in between. Our talk
went so well that I decided to embark on a series of such interviews.As I stated in the
introduction, I was particularly interested in speaking with teacher/practitioners who have
developed unique approaches to improvising, approaches that have been disseminated—
through workshops and performances—throughout what we might call the movement
improvisation diaspora, and even exist beyond the presence of their founders (in the sense that
there are people practicing and guiding these approaches on their own, some of whom might
never have studied with their originators). Each of these approaches offers a unique way of
structuring the experience of improvisation and an accompanying aesthetics and pragmatics of
practice. I want to be clear, however, that I am not attempting to document or disseminate these
approaches as training or practice entities; that is best done by their originators. Instead, I see
them as pedagogical manifestations of the deeper questions these improvisers ask of
themselves, and it is those deeper answers that I seek.While a global view might see these
approaches as kissing cousins in an incestuous family (because of the close interactions of
most of these eight artists within a relatively narrow frame over the years), in the world of
postmodern movement improvisation they represent quite a range of ideas. From the theatrical
(Ruth Zaporah) to the sensory (Lisa Nelson), from the ideokinetic (Steve Paxton) to the spoken
word (Simone Forti), from the contemplative (Barbara Dilley) to the communal (Nancy Stark
Smith), and from parsing (Deborah Hay) to the procedural (Anna Halprin), the artists behind
these approaches have mapped out important terrain in ways that allow others to adopt and
adapt these ideas in order to organize their own investigations, instead of stumbling blindly in
the dark.Terrain may be important in another way. There is a geographic fact common to every
one of these artists that merits a mention here: although most of them have lived in New York
City (the acknowledged center of the dance world in the United States), and all of them have
taught and performed there on many occasions, interestingly, none of them live there now. I
conducted these interviews at the artists’ homes in Vermont, Massachusetts, Colorado, Texas,
New Mexico, and California, and it makes me curious: to develop a truly unique approach to
movement and improvisation is it essential to be (literally) out of the mainstream? How important
are the mountains of Vermont, or the red rocks of New Mexico, or the sun-baked hills of Texas to
the ways that these practitioners understand place and space? How crucial has the cooperative
nature of Mad Brook Farm, or the desire to “Keep Austin Weird,” or the perceived cultural
isolation of the left coast been to the ways that they collaborate with other artists or transmit their
approaches to students? A detailed examination of these individual issues lies beyond the
scope of this book, yet indirect answers are present in the thoughts and stories these artists
relate in this text. So I think a bit of context will make it easier to assess and interpret their



contributions. Toward that end I will provide some biographical information to help readers relate
the artists’ histories to their ideas. I will also briefly describe my experience of the interviews and
my impressions of the artists, because I want to impart a little sense of how it feels to sit in
conversation with each of them, to be in their homes where they so graciously allowed me to
delve into issues that confound and intrigue us all.Anna Halprin (born 1920)Anna Halprin is, in
many ways, the founder of postmodern American movement improvisation. She is the
connecting link between the first generation of American dance educators (emerging from
Teachers College at Columbia University in the first two decades of the twentieth century) and
the influential experiments of Judson Church and Grand Union. Halprin grew up dancing and
studied with the modern dance innovators of her day (Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, Hanya
Holm) but was most influenced by her work with dance education pioneer Margaret H’Doubler at
the University of Wisconsin, someone who used improvisation as a primary source of movement
training. After a few years dancing professionally in New York, Halprin established herself in the
Bay Area in California and began experimenting deeply with improvisation as a source of
movement and a way of structuring performance (very much in opposition to the technical/
choreographic dedication to movement “style” of artists like Martha Graham or even Merce
Cunningham). Her reputation as an iconoclast and innovator attracted young dancers—
including Simone Forti, Yvonne Rainer, and Trisha Brown—who brought some of her principles
and practices back to New York. If Cunningham and Cage (through the chance procedures
taught by Robert Dunn to the Judson dancers) are the fathers of the movement revolution of the
1960s, surely Anna Halprin is the mother. “Democracy’s Body” (as Sally Banes has called the
pedestrian movement style and structures of the Judson generation) seems like the urban
offspring of Halprin’s experiments.Anna Halprin. Photo: ©Halprin’s inspiring career—which
encompasses decades of group and solo performances, plus work with dances of social justice,
community, and healing—has now been well documented, but she is also recognized for an
important approach to creative process. Searching for a method of conceptualizing and
communicating within design or performance collaborations, Halprin and her husband
(renowned landscape architect Lawrence Halprin) created a system—known as the RSVP
Cycles—that foregrounds the elements at play and the values underlying aesthetic and
pragmatic choices, allowing the artist(s) to more effectively define and structure creative
experimentation (an invaluable tool for improvisers).The Interview: On a blue-sky California day
in the middle of July, driving north from San Francisco and up the winding roads of Mount
Tamalpais, I thought back to the first time I met Anna Halprin (hitching a ride with her to
Embarcadero Plaza to help set up for the finale of her epic all-day improvisational event, City
Dance 1977). Now, arriving at her house, I set up my camera on Halprin’s legendary “dance
deck” (designed by her husband) that clings to the steep slopes of the mountain and cuts in and
out among the native trees. As in many of my favorite dance spaces (Warner Main at Oberlin
College, St. Mark’s Church in New York City), a ghostly sense of the movement and choices of
improvisers past was palpable and inspiring there. Although I am used to an intimate



environment for the interviews (just two people and a camera) Halprin’s time was short and we
had agreed to an odd kind of multitasking: she was teaching an intensive workshop and asked
that I conduct the interview in front of the participants so her words could benefit all of us. Taking
advantage of that circumstance, I deviated from my typical interview process to ask Halprin to
trace her work with improvisation, and her extensive and informative response is included in this
book as an appendix. Halprin was very aware of her audience and (like a talk show emcee)
spoke at times to the camera and at times to the crowd. The whole experience, which felt as
though we were all collaborating on a performance, was punctuated by Lawrence Halprin
walking down from their house to publicly offer Halprin a bouquet of roses for her eighty-fifth
birthday.Simone Forti (born 1935)Simone Forti was born in Italy, but in 1939 (with war looming)
her Jewish family escaped, first to Switzerland, and eventually to the United States. She
attended Reed College in Oregon where she met her first husband, sculptor and conceptual
artist Robert Morris. Forti became involved in dance quite late after she and Morris moved to
San Francisco in 1956 where she met Anna Halprin. After a few years working on
improvisational investigations with Halprin in the early days of the San Francisco Dancers’
Workshop, Forti moved to New York, becoming a part of the first group of students (along with
Yvonne Rainer and Steve Paxton) in Robert Dunn’s iconic composition class at Merce
Cunningham’s Studio. In 1961 Forti produced an evening of “dance constructions” at Yoko Ono’s
loft in New York (more than a year before the first showing at Judson Church by other students in
Dunn’s class), a concert that included seminal works like Huddle and Slant Board. In the
following few years she was an active presence in Happenings and other events.Simone Forti.
Photo: ©Carol PetersenSince the 1960s, Forti has engaged in a series of deep movement
explorations—usually manifested as solo or group improvisational performances—delving into
inspirations: moving with the sounds of live musicians such as Charlemagne Palestine and Peter
van Riper; the movement of animals (what Forti has referred to as “the roots of dance behavior”);
the subtle, complex life of her garden, with its cycles of growth and change above and below the
ground; and her “news animations” in which she embodies the geopolitics of global culture on
and in her small frame. Forti is probably best known for her tremendous ability to simultaneously
improvise in both movement and text, a process she calls Logomotion and has taught in courses
and workshops throughout North America, Europe, Asia, and beyond. Her skill with words has
also led to writing, including her books Handbook in Motion: An Account of an Ongoing Personal
Discourse and Its Manifestations in Dance (1974) and Oh, Tongue (2003).The Interview: I met
with Simone Forti on a hazy March day in Los Angeles. Her apartment there was clean and
calm, but nothing like her cabin at Mad Brook Farm in Vermont where I had interviewed her the
first time a dozen years before. Her life at Mad Brook was built around gardening and nature and
the raw but homey wooden structure that withstood the long winters. Where once her kitchen
window showed a mountain etched against the sky across the valley, now she was surrounded
by urban sprawl and buildings too tall to allow a glimpse of blue. In many ways, though, she was
just the same: down to earth, beautiful, and charming, with a soft laugh that finds most of its



humor in her own perceived foibles. Talking with Forti you cannot help but feel the way she is
never in a hurry yet is constantly moving forward on her wandering path, investigating the
connections between movement and memory and nature. You also sense how deeply all of
those things run in her, that when she talks about seeing the movement of a bear or of light on a
hillside, it is her own inner bear and light that really moves.Ruth Zaporah (born 1936)Ruth
Zaporah was born in Baltimore, Maryland. As a child and teen she entered into an intense
relationship with dance, first with ballet and later (as a young adult) with the modern techniques
of Martha Graham and Hanya Holm. In the mid-1960s Zaporah began to teach dance and
movement to make ends meet. After accepting an offer to teach movement for actors for the first
time, Zaporah struggled to fit her dance training into a theater context until a colleague
suggested that she try using improvisation. The pedestrian movement that emerged from the
structures and games she created for the actors fascinated her, and after moving to the Bay
Area in 1969, Zaporah slowly began—through teaching and through her legendary solo and
duet performances—to develop what would become her unique improvisational training and
performance form, Action Theater, an approach that combines movement, vocalization, and
spoken text within a rigorous and relatively narrow set of structures. Ironically, the more Zaporah
defined those structures, the more she and her students found creative freedom and clarity
within them. Over the past four decades, Zaporah has continued to develop the Action Theater
form, teaching it around the world where students often improvise their texts in a range of
languages.Ruth Zaporah. Photo: Kent De SpainZaporah has twice been awarded a fellowship
from the National Endowment for the Arts and has served as a Cultural Envoy for the US State
Department. She is the subject of two documentary films and the author of two books—Action
Theater: The Improvisation of Presence and Action Theater: The Manual—plus numerous
articles about improvisation. There are certified teachers of Action Theater in several US states,
and in Germany, England, Australia, Switzerland, Estonia, and France. When not on tour,
Zaporah now lives and teaches out of Santa Fe, New Mexico.The Interview: On a crisp
December day, I drove from my historic adobe hotel to the west edge of Santa Fe. At the end of a
rutted street that was more like an alley I found Ruth Zaporah’s house perched on the edge of an
arroyo and parked near the yurt that she built on her property so she could have a place to work
with individuals or small groups who come to brave her comments and grow in their practice.
Part yogi, part old-school football coach, and part Catskills comedienne, Zaporah has long had a
reputation for telling it like it is to her students. In my experience she is never mean, but (unlike
many teachers of improvisation) she knows exactly how her Action Theater form works and
exactly what everyone gathered with her needs to do to maximize the rare opportunity to come
together creatively. Always interested in spiritual pursuits (she is a long-time practitioner of
various forms of meditation), after forty years of improvisational practice Zaporah has, in recent
years, become even more aware that opening oneself to the creative moment sets up the
conditions for connection to yourself, to others, and to the world around you. Those connections
grant Zaporah real-time access to our stories, not just her stories, as she embodies our fears,



