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nate of the traditional ingredients of his medium and still produce
art? Minimal Art becomes the Minimal Style, and the Mipi}rr)al Style
relates to a larger tendency that might be termed the Minimal Sen-
sibility, a Quixotic search for an essence, perhaps more among a}'t
writers than artists, in spite of Wittgenstein (a philosopher much in
favor with Minimalists). Other examples in other media would be
Robbe-Grillet’s so-called elimination of psychology, character, and
traditional narrative form from fiction; John Cage’s elimination 'of
traditional instruments, notation, and “composition”' from music;
and in poetry, the nonrelational poems of the Concretists 'fmd Aram
Saroyan’s witty one-word poems. In the Underground' Cme.ma we
have no-talking, no-acting, no-editing, no-motion motion pictures,
loop films, strobe films, and even films made without film. o

Paradoxically, the closer an artist gets to the mythological “es-
sence” of his particular medium the faster his medium be'comes
something else. Frank Stella’s shaped-canvases become a kind of
flat sculpture for the wall. Cage’s “music” becomes theatre. Cop-
cretist poems become graphic art. Prose becomes poetry or music.
Film becomes a kind of projected painting. Architecture as it tries
more and more to be simply architecture becomes sculpture. And
sculpture as it strives for “sculptureness” becomes arch%tfectgr'e or
merely interior design. This paradoxical “media transposition indi-
cates perhaps that just as there is no ideal gameness that relates all
games, there is no ideal art or essence of painting or sculpture, no
“nature.”—*“A Minimal Future?” Arts, March, 1967.
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A QUASI SURVEY OF SOME ““MINIMALIST’ TENDENCIES IN
THE QUANTITATIVELY MINIMAL DANCE ACTIVITY MIDST

THE PLETHORA, OR AN ANALYSIS OF TRIO A by Yvonne
Rainer

Yvonne Rainer is one of the major figures of the highly experimental and
influential Judson Dance Theatre in New York. In this essay based on
her dance in five parts called The Mind Is a Muscle, she discusses ideas
concerning smoothness of continuity in dance. Repetition, phrasing, and
energy are redefined; formal content and progression in dance are chal-
lenged. As Kenneth King points out: “What the new dance-theater does
is RE-PROGRAM symbolic actions, subjects, and movement. Dance need no
longer be a minor art with segregated specialization of mere move-
ment.”

Miss Rainer was born in San Francisco in 1934, and has performed
her works in several American cities, as well as in Europe. Her most
recent choreography includes The Mind Is a Muscle and Carriage Dis-
creteness, the latter being a work for twelve performers using electronic
equipment devised by Bell Laboratory scientists, which was presented at
the 69th Regiment Armory in New York as part of the series called
“Nine Evenings: Theatre and Engineering.”

Objects Dances
eliminate or minimize
1. role of artist’s hand phrasing
2. hierarchical relationship of parts development and climax
3. texture variation: rhythm, shape, dynamics
4. figure reference character
5. illusionism performance
6. complexity and detail variety: phrases and the spatial field
7. monumentality the virtuosic movement feat and the
fully-extended body
substitute
1. factory fabrication energy equality and “found” movement
2. unitary forms, modules equality of parts
3. uninterrupted surface repetition or discrete events
4. nonreferential forms neutral performance
5. literalness task or tasklike activity
6. simplicity singular action, event, or tone
7. human scale human scale
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Although the benefit to be derived from making a one-to-one rela-
tionship between aspects of so-called minimal sculpture and recent
dancing is questionable, I have drawn up a chart that does exactly
that. Those who need alternatives to subtle distinction-making will
be elated, but nevertheless such a device may serve as a shortcut to
ploughing through some of the things that have been happening in a
specialized area of dancing and once stated can be ignored or culled
from at will.

It should not be thought that the two groups of elements are
mutually exclusive (“eliminate” and “substitute”). Much work being
done today—both in theatre and art—has concerns in both cate-
gories. Neither should it be thought that the type of dance I shall
discuss has been influenced exclusively by art. The changes in thea-
tre and dance reflect changes in ideas about man and his environ-
ment that have affected all the arts. That dance should reflect these
changes at all is of interest, since for obvious reasons it has always
been the most isolated and inbred of the arts. What is perhaps
unprecedented in the short history of the modern dance is the close
correspondence between concurrent developments in dance and the
plastic arts.

