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Modern Dance is a difficult subject to really pin down as one thing or another. This is mostly due to its individualistic nature, which has been part of it since its inception. In addition to this is the fact that Modern Dance is a series of rebellions; as a teacher developed and shared their own style, it was adopted and studied then finally disagreed with by one of their pupils, who would go on to create their own individual style of dance. As a result, it does seem like an odd choice for teaching dance in a place of higher education, but the reason it works is because of the attitudes and culture the students are useful. At some core level of American philosophy is the belief in individuality, and the arts produced by the philosophy tend to prove this fact. Dance is no different.


Modern dance is usually attributed to beginning in the early 20th century. A series of dancers in Europe grew tired of the rigors of Classical Ballet and rebelled against it, resulting in free dance (“Modern Dance”). This concept of free dance was taken and modified by a collection of American dancers, including.Loie Fuller, Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis, and Martha Graham, and their teachings and choreography laid the foundations for what is now modern dance(“Modern Dance”). Later on, this foundation would be rebelled against to some degree by a series of students; but it was still the defining start of modern dance.


The Denishawn School was founded in 1915 by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn. Shawn mostly handled the teaching of actual dance technique to students, whereas Denis was primarily in charge of the creative work(“Modern Dance”). Several pioneers of the art studied at this school. One was Martha Graham, who enrolled in the school in 1916. Graham's work focused greatly on contraction and release, and ten years later she founded the Martha Graham Dance Company to promote her unique style of dance. Her techniques were taught to a long line of dancers, including Paul Taylor, Erick Hawkins, and Merce Cunningham, who all added some individual aspect to them, much as Graham did to free dance.


Another pupil of the Denishawn school was Doris Humphrey, who formally enrolled in 1917. She studied there for eleven years before breaking from the school with Charles Weidman and heading to New York(“Doris Humphrey”). The Humphrey-Weidman Company was successful even during the Great Depression, and Humphrey's principle of fall and recovery had a lasting impact on modern dance as a whole. Later pupils of Humphrey include Jose Límon, Hanya Holm, and Pina Bausch.


Modern dance's evolution has a single constant; new styles and techniques are always developed to both rebel against the old, as well as suit the individual quirks of the dancer. This is why it works in a modern educational setting; it suits the students that practice it. Unlike the stiff, unchanging exercises of ballet, modern dance feels much more free, relaxed, and spontaneous. It's always changing and thus open to new interpretation. The students of today all but expect this from everything they do, due to the culture they are raised in. Modern dance works with the individualistic nature of American society, in other words. This is because that nature is what the founders of the style were most concerned about. As society became more individual-centered in modern times, it's no wonder students are more open to modern dance than alternatives like ballet.
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