our hopes, and our idiosyncrasies. It was late afternoon when Ruth and I began to talk, and the
setting winter sun left us in semi-darkness, a light she used for conjuring magic and telling tall
tales of a life spent in the spontaneous.Barbara Dilley (born 1938)Barbara Dilley is another artist
whose path led through many of the seminal improvisation experiments of the postmodern era.
She graduated from Mt. Holyoke College and soon thereafter came to New York to study dance
with Merce Cunningham and others. She was a member of Cunningham’s company from 1963
to 1968 (she was known as Barbara Lloyd at that time), and also performed in several concerts
at Judson Church. Beginning in 1966 with The Mind Is a Muscle, Dilley became a fixture in the
work of Yvonne Rainer, and then was pulled deeply into the world of improvisation, first in
Rainer’s ongoing experiment, Continuous Project—Altered Daily, and then as a member of the
radical improvisation collective, Grand Union (which, in many ways, grew out of Rainer’s piece).
In addition to these projects, Dilley has instigated other kinds of improvisational explorations
through performance groups such as her Natural History of the American Dancer: Lesser Known
Species, and later the Fearless Dancing Project.Dilley left New York in 1974 at the invitation of
Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, the Tibetan Buddhist spiritual leader and founder of the Naropa
Institute (now Naropa University) in Boulder, Colorado. Dilley came to Naropa and founded a
dance program that integrated her interests and concerns about improvisation and performance
with the contemplative practices taught by Trungpa Rinpoche (interestingly, various forms of
Buddhism and meditation practices have been important influences on several of the artists in
this book). In the 1980s, Dilley served as the president of Naropa, helping to oversee its
accreditation and expand its offerings. In addition to her contributions to contemplative dance,
Dilley is acknowledged as the creator of several of the fundamental practices used by most
improvisation teachers at one time or another (even though many may not know their origin),
including Flocking/Follow the Leader, the Five Eye Practices, and moving in Corridors or on the
Grid.Barbara Dilley. Photo: ©Martin FritterThe Interview: The landscape of Boulder, Colorado, is
formed by intersecting surfaces; a place where the vertical grandeur of the Rockies meets the
insistent horizontal expanse of the high plains, and where proximity to the y-axis graphs your
economic or social status in a pricey town. On a snow-filled December afternoon I drove away
from the mountains toward the flat eastside neighborhood where Barbara Dilley has a modest
house. Deceptively modest might be a good description of Dilley, as well. For someone who has
been a university president and has had such a stellar performance and teaching career, Dilley
carries herself with the quiet authority and pleasant demeanor of someone who feels no need to
impress. Underneath that quietude, though, you can sense a curiosity and a powerful
commitment to the rigor of both contemplative practice and a lifetime of improvisational
investigation. Dilley loves to work with structures stripped bare—few movement choices, a
narrow frame for creative choice—to facilitate (or really leave the mover no option but) going
deeply into the moment. Dilley uses simple, evocative phrases to describe these practices and is
very articulate about how to live within them. With my eye on the viewfinder and a cup of tea in
my hands, I could feel her invitation to quiet listening—the on and off cycling of the heating



system, the soft tone of her voice, the implied but tacit sounds of the falling snow. When the
noise and worry of everyday life subsides, we can open ourselves to the deeper world.Steve
Paxton (born 1939)Steve Paxton is probably the person most associated with improvisation in
movement. Born in Arizona and active in gymnastics and dance, Paxton came to New York in
1958 and was soon performing in the companies of Jose Limon and Merce Cunningham. Ever
the iconoclast (who ironically has become an icon), Paxton’s work seemed to both reflect and
resist Cunningham’s aesthetic. He pushed much further Cunningham’s notion that any
movement could be dance and continually found ways to deconstruct the dominant (at the time)
structure of dance companies formed to produce and promote the work of a single artist, instead
often deflecting and democratizing his own contributions to the field. He joined the first cohort in
Robert Dunn’s composition class in 1960 and was a founding member of the Judson Dance
Theater in 1962. He was also a participant/instigator of most of the experiments in improvisation
for the next couple of decades: like Barbara Dilley, he was part of Continuous Project—Altered
Daily and Grand Union; he was also part of Free Lance Dance with Lisa Nelson, Nancy Stark
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DVDsIndexLandscape of the NowLandscape of the NowIntroductionThis is a simple book. Or it
might be more accurate to say that this is a simple book about an incredibly complex subject:
movement improvisation. The purpose of the book is to investigate and articulate some of the
ways in which experienced improvisers negotiate and survive that complexity, ways that they
organize and conceptualize their practice to bring structure to improvisational experience. By
fleshing out these underlying concepts, I hope the book will provide readers with a broader and
deeper knowledge of the form as well as the confidence and inspiration to experiment more
within their own practice.The simplicity of the book stems from its very direct methodology: over
the course of almost four years (2004–7) I went to eight of the most respected practitioners/
teachers of what is known as movement improvisation currently living in the United States—
Anna Halprin, Barbara Dilley, Simone Forti, Deborah Hay, Lisa Nelson, Steve Paxton, Nancy
Stark Smith, and Ruth Zaporah—and asked each one the same set of questions about what I
call the “issues” and “resources” of improvisation in movement. This book is based on their
answers.There are many great performers and teachers of improvisation, but one of the



fundamental distinguishing characteristics of the eight practitioners I chose to interview is that
they are among the few who have gone beyond just “doing” improvisation; each has developed
and disseminated a distinct approach (or sometimes more than one approach) to framing or
structuring the process of improvisation, approaches that are internationally recognized and that
are studied and practiced by others. It would have been an easy and obvious choice to organize
the book into eight chapters devoted to their individual personalities and approaches, but my
research is not focused on them as people. Instead, my work is devoted to the investigation of a
process, a practice, and I firmly believe that these eight people would join their voices with mine
in stating that the practice of movement improvisation is far greater than all of us. And whether
you are a beginner or an expert, improvising puts you on a level playing field with everyone else
in one important sense: none of us knows what will happen next. What expertise gives you is a
greater understanding of the resources you can call on and the issues you might encounter
when you enter into that moment of not knowing. My questions in these interviews were
intended to document such expertise and the wisdom and guidance it can provide. So instead of
looking at the people, this book is organized around the questions. Each chapter examines, side
by side, the answer each person gives to a specific question, revealing the similarities and
differences in how expert improvisers understand and approach their practice.There have been
several excellent books written on movement improvisation. Daniel Nagrin’s Dance and the
Specific Image: Improvisation, Blom and Chaplin’s The Moment of Movement: Dance
Improvisation, and Ruth Zaporah’s Action Theater: The Improvisation of Presence are good
examples. What separates this book from those predecessors is the intensity of its focus on
process. Most of the books that have been written on movement improvisation have contained
very limited discussion of how it really works. Instead, they have focused their energies on
pedagogy, providing an extensive (and often very useful) array of exercises and structures that
can aid in teaching beginning students of the form. But this is not one of those books. It does not
contain a single exercise or structure. And while much of the information within its pages will
inspire beginners, I would not be surprised if some passages seem perplexing. Even if you tell
someone what to look for while improvising, there is too much of a sense of panic, too much
white noise, simply too much going on for beginners to sense much of what is happening. It
takes time to ride out the maelstrom and begin to notice patterns and sources, images and
recurring ideas; it takes time to learn how you can organize your attention to bring certain things
to the foreground and turn down the psychic volume on the rest. This book is about that process
and, as such, it is primarily targeted at improvisers who have survived the initial onslaught and
arrived at a place where they want to know more. This book is a resource for going deeper and
further and more fully into an embodied investigation of now, and now, and now.FRAMING THE
STUDYMovement improvisation is elusive. It can be used in the studio, in performance, or on the
street. It can be used in solo moving, group explorations, or in duet forms such as Contact
Improvisation (in Nancy Stark Smith’s popular practice known as the Underscore, improvisers
constantly and seamlessly slip between all three). As I understand it, movement improvisation is



a loose collection of skills and practices, one that can’t even quite decide on a name. Many
people refer to it as “dance improvisation,” but after more than thirty years of intense practice I
have found that improvisation spills over the traditional art/life boundaries that tend to define
dance in Western culture, so I lean toward the more open possibilities that “movement
improvisation” provides. For me, that term includes everything from Margaret H’Doubler’s early
movement classes to open Contact jams to the chatty madness of a Grand Union performance.
It also includes real-time compositional choices within mostly “choreographed” material or
attending to the “how” of navigating a crowded sidewalk. While it is my intention in this book to
examine movement improvisation, I do not want to pin it down. Instead, I want to open it up. I
want improvisation to be more, not less, and to help practitioners realize a fuller range of
possibilities for the form. The one bit of clarity I can offer is this very loose-fitting idea: regardless
of issues around structure or resources or when or how or even whether it is practiced or
performed, movement improvisation includes the process of creating and/or choosing your
movements as you are doing them. The rest is up to you.Even if I had wanted to define
movement improvisation in some way, I would have received little help from the interviews that
form this book. There is significant disagreement among even these eight practitioners as to
what constitutes “improvisation” (versus other terms they might use). One (Deborah Hay) denies
that her practice is improvisation at all. Such disagreements are interesting, given the relative
homogeneity of this group (all artists over sixty years of age, living in the United States, of mostly
European descent, and part of the development of what we have come to call “postmodern”
dance) and the frequency of their interactions over the years (many have studied or performed
with others in the group or been a part of the same festivals or workshops). As someone
investigating how improvisation works, I find that variety exciting, and the structure of the book
(comparing different answers to the same questions) is designed to mine such diversity of
opinion for what it can tell us about the form. These are artists who have delved deeply into the
process of improvising, and the additive value of their discoveries can vastly increase our
understanding.Despite their diversity of opinion and the importance of their contributions to the
practice of movement improvisation, the homogeneity of this group raises a question that needs
to be acknowledged (even if a theoretical or historical investigation is beyond the scope of a
study focused on process and practice): why are so many of the leading figures of postmodern
improvisation of European descent? Certainly, African American improvisers such as Dianne
McIntyre and Ishmael Houston-Jones have played important roles in defining the resources and
practices of contemporary improvisation in America, as have practitioners of imported Asian
forms such as Butoh. In the end, though, the “face” of postmodern improvisation tends to be a
white one, and that reflects cultural machinations often unspoken. Although there are clear
examples of improvisation in the history of European arts, I believe much of the impetus for
improvisation within American music and dance has emerged from the African diaspora. The
complex (and, at times, painful) history of the melding of various cultures in “American”
performance (through borrowings, appropriations, and contested cooperations) has been



documented, to some degree, in forms such as jazz music and tap dance. A similar excavation
of influences in the development of postmodern movement improvisation is now under way,
studies that undertake the daunting task of examining the specific historical, cultural, and
aesthetic context within which postmodern improvisation resides. These studies can provide
scholars and practitioners with a better understanding of our prevailing demographics and of the
language and concepts used and lived by artists such as those in this book. Some of this
important groundwork has been laid by scholars such as Daniel Belgrad (The Culture of
Spontaneity), Sally Banes (Terpsichore in Sneakers), Cynthia Novak (Sharing the Dance),
Susan Foster (Dances that Describe Themselves), and Danielle Goldman (“I Want to Be
Ready”: Improvised Dance as a Practice of Freedom), and in the edited compilation Taken by
Surprise, but more would be welcome. The literature of improvisation is still in its infancy, so
there are many stories yet to be told.This brief mention of the politics of the history of movement
improvisation is intended only to frame how we understand what is written in these pages. The
artists I have chosen to interview are all associated with an experimental branch of American
performance that developed/broke away from the “Modern Dance” of the mid-twentieth century.
It is important, though, to acknowledge the range of improvisational practices in movement that
flourish beyond those narrow historical and cultural boundaries. Without serious further
investigation, there is no way of knowing how much of the knowledge gained from this study
might be applicable to other American movement forms that feature improvisation (e.g., rhythm
tap, hip-hop) or to forms from other cultures (e.g., Flamenco, Capoeira, Kathak, some of the
dances of West Africa). This book is focused on members of a generation of American dancers
who have instigated and guided an explosion in improvisational moving, and through their
performances, writings, and teaching have helped expand the possibilities of what improvisation
can be. There is, however, no claim that they somehow represent improvisation, writ
large.STRENGTH IN NUMBERSIn the next chapter I examine the details of who was chosen for
the interviews and how I derived the list of questions, but my job in this introduction is to shed
light on the book as a whole. With its focus on artists and the experience of moving, this is not
intended as a book for academics; it was written for practitioners. There is one academic term,
though, that I feel compelled to put out there: constructivism. Despite its jargonistic sound,
constructivism is a simple idea that guides how I go about my research. Instead of pursuing
some kind of verifiable “facts” or “truths,” constructivism acknowledges that what we know about
something like improvisation is built up over time—through conversation, publication, education
—by the people who do it and study it. This also means that as ideas and values and practices
change, so does our understanding of what something is and how it works. “Truth” is always
situated in a moment and a culture. In the end, the value, the pragmatic truth, of this particular
project will be determined in the simplest way: Does it resonate with practitioners? Does it help
them better understand their own process of improvising?Even though this book is built on the
knowledge of many, I want to be clear that I am not just a transparent conduit for their ideas. In
many ways this is my own journey: I chose the questions, I chose the participants, and I worked



through their answers in my own way. But I do not take this journey alone. I have been practicing
the form deeply for more than thirty years and I think my opinions have value, but I do not think
they have more value than those of other practitioners and teachers. I find it all fascinating and
informative. So, from the beginning of my work in the field, I have simply wanted to find ways to
get people talking, to organize and publish what they say, to keep the conversation going; a
process you might call “oral theory.”The value of this kind of conversation pervades these
interviews and is clearly a part of the lives of these practitioners beyond the frame of this book.
There were several small comments in the interviews about sharing ideas that caught my ear in
this way—Nancy Stark Smith bouncing new ideas for approaches and structures off Simone
Forti, or Steve Paxton saying he couldn’t wait to hear how Lisa Nelson answered a particular
question. In fact, the incredible generosity of these eight artists in sitting down with me for these
long interviews is a compelling testament to the open sharing of knowledge within the
improvisation community.The result of this community investment is crucial to us all, because it
is clear early in any investigation of movement improvisation that a single individual, even in a
lifetime of practice, can hardly scratch the surface of such a complex phenomenon. Two things
you quickly encounter when you engage in improvisation are the limitlessness of possibilities
and the limitations of “self”—your ways of thinking, your style of problem solving, the boundaries
of your physicality. Limitations are not an inherently bad thing, just a part of the landscape of the
now, and sometimes pushing against them can give you leverage for moving worlds. But in the
inevitable moments when you feel constricted by those limitations, sometimes the simplest
suggestion from beyond your closed system can crack open your universe in profound ways and
open up new pathways for the exploration and expansion of that “self.” Something that may
emerge from someone else’s limits or propensities becomes revelatory when applied to yours.
Reading the interesting and challenging ways that these eight artists deal with their limitations
can inspire you to embrace your own.The last thing I have to say about the constructivist
approach to research is this: discoveries made in a bubble (in isolation from the rest of the
world) teach us a lot about bubbles, but tend to fall apart quickly in the face of the pragmatics of
people’s lives. No matter what we find by ourselves in the sanctity of the studio (and serious
improvisers spend a lot of alone time exploring the practice), in the end we need to find ways to
put our discoveries “out there,” to see whether they have any value beyond the personal. We do it
in our partnered dancing, where embodied theories are passed from soma to soma through the
physics and metaphysics of moving. We do it in our teaching, which is where the rubber hits the
road in the improvisation community. We do it in our performances, although on any given night
we may feel like geniuses or charlatans. And we do it by putting our ideas down on paper where
they must live beyond any charisma we may possess and where people we have never met will,
in the end, find them inspiring or inept. However we get these ideas “out there,” the important
part of the process is the “we.”IMPROVISATIONSIt will take some patience to mine these
chapters for improvisational gold. Because of the nature of the source material, rooted as it is in
personal experience, anecdotes, and a lifetime of trial and error, the wisdom that emerges in



each chapter is additive. I do not whittle it all down to a series of pithy truisms. That would
assume a universality that doesn’t jibe with the inherent differences in individual experience of
the form. On any given subject I am simply using the interview responses to say, “Look, these
nine people (counting me) think about things this way, and this way, and this way.” There is no
sense of any approach being the “right” way, or the “best” way, just “another” way. That diversity
of opinions is probably the greatest gift these interviews offer to practitioners and
researchers.Not all answers were lengthy. Some were quite terse. But regardless of what
emerged in the interviews, it is important to understand that for the person answering the
questions, this was a challenging verbal improvisation. None of them knew the content of the
questions ahead of time, yet these artists gamely tried to field difficult questions and dig into
their experience for answers, even under the pressure of the microphone and camera. For this
effort, and for the incredible articulateness and grace they found for an hour or two of cross-
examination, each artist earned my deep gratitude and respect.Because of the improvisational
nature of the interviews, and because these artists continue to grow and change and redefine
their practice every day, all of the comments quoted in the interviews must be seen as situated in
a single moment and emerging from a specific context. On that day, with the light and the
weather and the ideas melding together to create a magic or a muddle (or something in the
middle), our conversations twisted and turned in particular ways. I have no doubt that if I asked
the same person the same question on a different day, I might receive a completely different
answer, maybe even contradicting the one I actually recorded. In my mind, that does not
diminish the value or applicability of these answers at all. If they were “true” for that day then they
have value in the search for understanding.It was always my intention in the interviews to ask
each person the full set of questions I had prepared. But like any improvised duet, each
interview followed its own path. I knew I would likely have this one chance to capture the
moment, so sometimes I felt I had to skip a question or two to maintain the focus and the flow.
So, in certain chapters, there are seven answers instead of eight. That still left more than enough
grist for the mill.TO THE BOOKI encourage you to engage with this book in any way that you
choose. I will not know if you read every word or if, instead, you skip over the dull bits and focus
on what intrigues you. I think that reading it from beginning to end can bring a sense of scope
and depth to the practice of improvisation that I find both humbling and inspiring. But if the
chapters start to meld together, there is just as much value in pulling the book apart, digging into
a chapter or two, and moving with those ideas in the studio. You might miss some of the big
picture, but I find that learning is often about timing. The most profound wisdom is wasted on
someone who is not ready to hear it, while the simplest idea, offered at the right moment, may
open up someone’s practice in entirely new ways. Take what you need. Whatever path you
choose to take through the book, I suggest that your journey begin with a stop in the “What and
Who” chapter that follows this introduction. Knowing a bit about who is speaking and how I
arrived at this set of questions will ease your entry into any later chapter.For my part, I think that
the book really works in two ways, and maybe a third. First, it provides you with an extensive set



of categories for consideration within your practice. Think of it as a list of ingredients for
improvising, or perhaps a map for tracking the complex experience of improvisation. Some
categories are pretty obvious, but many are not, and I believe that engaging with them in various
ways will open up new avenues for investigation in your work. The second way the book can help
comes not from the categories themselves but from the stimulating and curious and profound
ways that these eight artists work within them. They open each category up in a way I could not
have done alone. Working through their diverse approaches can set you on a path to a deeper
practice. Many concepts are explored in the text, but no easy answers are given. Instead, you
must think about and move with these ideas until you settle on your way of understanding
them.If there is a third way this book can help, it comes in the form of inspiration (I say “if”
because we are not always in the market for a muse). These are the elders of our tribe, the
voices in the wind that call us to action. They have dedicated their lives to investigating this
phenomenon and to finding ways to bring what they have found to others. That they are still
enthralled after forty or fifty or sixty years by the mundanities and mysteries of the daily practice
of improvisation is profoundly moving to me and makes me want to go deeper in my own
practice and work harder to document the human creative potential that lies at its
core.Improvisation is more than an arcane artistic practice. It is a way of being in the world. And
whether that world exists within the cultural frame of a proscenium stage, between the intricately
entangled bodies of a Contact jam, or in the way you eat your breakfast, improvisation can take
you as deep as you are willing and able to go. Its roots, in my opinion, are in the fundamental
relationship between intention and action, between what we want to happen and what is actually
happening. A portion of this skill is situated in the limbic system—the subconscious,
preconscious animal brain—but much of it falls within the realm of consciousness (broadly
defined). How do we become aware of the possibilities there, and thereby open up the range of
choices we can make? How can we also be open to not making choices, instead being “chosen”
by circumstances and energies beyond ourselves? How do practitioners push themselves?
What do they value? What are they willing to forgo? Only by delving into the practice itself can
one find real answers, but others, those who have gone deep, might guide our entry into the
unknown.IntroductionThis is a simple book. Or it might be more accurate to say that this is a
simple book about an incredibly complex subject: movement improvisation. The purpose of the
book is to investigate and articulate some of the ways in which experienced improvisers
negotiate and survive that complexity, ways that they organize and conceptualize their practice
to bring structure to improvisational experience. By fleshing out these underlying concepts, I
hope the book will provide readers with a broader and deeper knowledge of the form as well as
the confidence and inspiration to experiment more within their own practice.The simplicity of the
book stems from its very direct methodology: over the course of almost four years (2004–7) I
went to eight of the most respected practitioners/teachers of what is known as movement
improvisation currently living in the United States—Anna Halprin, Barbara Dilley, Simone Forti,
Deborah Hay, Lisa Nelson, Steve Paxton, Nancy Stark Smith, and Ruth Zaporah—and asked



each one the same set of questions about what I call the “issues” and “resources” of
improvisation in movement. This book is based on their answers.There are many great
performers and teachers of improvisation, but one of the fundamental distinguishing
characteristics of the eight practitioners I chose to interview is that they are among the few who
have gone beyond just “doing” improvisation; each has developed and disseminated a distinct
approach (or sometimes more than one approach) to framing or structuring the process of
improvisation, approaches that are internationally recognized and that are studied and practiced
by others. It would have been an easy and obvious choice to organize the book into eight
chapters devoted to their individual personalities and approaches, but my research is not
focused on them as people. Instead, my work is devoted to the investigation of a process, a
practice, and I firmly believe that these eight people would join their voices with mine in stating
that the practice of movement improvisation is far greater than all of us. And whether you are a
beginner or an expert, improvising puts you on a level playing field with everyone else in one
important sense: none of us knows what will happen next. What expertise gives you is a greater
understanding of the resources you can call on and the issues you might encounter when you
enter into that moment of not knowing. My questions in these interviews were intended to
document such expertise and the wisdom and guidance it can provide. So instead of looking at
the people, this book is organized around the questions. Each chapter examines, side by side,
the answer each person gives to a specific question, revealing the similarities and differences in
how expert improvisers understand and approach their practice.There have been several
excellent books written on movement improvisation. Daniel Nagrin’s Dance and the Specific
Image: Improvisation, Blom and Chaplin’s The Moment of Movement: Dance Improvisation, and
Ruth Zaporah’s Action Theater: The Improvisation of Presence are good examples. What
separates this book from those predecessors is the intensity of its focus on process. Most of the
books that have been written on movement improvisation have contained very limited discussion
of how it really works. Instead, they have focused their energies on pedagogy, providing an
extensive (and often very useful) array of exercises and structures that can aid in teaching
beginning students of the form. But this is not one of those books. It does not contain a single
exercise or structure. And while much of the information within its pages will inspire beginners, I
would not be surprised if some passages seem perplexing. Even if you tell someone what to
look for while improvising, there is too much of a sense of panic, too much white noise, simply
too much going on for beginners to sense much of what is happening. It takes time to ride out
the maelstrom and begin to notice patterns and sources, images and recurring ideas; it takes
time to learn how you can organize your attention to bring certain things to the foreground and
turn down the psychic volume on the rest. This book is about that process and, as such, it is
primarily targeted at improvisers who have survived the initial onslaught and arrived at a place
where they want to know more. This book is a resource for going deeper and further and more
fully into an embodied investigation of now, and now, and now.FRAMING THE
STUDYMovement improvisation is elusive. It can be used in the studio, in performance, or on the



street. It can be used in solo moving, group explorations, or in duet forms such as Contact
Improvisation (in Nancy Stark Smith’s popular practice known as the Underscore, improvisers
constantly and seamlessly slip between all three). As I understand it, movement improvisation is
a loose collection of skills and practices, one that can’t even quite decide on a name. Many
people refer to it as “dance improvisation,” but after more than thirty years of intense practice I
have found that improvisation spills over the traditional art/life boundaries that tend to define
dance in Western culture, so I lean toward the more open possibilities that “movement
improvisation” provides. For me, that term includes everything from Margaret H’Doubler’s early
movement classes to open Contact jams to the chatty madness of a Grand Union performance.
It also includes real-time compositional choices within mostly “choreographed” material or
attending to the “how” of navigating a crowded sidewalk. While it is my intention in this book to
examine movement improvisation, I do not want to pin it down. Instead, I want to open it up. I
want improvisation to be more, not less, and to help practitioners realize a fuller range of
possibilities for the form. The one bit of clarity I can offer is this very loose-fitting idea: regardless
of issues around structure or resources or when or how or even whether it is practiced or
performed, movement improvisation includes the process of creating and/or choosing your
movements as you are doing them. The rest is up to you.Even if I had wanted to define
movement improvisation in some way, I would have received little help from the interviews that
form this book. There is significant disagreement among even these eight practitioners as to
what constitutes “improvisation” (versus other terms they might use). One (Deborah Hay) denies
that her practice is improvisation at all. Such disagreements are interesting, given the relative
homogeneity of this group (all artists over sixty years of age, living in the United States, of mostly
European descent, and part of the development of what we have come to call “postmodern”
dance) and the frequency of their interactions over the years (many have studied or performed
with others in the group or been a part of the same festivals or workshops). As someone
investigating how improvisation works, I find that variety exciting, and the structure of the book
(comparing different answers to the same questions) is designed to mine such diversity of
opinion for what it can tell us about the form. These are artists who have delved deeply into the
process of improvising, and the additive value of their discoveries can vastly increase our
understanding.Despite their diversity of opinion and the importance of their contributions to the
practice of movement improvisation, the homogeneity of this group raises a question that needs
to be acknowledged (even if a theoretical or historical investigation is beyond the scope of a
study focused on process and practice): why are so many of the leading figures of postmodern
improvisation of European descent? Certainly, African American improvisers such as Dianne
McIntyre and Ishmael Houston-Jones have played important roles in defining the resources and
practices of contemporary improvisation in America, as have practitioners of imported Asian
forms such as Butoh. In the end, though, the “face” of postmodern improvisation tends to be a
white one, and that reflects cultural machinations often unspoken. Although there are clear
examples of improvisation in the history of European arts, I believe much of the impetus for



improvisation within American music and dance has emerged from the African diaspora. The
complex (and, at times, painful) history of the melding of various cultures in “American”
performance (through borrowings, appropriations, and contested cooperations) has been
documented, to some degree, in forms such as jazz music and tap dance. A similar excavation
of influences in the development of postmodern movement improvisation is now under way,
studies that undertake the daunting task of examining the specific historical, cultural, and
aesthetic context within which postmodern improvisation resides. These studies can provide
scholars and practitioners with a better understanding of our prevailing demographics and of the
language and concepts used and lived by artists such as those in this book. Some of this
important groundwork has been laid by scholars such as Daniel Belgrad (The Culture of
Spontaneity), Sally Banes (Terpsichore in Sneakers), Cynthia Novak (Sharing the Dance),
Susan Foster (Dances that Describe Themselves), and Danielle Goldman (“I Want to Be
Ready”: Improvised Dance as a Practice of Freedom), and in the edited compilation Taken by
Surprise, but more would be welcome. The literature of improvisation is still in its infancy, so
there are many stories yet to be told.This brief mention of the politics of the history of movement
improvisation is intended only to frame how we understand what is written in these pages. The
artists I have chosen to interview are all associated with an experimental branch of American
performance that developed/broke away from the “Modern Dance” of the mid-twentieth century.
It is important, though, to acknowledge the range of improvisational practices in movement that
flourish beyond those narrow historical and cultural boundaries. Without serious further
investigation, there is no way of knowing how much of the knowledge gained from this study
might be applicable to other American movement forms that feature improvisation (e.g., rhythm
tap, hip-hop) or to forms from other cultures (e.g., Flamenco, Capoeira, Kathak, some of the
dances of West Africa). This book is focused on members of a generation of American dancers
who have instigated and guided an explosion in improvisational moving, and through their
performances, writings, and teaching have helped expand the possibilities of what improvisation
can be. There is, however, no claim that they somehow represent improvisation, writ
large.STRENGTH IN NUMBERSIn the next chapter I examine the details of who was chosen for
the interviews and how I derived the list of questions, but my job in this introduction is to shed
light on the book as a whole. With its focus on artists and the experience of moving, this is not
intended as a book for academics; it was written for practitioners. There is one academic term,
though, that I feel compelled to put out there: constructivism. Despite its jargonistic sound,
constructivism is a simple idea that guides how I go about my research. Instead of pursuing
some kind of verifiable “facts” or “truths,” constructivism acknowledges that what we know about
something like improvisation is built up over time—through conversation, publication, education
—by the people who do it and study it. This also means that as ideas and values and practices
change, so does our understanding of what something is and how it works. “Truth” is always
situated in a moment and a culture. In the end, the value, the pragmatic truth, of this particular
project will be determined in the simplest way: Does it resonate with practitioners? Does it help



them better understand their own process of improvising?Even though this book is built on the
knowledge of many, I want to be clear that I am not just a transparent conduit for their ideas. In
many ways this is my own journey: I chose the questions, I chose the participants, and I worked
through their answers in my own way. But I do not take this journey alone. I have been practicing
the form deeply for more than thirty years and I think my opinions have value, but I do not think
they have more value than those of other practitioners and teachers. I find it all fascinating and
informative. So, from the beginning of my work in the field, I have simply wanted to find ways to
get people talking, to organize and publish what they say, to keep the conversation going; a
process you might call “oral theory.”The value of this kind of conversation pervades these
interviews and is clearly a part of the lives of these practitioners beyond the frame of this book.
There were several small comments in the interviews about sharing ideas that caught my ear in
this way—Nancy Stark Smith bouncing new ideas for approaches and structures off Simone
Forti, or Steve Paxton saying he couldn’t wait to hear how Lisa Nelson answered a particular
question. In fact, the incredible generosity of these eight artists in sitting down with me for these
long interviews is a compelling testament to the open sharing of knowledge within the
improvisation community.The result of this community investment is crucial to us all, because it
is clear early in any investigation of movement improvisation that a single individual, even in a
lifetime of practice, can hardly scratch the surface of such a complex phenomenon. Two things
you quickly encounter when you engage in improvisation are the limitlessness of possibilities
and the limitations of “self”—your ways of thinking, your style of problem solving, the boundaries
of your physicality. Limitations are not an inherently bad thing, just a part of the landscape of the
now, and sometimes pushing against them can give you leverage for moving worlds. But in the
inevitable moments when you feel constricted by those limitations, sometimes the simplest
suggestion from beyond your closed system can crack open your universe in profound ways and
open up new pathways for the exploration and expansion of that “self.” Something that may
emerge from someone else’s limits or propensities becomes revelatory when applied to yours.
Reading the interesting and challenging ways that these eight artists deal with their limitations
can inspire you to embrace your own.The last thing I have to say about the constructivist
approach to research is this: discoveries made in a bubble (in isolation from the rest of the
world) teach us a lot about bubbles, but tend to fall apart quickly in the face of the pragmatics of
people’s lives. No matter what we find by ourselves in the sanctity of the studio (and serious
improvisers spend a lot of alone time exploring the practice), in the end we need to find ways to
put our discoveries “out there,” to see whether they have any value beyond the personal. We do it
in our partnered dancing, where embodied theories are passed from soma to soma through the
physics and metaphysics of moving. We do it in our teaching, which is where the rubber hits the
road in the improvisation community. We do it in our performances, although on any given night
we may feel like geniuses or charlatans. And we do it by putting our ideas down on paper where
they must live beyond any charisma we may possess and where people we have never met will,
in the end, find them inspiring or inept. However we get these ideas “out there,” the important



part of the process is the “we.”IMPROVISATIONSIt will take some patience to mine these
chapters for improvisational gold. Because of the nature of the source material, rooted as it is in
personal experience, anecdotes, and a lifetime of trial and error, the wisdom that emerges in
each chapter is additive. I do not whittle it all down to a series of pithy truisms. That would
assume a universality that doesn’t jibe with the inherent differences in individual experience of
the form. On any given subject I am simply using the interview responses to say, “Look, these
nine people (counting me) think about things this way, and this way, and this way.” There is no
sense of any approach being the “right” way, or the “best” way, just “another” way. That diversity
of opinions is probably the greatest gift these interviews offer to practitioners and
researchers.Not all answers were lengthy. Some were quite terse. But regardless of what
emerged in the interviews, it is important to understand that for the person answering the
questions, this was a challenging verbal improvisation. None of them knew the content of the
questions ahead of time, yet these artists gamely tried to field difficult questions and dig into
their experience for answers, even under the pressure of the microphone and camera. For this
effort, and for the incredible articulateness and grace they found for an hour or two of cross-
examination, each artist earned my deep gratitude and respect.Because of the improvisational
nature of the interviews, and because these artists continue to grow and change and redefine
their practice every day, all of the comments quoted in the interviews must be seen as situated in
a single moment and emerging from a specific context. On that day, with the light and the
weather and the ideas melding together to create a magic or a muddle (or something in the
middle), our conversations twisted and turned in particular ways. I have no doubt that if I asked
the same person the same question on a different day, I might receive a completely different
answer, maybe even contradicting the one I actually recorded. In my mind, that does not
diminish the value or applicability of these answers at all. If they were “true” for that day then they
have value in the search for understanding.It was always my intention in the interviews to ask
each person the full set of questions I had prepared. But like any improvised duet, each
interview followed its own path. I knew I would likely have this one chance to capture the
moment, so sometimes I felt I had to skip a question or two to maintain the focus and the flow.
So, in certain chapters, there are seven answers instead of eight. That still left more than enough
grist for the mill.TO THE BOOKI encourage you to engage with this book in any way that you
choose. I will not know if you read every word or if, instead, you skip over the dull bits and focus
on what intrigues you. I think that reading it from beginning to end can bring a sense of scope
and depth to the practice of improvisation that I find both humbling and inspiring. But if the
chapters start to meld together, there is just as much value in pulling the book apart, digging into
a chapter or two, and moving with those ideas in the studio. You might miss some of the big
picture, but I find that learning is often about timing. The most profound wisdom is wasted on
someone who is not ready to hear it, while the simplest idea, offered at the right moment, may
open up someone’s practice in entirely new ways. Take what you need. Whatever path you
choose to take through the book, I suggest that your journey begin with a stop in the “What and



Who” chapter that follows this introduction. Knowing a bit about who is speaking and how I
arrived at this set of questions will ease your entry into any later chapter.For my part, I think that
the book really works in two ways, and maybe a third. First, it provides you with an extensive set
of categories for consideration within your practice. Think of it as a list of ingredients for
improvising, or perhaps a map for tracking the complex experience of improvisation. Some
categories are pretty obvious, but many are not, and I believe that engaging with them in various
ways will open up new avenues for investigation in your work. The second way the book can help
comes not from the categories themselves but from the stimulating and curious and profound
ways that these eight artists work within them. They open each category up in a way I could not
have done alone. Working through their diverse approaches can set you on a path to a deeper
practice. Many concepts are explored in the text, but no easy answers are given. Instead, you
must think about and move with these ideas until you settle on your way of understanding
them.If there is a third way this book can help, it comes in the form of inspiration (I say “if”
because we are not always in the market for a muse). These are the elders of our tribe, the
voices in the wind that call us to action. They have dedicated their lives to investigating this
phenomenon and to finding ways to bring what they have found to others. That they are still
enthralled after forty or fifty or sixty years by the mundanities and mysteries of the daily practice
of improvisation is profoundly moving to me and makes me want to go deeper in my own
practice and work harder to document the human creative potential that lies at its
core.Improvisation is more than an arcane artistic practice. It is a way of being in the world. And
whether that world exists within the cultural frame of a proscenium stage, between the intricately
entangled bodies of a Contact jam, or in the way you eat your breakfast, improvisation can take
you as deep as you are willing and able to go. Its roots, in my opinion, are in the fundamental
relationship between intention and action, between what we want to happen and what is actually
happening. A portion of this skill is situated in the limbic system—the subconscious,
preconscious animal brain—but much of it falls within the realm of consciousness (broadly
defined). How do we become aware of the possibilities there, and thereby open up the range of
choices we can make? How can we also be open to not making choices, instead being “chosen”
by circumstances and energies beyond ourselves? How do practitioners push themselves?
What do they value? What are they willing to forgo? Only by delving into the practice itself can
one find real answers, but others, those who have gone deep, might guide our entry into the
unknown.What and WhoIt has been more than two decades since I began to investigate
movement improvisation, not just as a practitioner (although that is important study), but as a
researcher looking beyond my own experiences to find commonalities and patterns that might
enhance understanding. Much of my early writing focused on applying structures developed in
other fields—for example, “chaos” theory, quantum physics, neuropsychology—to movement
improvisation in an attempt to uncover patterns and processes that could better explain the
actual creative experience of improvising than what had so far been offered up through the
pedagogical language of modern dance. I also began to document and analyze the



improvisational processes of other movers in a way that might best be described as exploratory,
experiential, and cognitive (if you use, like I do, a very broad definition of cognition that accepts
the possibility that our “minds” can manifest in movement and physicality as fully as in logic or
reasoning). I was casting a broad net, because even after spending most of my adult life as a
performer and teacher working extensively with movement improvisation, I feel that I (and we as
a community of practitioners, teachers, and scholars) know very little about it. So I find myself
filled with questions: How does it work? Where does improvised movement come from? By what
criteria am I making choices? Should I be “thinking” about anything as I am moving? What
internal and external elements influence the decisions I make? Does movement improvisation
work the same for dancers in other cultures?It is easy to ask such questions, but not so easy to
answer them because it is difficult both to articulate the complexity of improvisational experience
and to parse the idiosyncratic from shared characteristics of the form. Improvisation is both
fleeting and all-consuming, because the solution to the puzzle of each moment—coming in the
form of an emergent choice or movement or quality—begets the puzzle of the next, and the next,
and the next. It is a never-ending crisis of creativity. So what I “know” about improvisation is
always in motion, and if I try to pin it down—to hold it in my mind or to form it into writing—I often
find myself grasping at air. I am not even sure it is something that can be “known.” Yet my
experience has taught me that improvising is somehow its own pedagogy. If you can wrest your
attention away from the products of improvisation and focus on the underlying process, you can
learn, over time, how to more effectively ride the wind.For me, “over time” is the crux of the
previous idea and reveals much about my interests (and therefore my biases) in researching the
form. I can certainly be wowed by the dynamic movement of talented, but inexperienced,
improvisers, but if their virtuosity is limited to the physical realm it is not long before I find myself
tuning out. Over time, time spent deeply exploring improvisation, not as a vehicle for
showmanship but as an entry into an investigation of the relationship of self to the world we
inhabit, other kinds of virtuosity—of attention, of choice, of connection, of revealing the nature of
experience in the moment—may join or even replace the wow factor of moving. It is not that the
moving is less interesting, but it is contextualized and humanized (not superhumanized) in a way
that draws me into it. Experienced improvisers seem to make me care more about less moving
and less about more, and I want to know how they do it.So when I chose to dedicate myself to
investigating the process of movement improvisation, one of the obvious ways to do so was to
follow a simple dictum: if you want to understand more about how improvisation works, ask
experienced improvisers. Specifically, I inquire in two different ways. Sometimes I ask them to
report their experiences while moving, essentially invading the act of improvisation in the hope of
getting details that would later be lost in the maelstrom of actions and thoughts. At other times, I
ask them to talk from a more reflective place and to analyze how their experiences affect the way
they approach their practice. Later, I examine both real-time and reflective answers, comparing
and contrasting them to look for commonalities, intriguing discrepancies, and useful insights.
While this book is an example of the second approach—reflective analysis as gathered in sit-



down interviews—the questions I ask in these interviews emerge directly from earlier research
based on real-time reporting.1Those questions fall into two categories—issues and resources—
that define the structure of the book. An “issue” could be how your process is affected by the
presence of an audience, what you keep track of as you are moving, or how you decide whether
your improvising is “good.” The questions about issues reveal the aesthetic underbelly of the
practice and show us how each artist negotiates difficult ideas and challenges. “Resources,” on
the other hand, are elements that you call upon, or that call upon you, when you are seeking
material and inspiration for moving. They are what you are moving “with” or “about” or sensing
the relationships between. These resources include the obvious—such as movement or space
or your physical body—but they also include the less concrete world of things like imagination or
memory or emotion. Sometimes a question about a resource would elicit a negative answer—
such as “I don’t really work with that”—which seems like it would dampen the conversation. In
fact, I find those answers just as revealing as longer, positive answers because they show how
the framework for improvising is constructed differently by each practitioner, and that perhaps
there is no single resource that is absolutely necessary to engage with while moving.With issues
and resources alike, I bring my own voice and approaches into play as I analyze and organize
the interview responses. I try to spin a narrative thread that links and compares each answer,
seeking ideas that illuminate or challenge. The questions arising from the issues tend to be
complex and they prompted equally complex (and sometimes very extensive) answers that
required a heavy editorial hand to carve out succinct statements for comparison. While this
process provides a necessary clarity and concision, the trade-off is that I find myself sometimes
missing the twists and turns, the scenic detours, of the longer answers. Another editorial choice
—made to assist the flow of the reader—was to forgo the use of ellipses and other marks where
I have trimmed a word or phrases or sentences out of the original quotes.There was less need
for editorial intervention with the questions about resources. Answers tended to be clear and
brief and grounded in examples from practice. A bit of a sense of wonder also pervades the
resources section, reflecting my experience of how profoundly one can be (literally and
emotionally) moved by the elements of the improvisational moment. As Ruth Zaporah jokes in A
Moving Presence (my documentary film of her teaching), “I get a little woo-woo (mystical/
spiritual) as I get older.” I think I may, too, be drifting in that direction. Each resource presents a
world of possibilities. Combined, they have kept my practice rich and challenging for over thirty
years, and whenever I reach out for an impulse, those resources have always answered my call.
I think such consistent and powerful gifts from within and beyond deserve a bit of woo-woo.I
think it is important to understand that categories such as “issues” or “resources” are very loose-
fitting. They are helpful to me as concepts that offer structure to a very complex phenomenon,
but I am making no claims for them as being inherent or necessary in any way. In fact, I know
from my own experiences that what I am calling issues can be used as resources, and that any
particular resource can raise questions that make it an issue. The categories, and the questions
housed within them, were really there to keep me from having to begin each interview with, “So,



how about that improvisation, huh?” Other improvisers and researchers can and should create
their own rubric for understanding the practice, and the nature of each rubric would reveal as
much about them as mine does about me.WHOResearch is often carefully planned, but
sometimes it is opportunistic. As a researcher specializing in the documentation and analysis of
the process of improvisation, my projects have sometimes begun (fittingly) when I take
advantage of a set of circumstances. The project that resulted in this book, in fact, began when I
was in Los Angeles on other business and called Simone Forti to ask for an interview. We had
spoken years before about her approach to improvisation, but much had changed for both of us:
new jobs, new places to live, and a lot of dancing and teaching and writing in between. Our talk
went so well that I decided to embark on a series of such interviews.As I stated in the
introduction, I was particularly interested in speaking with teacher/practitioners who have
developed unique approaches to improvising, approaches that have been disseminated—
through workshops and performances—throughout what we might call the movement
improvisation diaspora, and even exist beyond the presence of their founders (in the sense that
there are people practicing and guiding these approaches on their own, some of whom might
never have studied with their originators). Each of these approaches offers a unique way of
structuring the experience of improvisation and an accompanying aesthetics and pragmatics of
practice. I want to be clear, however, that I am not attempting to document or disseminate these
approaches as training or practice entities; that is best done by their originators. Instead, I see
them as pedagogical manifestations of the deeper questions these improvisers ask of
themselves, and it is those deeper answers that I seek.While a global view might see these
approaches as kissing cousins in an incestuous family (because of the close interactions of
most of these eight artists within a relatively narrow frame over the years), in the world of
postmodern movement improvisation they represent quite a range of ideas. From the theatrical
(Ruth Zaporah) to the sensory (Lisa Nelson), from the ideokinetic (Steve Paxton) to the spoken
word (Simone Forti), from the contemplative (Barbara Dilley) to the communal (Nancy Stark
Smith), and from parsing (Deborah Hay) to the procedural (Anna Halprin), the artists behind
these approaches have mapped out important terrain in ways that allow others to adopt and
adapt these ideas in order to organize their own investigations, instead of stumbling blindly in
the dark.Terrain may be important in another way. There is a geographic fact common to every
one of these artists that merits a mention here: although most of them have lived in New York
City (the acknowledged center of the dance world in the United States), and all of them have
taught and performed there on many occasions, interestingly, none of them live there now. I
conducted these interviews at the artists’ homes in Vermont, Massachusetts, Colorado, Texas,
New Mexico, and California, and it makes me curious: to develop a truly unique approach to
movement and improvisation is it essential to be (literally) out of the mainstream? How important
are the mountains of Vermont, or the red rocks of New Mexico, or the sun-baked hills of Texas to
the ways that these practitioners understand place and space? How crucial has the cooperative
nature of Mad Brook Farm, or the desire to “Keep Austin Weird,” or the perceived cultural



isolation of the left coast been to the ways that they collaborate with other artists or transmit their
approaches to students? A detailed examination of these individual issues lies beyond the
scope of this book, yet indirect answers are present in the thoughts and stories these artists
relate in this text. So I think a bit of context will make it easier to assess and interpret their
contributions. Toward that end I will provide some biographical information to help readers relate
the artists’ histories to their ideas. I will also briefly describe my experience of the interviews and
my impressions of the artists, because I want to impart a little sense of how it feels to sit in
conversation with each of them, to be in their homes where they so graciously allowed me to
delve into issues that confound and intrigue us all.Anna Halprin (born 1920)Anna Halprin is, in
many ways, the founder of postmodern American movement improvisation. She is the
connecting link between the first generation of American dance educators (emerging from
Teachers College at Columbia University in the first two decades of the twentieth century) and
the influential experiments of Judson Church and Grand Union. Halprin grew up dancing and
studied with the modern dance innovators of her day (Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, Hanya
Holm) but was most influenced by her work with dance education pioneer Margaret H’Doubler at
the University of Wisconsin, someone who used improvisation as a primary source of movement
training. After a few years dancing professionally in New York, Halprin established herself in the
Bay Area in California and began experimenting deeply with improvisation as a source of
movement and a way of structuring performance (very much in opposition to the technical/
choreographic dedication to movement “style” of artists like Martha Graham or even Merce
Cunningham). Her reputation as an iconoclast and innovator attracted young dancers—
including Simone Forti, Yvonne Rainer, and Trisha Brown—who brought some of her principles
and practices back to New York. If Cunningham and Cage (through the chance procedures
taught by Robert Dunn to the Judson dancers) are the fathers of the movement revolution of the
1960s, surely Anna Halprin is the mother. “Democracy’s Body” (as Sally Banes has called the
pedestrian movement style and structures of the Judson generation) seems like the urban
offspring of Halprin’s experiments.Anna Halprin. Photo: ©Halprin’s inspiring career—which
encompasses decades of group and solo performances, plus work with dances of social justice,
community, and healing—has now been well documented, but she is also recognized for an
important approach to creative process. Searching for a method of conceptualizing and
communicating within design or performance collaborations, Halprin and her husband
(renowned landscape architect Lawrence Halprin) created a system—known as the RSVP
Cycles—that foregrounds the elements at play and the values underlying aesthetic and
pragmatic choices, allowing the artist(s) to more effectively define and structure creative
experimentation (an invaluable tool for improvisers).The Interview: On a blue-sky California day
in the middle of July, driving north from San Francisco and up the winding roads of Mount
Tamalpais, I thought back to the first time I met Anna Halprin (hitching a ride with her to
Embarcadero Plaza to help set up for the finale of her epic all-day improvisational event, City
Dance 1977). Now, arriving at her house, I set up my camera on Halprin’s legendary “dance



deck” (designed by her husband) that clings to the steep slopes of the mountain and cuts in and
out among the native trees. As in many of my favorite dance spaces (Warner Main at Oberlin
College, St. Mark’s Church in New York City), a ghostly sense of the movement and choices of
improvisers past was palpable and inspiring there. Although I am used to an intimate
environment for the interviews (just two people and a camera) Halprin’s time was short and we
had agreed to an odd kind of multitasking: she was teaching an intensive workshop and asked
that I conduct the interview in front of the participants so her words could benefit all of us. Taking
advantage of that circumstance, I deviated from my typical interview process to ask Halprin to
trace her work with improvisation, and her extensive and informative response is included in this
book as an appendix. Halprin was very aware of her audience and (like a talk show emcee)
spoke at times to the camera and at times to the crowd. The whole experience, which felt as
though we were all collaborating on a performance, was punctuated by Lawrence Halprin
walking down from their house to publicly offer Halprin a bouquet of roses for her eighty-fifth
birthday.Simone Forti (born 1935)Simone Forti was born in Italy, but in 1939 (with war looming)
her Jewish family escaped, first to Switzerland, and eventually to the United States. She
attended Reed College in Oregon where she met her first husband, sculptor and conceptual
artist Robert Morris. Forti became involved in dance quite late after she and Morris moved to
San Francisco in 1956 where she met Anna Halprin. After a few years working on
improvisational investigations with Halprin in the early days of the San Francisco Dancers’
Workshop, Forti moved to New York, becoming a part of the first group of students (along with
Yvonne Rainer and Steve Paxton) in Robert Dunn’s iconic composition class at Merce
Cunningham’s Studio. In 1961 Forti produced an evening of “dance constructions” at Yoko Ono’s
loft in New York (more than a year before the first showing at Judson Church by other students in
Dunn’s class), a concert that included seminal works like Huddle and Slant Board. In the
following few years she was an active presence in Happenings and other events.Simone Forti.
Photo: ©Carol PetersenSince the 1960s, Forti has engaged in a series of deep movement
explorations—usually manifested as solo or group improvisational performances—delving into
inspirations: moving with the sounds of live musicians such as Charlemagne Palestine and Peter
van Riper; the movement of animals (what Forti has referred to as “the roots of dance behavior”);
the subtle, complex life of her garden, with its cycles of growth and change above and below the
ground; and her “news animations” in which she embodies the geopolitics of global culture on
and in her small frame. Forti is probably best known for her tremendous ability to simultaneously
improvise in both movement and text, a process she calls Logomotion and has taught in courses
and workshops throughout North America, Europe, Asia, and beyond. Her skill with words has
also led to writing, including her books Handbook in Motion: An Account of an Ongoing Personal
Discourse and Its Manifestations in Dance (1974) and Oh, Tongue (2003).The Interview: I met
with Simone Forti on a hazy March day in Los Angeles. Her apartment there was clean and
calm, but nothing like her cabin at Mad Brook Farm in Vermont where I had interviewed her the
first time a dozen years before. Her life at Mad Brook was built around gardening and nature and



the raw but homey wooden structure that withstood the long winters. Where once her kitchen
window showed a mountain etched against the sky across the valley, now she was surrounded
by urban sprawl and buildings too tall to allow a glimpse of blue. In many ways, though, she was
just the same: down to earth, beautiful, and charming, with a soft laugh that finds most of its
humor in her own perceived foibles. Talking with Forti you cannot help but feel the way she is
never in a hurry yet is constantly moving forward on her wandering path, investigating the
connections between movement and memory and nature. You also sense how deeply all of
those things run in her, that when she talks about seeing the movement of a bear or of light on a
hillside, it is her own inner bear and light that really moves.Ruth Zaporah (born 1936)Ruth
Zaporah was born in Baltimore, Maryland. As a child and teen she entered into an intense
relationship with dance, first with ballet and later (as a young adult) with the modern techniques
of Martha Graham and Hanya Holm. In the mid-1960s Zaporah began to teach dance and
movement to make ends meet. After accepting an offer to teach movement for actors for the first
time, Zaporah struggled to fit her dance training into a theater context until a colleague
suggested that she try using improvisation. The pedestrian movement that emerged from the
structures and games she created for the actors fascinated her, and after moving to the Bay
Area in 1969, Zaporah slowly began—through teaching and through her legendary solo and
duet performances—to develop what would become her unique improvisational training and
performance form, Action Theater, an approach that combines movement, vocalization, and
spoken text within a rigorous and relatively narrow set of structures. Ironically, the more Zaporah
defined those structures, the more she and her students found creative freedom and clarity
within them. Over the past four decades, Zaporah has continued to develop the Action Theater
form, teaching it around the world where students often improvise their texts in a range of
languages.Ruth Zaporah. Photo: Kent De SpainZaporah has twice been awarded a fellowship
from the National Endowment for the Arts and has served as a Cultural Envoy for the US State
Department. She is the subject of two documentary films and the author of two books—Action
Theater: The Improvisation of Presence and Action Theater: The Manual—plus numerous
articles about improvisation. There are certified teachers of Action Theater in several US states,
and in Germany, England, Australia, Switzerland, Estonia, and France. When not on tour,
Zaporah now lives and teaches out of Santa Fe, New Mexico.The Interview: On a crisp
December day, I drove from my historic adobe hotel to the west edge of Santa Fe. At the end of a
rutted street that was more like an alley I found Ruth Zaporah’s house perched on the edge of an
arroyo and parked near the yurt that she built on her property so she could have a place to work
with individuals or small groups who come to brave her comments and grow in their practice.
Part yogi, part old-school football coach, and part Catskills comedienne, Zaporah has long had a
reputation for telling it like it is to her students. In my experience she is never mean, but (unlike
many teachers of improvisation) she knows exactly how her Action Theater form works and
exactly what everyone gathered with her needs to do to maximize the rare opportunity to come
together creatively. Always interested in spiritual pursuits (she is a long-time practitioner of



various forms of meditation), after forty years of improvisational practice Zaporah has, in recent
years, become even more aware that opening oneself to the creative moment sets up the
conditions for connection to yourself, to others, and to the world around you. Those connections
grant Zaporah real-time access to our stories, not just her stories, as she embodies our fears,
our hopes, and our idiosyncrasies. It was late afternoon when Ruth and I began to talk, and the
setting winter sun left us in semi-darkness, a light she used for conjuring magic and telling tall
tales of a life spent in the spontaneous.Barbara Dilley (born 1938)Barbara Dilley is another artist
whose path led through many of the seminal improvisation experiments of the postmodern era.
She graduated from Mt. Holyoke College and soon thereafter came to New York to study dance
with Merce Cunningham and others. She was a member of Cunningham’s company from 1963
to 1968 (she was known as Barbara Lloyd at that time), and also performed in several concerts
at Judson Church. Beginning in 1966 with The Mind Is a Muscle, Dilley became a fixture in the
work of Yvonne Rainer, and then was pulled deeply into the world of improvisation, first in
Rainer’s ongoing experiment, Continuous Project—Altered Daily, and then as a member of the
radical improvisation collective, Grand Union (which, in many ways, grew out of Rainer’s piece).
In addition to these projects, Dilley has instigated other kinds of improvisational explorations
through performance groups such as her Natural History of the American Dancer: Lesser Known
Species, and later the Fearless Dancing Project.Dilley left New York in 1974 at the invitation of
Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, the Tibetan Buddhist spiritual leader and founder of the Naropa
Institute (now Naropa University) in Boulder, Colorado. Dilley came to Naropa and founded a
dance program that integrated her interests and concerns about improvisation and performance
with the contemplative practices taught by Trungpa Rinpoche (interestingly, various forms of
Buddhism and meditation practices have been important influences on several of the artists in
this book). In the 1980s, Dilley served as the president of Naropa, helping to oversee its
accreditation and expand its offerings. In addition to her contributions to contemplative dance,
Dilley is acknowledged as the creator of several of the fundamental practices used by most
improvisation teachers at one time or another (even though many may not know their origin),
including Flocking/Follow the Leader, the Five Eye Practices, and moving in Corridors or on the
Grid.Barbara Dilley. Photo: ©Martin FritterThe Interview: The landscape of Boulder, Colorado, is
formed by intersecting surfaces; a place where the vertical grandeur of the Rockies meets the
insistent horizontal expanse of the high plains, and where proximity to the y-axis graphs your
economic or social status in a pricey town. On a snow-filled December afternoon I drove away
from the mountains toward the flat eastside neighborhood where Barbara Dilley has a modest
house. Deceptively modest might be a good description of Dilley, as well. For someone who has
been a university president and has had such a stellar performance and teaching career, Dilley
carries herself with the quiet authority and pleasant demeanor of someone who feels no need to
impress. Underneath that quietude, though, you can sense a curiosity and a powerful
commitment to the rigor of both contemplative practice and a lifetime of improvisational
investigation. Dilley loves to work with structures stripped bare—few movement choices, a



narrow frame for creative choice—to facilitate (or really leave the mover no option but) going
deeply into the moment. Dilley uses simple, evocative phrases to describe these practices and is
very articulate about how to live within them. With my eye on the viewfinder and a cup of tea in
my hands, I could feel her invitation to quiet listening—the on and off cycling of the heating
system, the soft tone of her voice, the implied but tacit sounds of the falling snow. When the
noise and worry of everyday life subsides, we can open ourselves to the deeper world.Steve
Paxton (born 1939)Steve Paxton is probably the person most associated with improvisation in
movement. Born in Arizona and active in gymnastics and dance, Paxton came to New York in
1958 and was soon performing in the companies of Jose Limon and Merce Cunningham. Ever
the iconoclast (who ironically has become an icon), Paxton’s work seemed to both reflect and
resist Cunningham’s aesthetic. He pushed much further Cunningham’s notion that any
movement could be dance and continually found ways to deconstruct the dominant (at the time)
structure of dance companies formed to produce and promote the work of a single artist, instead
often deflecting and democratizing his own contributions to the field. He joined the first cohort in
Robert Dunn’s composition class in 1960 and was a founding member of the Judson Dance
Theater in 1962. He was also a participant/instigator of most of the experiments in improvisation
for the next couple of decades: like Barbara Dilley, he was part of Continuous Project—Altered
Daily and Grand Union; he was also part of Free Lance Dance with Lisa Nelson, Nancy Stark
Smith, and others.What and WhoIt has been more than two decades since I began to
investigate movement improvisation, not just as a practitioner (although that is important study),
but as a researcher looking beyond my own experiences to find commonalities and patterns that
might enhance understanding. Much of my early writing focused on applying structures
developed in other fields—for example, “chaos” theory, quantum physics, neuropsychology—to
movement improvisation in an attempt to uncover patterns and processes that could better
explain the actual creative experience of improvising than what had so far been offered up
through the pedagogical language of modern dance. I also began to document and analyze the
improvisational processes of other movers in a way that might best be described as exploratory,
experiential, and cognitive (if you use, like I do, a very broad definition of cognition that accepts
the possibility that our “minds” can manifest in movement and physicality as fully as in logic or
reasoning). I was casting a broad net, because even after spending most of my adult life as a
performer and teacher working extensively with movement improvisation, I feel that I (and we as
a community of practitioners, teachers, and scholars) know very little about it. So I find myself
filled with questions: How does it work? Where does improvised movement come from? By what
criteria am I making choices? Should I be “thinking” about anything as I am moving? What
internal and external elements influence the decisions I make? Does movement improvisation
work the same for dancers in other cultures?It is easy to ask such questions, but not so easy to
answer them because it is difficult both to articulate the complexity of improvisational experience
and to parse the idiosyncratic from shared characteristics of the form. Improvisation is both
fleeting and all-consuming, because the solution to the puzzle of each moment—coming in the



form of an emergent choice or movement or quality—begets the puzzle of the next, and the next,
and the next. It is a never-ending crisis of creativity. So what I “know” about improvisation is
always in motion, and if I try to pin it down—to hold it in my mind or to form it into writing—I often
find myself grasping at air. I am not even sure it is something that can be “known.” Yet my
experience has taught me that improvising is somehow its own pedagogy. If you can wrest your
attention away from the products of improvisation and focus on the underlying process, you can
learn, over time, how to more effectively ride the wind.For me, “over time” is the crux of the
previous idea and reveals much about my interests (and therefore my biases) in researching the
form. I can certainly be wowed by the dynamic movement of talented, but inexperienced,
improvisers, but if their virtuosity is limited to the physical realm it is not long before I find myself
tuning out. Over time, time spent deeply exploring improvisation, not as a vehicle for
showmanship but as an entry into an investigation of the relationship of self to the world we
inhabit, other kinds of virtuosity—of attention, of choice, of connection, of revealing the nature of
experience in the moment—may join or even replace the wow factor of moving. It is not that the
moving is less interesting, but it is contextualized and humanized (not superhumanized) in a way
that draws me into it. Experienced improvisers seem to make me care more about less moving
and less about more, and I want to know how they do it.So when I chose to dedicate myself to
investigating the process of movement improvisation, one of the obvious ways to do so was to
follow a simple dictum: if you want to understand more about how improvisation works, ask
experienced improvisers. Specifically, I inquire in two different ways. Sometimes I ask them to
report their experiences while moving, essentially invading the act of improvisation in the hope of
getting details that would later be lost in the maelstrom of actions and thoughts. At other times, I
ask them to talk from a more reflective place and to analyze how their experiences affect the way
they approach their practice. Later, I examine both real-time and reflective answers, comparing
and contrasting them to look for commonalities, intriguing discrepancies, and useful insights.
While this book is an example of the second approach—reflective analysis as gathered in sit-
down interviews—the questions I ask in these interviews emerge directly from earlier research
based on real-time reporting.1Those questions fall into two categories—issues and resources—
that define the structure of the book. An “issue” could be how your process is affected by the
presence of an audience, what you keep track of as you are moving, or how you decide whether
your improvising is “good.” The questions about issues reveal the aesthetic underbelly of the
practice and show us how each artist negotiates difficult ideas and challenges. “Resources,” on
the other hand, are elements that you call upon, or that call upon you, when you are seeking
material and inspiration for moving. They are what you are moving “with” or “about” or sensing
the relationships between. These resources include the obvious—such as movement or space
or your physical body—but they also include the less concrete world of things like imagination or
memory or emotion. Sometimes a question about a resource would elicit a negative answer—
such as “I don’t really work with that”—which seems like it would dampen the conversation. In
fact, I find those answers just as revealing as longer, positive answers because they show how



the framework for improvising is constructed differently by each practitioner, and that perhaps
there is no single resource that is absolutely necessary to engage with while moving.With issues
and resources alike, I bring my own voice and approaches into play as I analyze and organize
the interview responses. I try to spin a narrative thread that links and compares each answer,
seeking ideas that illuminate or challenge. The questions arising from the issues tend to be
complex and they prompted equally complex (and sometimes very extensive) answers that
required a heavy editorial hand to carve out succinct statements for comparison. While this
process provides a necessary clarity and concision, the trade-off is that I find myself sometimes
missing the twists and turns, the scenic detours, of the longer answers. Another editorial choice
—made to assist the flow of the reader—was to forgo the use of ellipses and other marks where
I have trimmed a word or phrases or sentences out of the original quotes.There was less need
for editorial intervention with the questions about resources. Answers tended to be clear and
brief and grounded in examples from practice. A bit of a sense of wonder also pervades the
resources section, reflecting my experience of how profoundly one can be (literally and
emotionally) moved by the elements of the improvisational moment. As Ruth Zaporah jokes in A
Moving Presence (my documentary film of her teaching), “I get a little woo-woo (mystical/
spiritual) as I get older.” I think I may, too, be drifting in that direction. Each resource presents a
world of possibilities. Combined, they have kept my practice rich and challenging for over thirty
years, and whenever I reach out for an impulse, those resources have always answered my call.
I think such consistent and powerful gifts from within and beyond deserve a bit of woo-woo.I
think it is important to understand that categories such as “issues” or “resources” are very loose-
fitting. They are helpful to me as concepts that offer structure to a very complex phenomenon,
but I am making no claims for them as being inherent or necessary in any way. In fact, I know
from my own experiences that what I am calling issues can be used as resources, and that any
particular resource can raise questions that make it an issue. The categories, and the questions
housed within them, were really there to keep me from having to begin each interview with, “So,
how about that improvisation, huh?” Other improvisers and researchers can and should create
their own rubric for understanding the practice, and the nature of each rubric would reveal as
much about them as mine does about me.WHOResearch is often carefully planned, but
sometimes it is opportunistic. As a researcher specializing in the documentation and analysis of
the process of improvisation, my projects have sometimes begun (fittingly) when I take
advantage of a set of circumstances. The project that resulted in this book, in fact, began when I
was in Los Angeles on other business and called Simone Forti to ask for an interview. We had
spoken years before about her approach to improvisation, but much had changed for both of us:
new jobs, new places to live, and a lot of dancing and teaching and writing in between. Our talk
went so well that I decided to embark on a series of such interviews.As I stated in the
introduction, I was particularly interested in speaking with teacher/practitioners who have
developed unique approaches to improvising, approaches that have been disseminated—
through workshops and performances—throughout what we might call the movement



improvisation diaspora, and even exist beyond the presence of their founders (in the sense that
there are people practicing and guiding these approaches on their own, some of whom might
never have studied with their originators). Each of these approaches offers a unique way of
structuring the experience of improvisation and an accompanying aesthetics and pragmatics of
practice. I want to be clear, however, that I am not attempting to document or disseminate these
approaches as training or practice entities; that is best done by their originators. Instead, I see
them as pedagogical manifestations of the deeper questions these improvisers ask of
themselves, and it is those deeper answers that I seek.While a global view might see these
approaches as kissing cousins in an incestuous family (because of the close interactions of
most of these eight artists within a relatively narrow frame over the years), in the world of
postmodern movement improvisation they represent quite a range of ideas. From the theatrical
(Ruth Zaporah) to the sensory (Lisa Nelson), from the ideokinetic (Steve Paxton) to the spoken
word (Simone Forti), from the contemplative (Barbara Dilley) to the communal (Nancy Stark
Smith), and from parsing (Deborah Hay) to the procedural (Anna Halprin), the artists behind
these approaches have mapped out important terrain in ways that allow others to adopt and
adapt these ideas in order to organize their own investigations, instead of stumbling blindly in
the dark.Terrain may be important in another way. There is a geographic fact common to every
one of these artists that merits a mention here: although most of them have lived in New York
City (the acknowledged center of the dance world in the United States), and all of them have
taught and performed there on many occasions, interestingly, none of them live there now. I
conducted these interviews at the artists’ homes in Vermont, Massachusetts, Colorado, Texas,
New Mexico, and California, and it makes me curious: to develop a truly unique approach to
movement and improvisation is it essential to be (literally) out of the mainstream? How important
are the mountains of Vermont, or the red rocks of New Mexico, or the sun-baked hills of Texas to
the ways that these practitioners understand place and space? How crucial has the cooperative
nature of Mad Brook Farm, or the desire to “Keep Austin Weird,” or the perceived cultural
isolation of the left coast been to the ways that they collaborate with other artists or transmit their
approaches to students? A detailed examination of these individual issues lies beyond the
scope of this book, yet indirect answers are present in the thoughts and stories these artists
relate in this text. So I think a bit of context will make it easier to assess and interpret their
contributions. Toward that end I will provide some biographical information to help readers relate
the artists’ histories to their ideas. I will also briefly describe my experience of the interviews and
my impressions of the artists, because I want to impart a little sense of how it feels to sit in
conversation with each of them, to be in their homes where they so graciously allowed me to
delve into issues that confound and intrigue us all.Anna Halprin (born 1920)Anna Halprin is, in
many ways, the founder of postmodern American movement improvisation. She is the
connecting link between the first generation of American dance educators (emerging from
Teachers College at Columbia University in the first two decades of the twentieth century) and
the influential experiments of Judson Church and Grand Union. Halprin grew up dancing and



studied with the modern dance innovators of her day (Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, Hanya
Holm) but was most influenced by her work with dance education pioneer Margaret H’Doubler at
the University of Wisconsin, someone who used improvisation as a primary source of movement
training. After a few years dancing professionally in New York, Halprin established herself in the
Bay Area in California and began experimenting deeply with improvisation as a source of
movement and a way of structuring performance (very much in opposition to the technical/
choreographic dedication to movement “style” of artists like Martha Graham or even Merce
Cunningham). Her reputation as an iconoclast and innovator attracted young dancers—
including Simone Forti, Yvonne Rainer, and Trisha Brown—who brought some of her principles
and practices back to New York. If Cunningham and Cage (through the chance procedures
taught by Robert Dunn to the Judson dancers) are the fathers of the movement revolution of the
1960s, surely Anna Halprin is the mother. “Democracy’s Body” (as Sally Banes has called the
pedestrian movement style and structures of the Judson generation) seems like the urban
offspring of Halprin’s experiments.Anna Halprin. Photo: ©Anna Halprin. Photo: ©Anna Halprin.
Photo: ©Halprin’s inspiring career—which encompasses decades of group and solo
performances, plus work with dances of social justice, community, and healing—has now been
well documented, but she is also recognized for an important approach to creative process.
Searching for a method of conceptualizing and communicating within design or performance
collaborations, Halprin and her husband (renowned landscape architect Lawrence Halprin)
created a system—known as the RSVP Cycles—that foregrounds the elements at play and the
values underlying aesthetic and pragmatic choices, allowing the artist(s) to more effectively
define and structure creative experimentation (an invaluable tool for improvisers).The Interview:
On a blue-sky California day in the middle of July, driving north from San Francisco and up the
winding roads of Mount Tamalpais, I thought back to the first time I met Anna Halprin (hitching a
ride with her to Embarcadero Plaza to help set up for the finale of her epic all-day improvisational
event, City Dance 1977). Now, arriving at her house, I set up my camera on Halprin’s legendary
“dance deck” (designed by her husband) that clings to the steep slopes of the mountain and
cuts in and out among the native trees. As in many of my favorite dance spaces (Warner Main at
Oberlin College, St. Mark’s Church in New York City), a ghostly sense of the movement and
choices of improvisers past was palpable and inspiring there. Although I am used to an intimate
environment for the interviews (just two people and a camera) Halprin’s time was short and we
had agreed to an odd kind of multitasking: she was teaching an intensive workshop and asked
that I conduct the interview in front of the participants so her words could benefit all of us. Taking
advantage of that circumstance, I deviated from my typical interview process to ask Halprin to
trace her work with improvisation, and her extensive and informative response is included in this
book as an appendix. Halprin was very aware of her audience and (like a talk show emcee)
spoke at times to the camera and at times to the crowd. The whole experience, which felt as
though we were all collaborating on a performance, was punctuated by Lawrence Halprin
walking down from their house to publicly offer Halprin a bouquet of roses for her eighty-fifth



birthday.Simone Forti (born 1935)Simone Forti was born in Italy, but in 1939 (with war looming)
her Jewish family escaped, first to Switzerland, and eventually to the United States. She
attended Reed College in Oregon where she met her first husband, sculptor and conceptual
artist Robert Morris. Forti became involved in dance quite late after she and Morris moved to
San Francisco in 1956 where she met Anna Halprin. After a few years working on
improvisational investigations with Halprin in the early days of the San Francisco Dancers’
Workshop, Forti moved to New York, becoming a part of the first group of students (along with
Yvonne Rainer and Steve Paxton) in Robert Dunn’s iconic composition class at Merce
Cunningham’s Studio. In 1961 Forti produced an evening of “dance constructions” at Yoko Ono’s
loft in New York (more than a year before the first showing at Judson Church by other students in
Dunn’s class), a concert that included seminal works like Huddle and Slant Board. In the
following few years she was an active presence in Happenings and other events.Simone Forti.
Photo: ©Carol PetersenSimone Forti. Photo: ©Carol PetersenSimone Forti. Photo: ©Carol
PetersenSince the 1960s, Forti has engaged in a series of deep movement explorations—
usually manifested as solo or group improvisational performances—delving into inspirations:
moving with the sounds of live musicians such as Charlemagne Palestine and Peter van Riper;
the movement of animals (what Forti has referred to as “the roots of dance behavior”); the subtle,
complex life of her garden, with its cycles of growth and change above and below the ground;
and her “news animations” in which she embodies the geopolitics of global culture on and in her
small frame. Forti is probably best known for her tremendous ability to simultaneously improvise
in both movement and text, a process she calls Logomotion and has taught in courses and
workshops throughout North America, Europe, Asia, and beyond. Her skill with words has also
led to writing, including her books Handbook in Motion: An Account of an Ongoing Personal
Discourse and Its Manifestations in Dance (1974) and Oh, Tongue (2003).The Interview: I met
with Simone Forti on a hazy March day in Los Angeles. Her apartment there was clean and
calm, but nothing like her cabin at Mad Brook Farm in Vermont where I had interviewed her the
first time a dozen years before. Her life at Mad Brook was built around gardening and nature and
the raw but homey wooden structure that withstood the long winters. Where once her kitchen
window showed a mountain etched against the sky across the valley, now she was surrounded
by urban sprawl and buildings too tall to allow a glimpse of blue. In many ways, though, she was
just the same: down to earth, beautiful, and charming, with a soft laugh that finds most of its
humor in her own perceived foibles. Talking with Forti you cannot help but feel the way she is
never in a hurry yet is constantly moving forward on her wandering path, investigating the
connections between movement and memory and nature. You also sense how deeply all of
those things run in her, that when she talks about seeing the movement of a bear or of light on a
hillside, it is her own inner bear and light that really moves.Ruth Zaporah (born 1936)Ruth
Zaporah was born in Baltimore, Maryland. As a child and teen she entered into an intense
relationship with dance, first with ballet and later (as a young adult) with the modern techniques
of Martha Graham and Hanya Holm. In the mid-1960s Zaporah began to teach dance and



movement to make ends meet. After accepting an offer to teach movement for actors for the first
time, Zaporah struggled to fit her dance training into a theater context until a colleague
suggested that she try using improvisation. The pedestrian movement that emerged from the
structures and games she created for the actors fascinated her, and after moving to the Bay
Area in 1969, Zaporah slowly began—through teaching and through her legendary solo and
duet performances—to develop what would become her unique improvisational training and
performance form, Action Theater, an approach that combines movement, vocalization, and
spoken text within a rigorous and relatively narrow set of structures. Ironically, the more Zaporah
defined those structures, the more she and her students found creative freedom and clarity
within them. Over the past four decades, Zaporah has continued to develop the Action Theater
form, teaching it around the world where students often improvise their texts in a range of
languages.Ruth Zaporah. Photo: Kent De SpainRuth Zaporah. Photo: Kent De SpainRuth
Zaporah. Photo: Kent De SpainZaporah has twice been awarded a fellowship from the National
Endowment for the Arts and has served as a Cultural Envoy for the US State Department. She is
the subject of two documentary films and the author of two books—Action Theater: The
Improvisation of Presence and Action Theater: The Manual—plus numerous articles about
improvisation. There are certified teachers of Action Theater in several US states, and in
Germany, England, Australia, Switzerland, Estonia, and France. When not on tour, Zaporah now
lives and teaches out of Santa Fe, New Mexico.The Interview: On a crisp December day, I drove
from my historic adobe hotel to the west edge of Santa Fe. At the end of a rutted street that was
more like an alley I found Ruth Zaporah’s house perched on the edge of an arroyo and parked
near the yurt that she built on her property so she could have a place to work with individuals or
small groups who come to brave her comments and grow in their practice. Part yogi, part old-
school football coach, and part Catskills comedienne, Zaporah has long had a reputation for
telling it like it is to her students. In my experience she is never mean, but (unlike many teachers
of improvisation) she knows exactly how her Action Theater form works and exactly what
everyone gathered with her needs to do to maximize the rare opportunity to come together
creatively. Always interested in spiritual pursuits (she is a long-time practitioner of various forms
of meditation), after forty years of improvisational practice Zaporah has, in recent years, become
even more aware that opening oneself to the creative moment sets up the conditions for
connection to yourself, to others, and to the world around you. Those connections grant Zaporah
real-time access to our stories, not just her stories, as she embodies our fears, our hopes, and
our idiosyncrasies. It was late afternoon when Ruth and I began to talk, and the setting winter
sun left us in semi-darkness, a light she used for conjuring magic and telling tall tales of a life
spent in the spontaneous.Barbara Dilley (born 1938)Barbara Dilley is another artist whose path
led through many of the seminal improvisation experiments of the postmodern era. She
graduated from Mt. Holyoke College and soon thereafter came to New York to study dance with
Merce Cunningham and others. She was a member of Cunningham’s company from 1963 to
1968 (she was known as Barbara Lloyd at that time), and also performed in several concerts at



Judson Church. Beginning in 1966 with The Mind Is a Muscle, Dilley became a fixture in the
work of Yvonne Rainer, and then was pulled deeply into the world of improvisation, first in
Rainer’s ongoing experiment, Continuous Project—Altered Daily, and then as a member of the
radical improvisation collective, Grand Union (which, in many ways, grew out of Rainer’s piece).
In addition to these projects, Dilley has instigated other kinds of improvisational explorations
through performance groups such as her Natural History of the American Dancer: Lesser Known
Species, and later the Fearless Dancing Project.Dilley left New York in 1974 at the invitation of
Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, the Tibetan Buddhist spiritual leader and founder of the Naropa
Institute (now Naropa University) in Boulder, Colorado. Dilley came to Naropa and founded a
dance program that integrated her interests and concerns about improvisation and performance
with the contemplative practices taught by Trungpa Rinpoche (interestingly, various forms of
Buddhism and meditation practices have been important influences on several of the artists in
this book). In the 1980s, Dilley served as the president of Naropa, helping to oversee its
accreditation and expand its offerings. In addition to her contributions to contemplative dance,
Dilley is acknowledged as the creator of several of the fundamental practices used by most
improvisation teachers at one time or another (even though many may not know their origin),
including Flocking/Follow the Leader, the Five Eye Practices, and moving in Corridors or on the
Grid.Barbara Dilley. Photo: ©Martin FritterBarbara Dilley. Photo: ©Martin FritterBarbara Dilley.
Photo: ©Martin FritterThe Interview: The landscape of Boulder, Colorado, is formed by
intersecting surfaces; a place where the vertical grandeur of the Rockies meets the insistent
horizontal expanse of the high plains, and where proximity to the y-axis graphs your economic or
social status in a pricey town. On a snow-filled December afternoon I drove away from the
mountains toward the flat eastside neighborhood where Barbara Dilley has a modest house.
Deceptively modest might be a good description of Dilley, as well. For someone who has been a
university president and has had such a stellar performance and teaching career, Dilley carries
herself with the quiet authority and pleasant demeanor of someone who feels no need to
impress. Underneath that quietude, though, you can sense a curiosity and a powerful
commitment to the rigor of both contemplative practice and a lifetime of improvisational
investigation. Dilley loves to work with structures stripped bare—few movement choices, a
narrow frame for creative choice—to facilitate (or really leave the mover no option but) going
deeply into the moment. Dilley uses simple, evocative phrases to describe these practices and is
very articulate about how to live within them. With my eye on the viewfinder and a cup of tea in
my hands, I could feel her invitation to quiet listening—the on and off cycling of the heating
system, the soft tone of her voice, the implied but tacit sounds of the falling snow. When the
noise and worry of everyday life subsides, we can open ourselves to the deeper world.Steve
Paxton (born 1939)Steve Paxton is probably the person most associated with improvisation in
movement. Born in Arizona and active in gymnastics and dance, Paxton came to New York in
1958 and was soon performing in the companies of Jose Limon and Merce Cunningham. Ever
the iconoclast (who ironically has become an icon), Paxton’s work seemed to both reflect and



resist Cunningham’s aesthetic. He pushed much further Cunningham’s notion that any
movement could be dance and continually found ways to deconstruct the dominant (at the time)
structure of dance companies formed to produce and promote the work of a single artist, instead
often deflecting and democratizing his own contributions to the field. He joined the first cohort in
Robert Dunn’s composition class in 1960 and was a founding member of the Judson Dance
Theater in 1962. He was also a participant/instigator of most of the experiments in improvisation
for the next couple of decades: like Barbara Dilley, he was part of Continuous Project—Altered
Daily and Grand Union; he was also part of Free Lance Dance with Lisa Nelson, Nancy Stark
Smith, and others.
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