Isadora Duncan went back to the Greeks; Humphrey and
Graham!® used primitive ritual and/or music for structuring, and
although the people who came out of the Humphrey-Graham com-
panies and were active during the thirties and forties shared socio-
political concerns and activity in common with artists of the period,
their work did not reflect any direct influence from or dialogue with
the art so much as a reaction to the time. (Those who took off in
their own directions in the forties and fifties—Cunningham, Shearer,
Litz, Marsicano, et al.—must be appraised individually. Such a task
is beyond the scope of this article.) The one previous area of corre-
spondence might be German Expressionism and Mary Wigman and
her followers, but photographs and descriptions of the work show
little connection.

Within the realm of movement invention—and I am talking for
the time being about movement generated by means other than

1In the case of Graham, it is hardly possible to relute her work to anything
outside of theatre, since it was usually dramatic and psychological necessity
that determined it.

Deborah Hay in ‘Rise,”” 19685.
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accomplishment of a task or dealing with an obj(?ct—th(? }r:]ost ntr)l-
pressive change has been in the attitude to phras'mg, whic can (;
defined as the way in which energy is distributed in the execution of
a movement or series of movements. What makes one klIlld o

movement different from another is not so much‘vanatlons.m ar-
rangements of parts of the body as differences in energy invest-
meIItlti.s important to distinguish between real energy and wha.t I shall
call “apparent” energy. The former refers to actual outpl.lt in ten::,
of physical expenditure on the part of the perfor‘mer.. It is comm ;
to hear a dance teacher tell a student that he is using E‘oo much
energy” or that a particular movement does nqt require “so muﬁd
energy.” This view of energy is related to a notlfm of economy ; ;
ideal movement technique. Unless otherwise indicated, whaF I sha

be talking about here is “apparent” energy, or what is seen in terms

of motion and stillness rather than of actual work, regardless of the -

physiological or kinesthetic experience of the dancer. The two ob-
servations—that of the performer and that of the spectat.or—do not
always correspond. A vivid illustration of tbis ismy T rio f; U}ﬁ)'og
completion two of us are always dripping with sweat while the t ix
is dry. The correct conclusion to draw is'not“ that the dr),f, one is
expending less energy, but that the dry one is a “non-sweater.

Much of the western dancing we are familiar with gan be charac- |
terized by a particular distribution of energy: maximal output or
“attack” at the beginning of a phrase,? followed by abatemen't ax;ld
recovery at the end, with energy often arrested somewhere in the
middle. This means that one part of the phrase—-\usual.ly t}'xe pfnt .
that is the most still—becomes the focus of attention, registering like
a photograph or suspended moment of climax. In the Grah]am;
oriented modern dance these climaxes can come one on the .hee 50
the other. In types of dancing that depend on less 1mpu151ve'con-
trols, the climaxes are farther apart and are not so dramatically
“tramed.” Where extremes in tempi are imposed, this ebb-and-flow
of effort is also pronounced: in the instance of speed the contrast

2 The term “phrase” must be distinguished from “phra§ing. A phrdase 15
simply two or more consecutive movements, while phrasing, as noted pre-

viously, refers to the manner of execution.
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between movement and rest is sharp, and in the adagio, or sup-
posedly continuous kind of phrasing, the execution of transitions
demonstrates more subtly the mechanics of getting from one point
of still “registration” to another.

The term “phrase” can also serve as a metaphor for a longer or
total duration containing beginning, middle, and end. Whatever the
implications of a continuity that contains high points or focal cli-
maxes, such an approach now seems to be excessively dramatic and,
more simply, unnecessary.

Energy has also been used to implement heroic more-than-human
technical feats and to maintain a more-than-human look of physical
extension, which is familiar as the dancer’s muscular “set.” In the
early days of the Judson Dance Theatre someone wrote an article

- and asked “Why are they so intent on just being themselves?” It is

not accurate to say that everyone at that time had this in mind. (I
certainly didn’t; I was more involved in experiencing a lion’s share

: of ecstacy and madness than in “being myself” or doing a job.) But
~ where the question applies, it might be answered on two levels: 1)
- The artifice of performance has been reevaluated in that action, or
- what one does, is more interesting and important than the exhibition
" of character and attitude, and that action can best be focused on
~ through the submerging of the personality; so ideally one is not even

oneself, one is a neutral “doer.” 2) The display of technical vir-
tuosity and the display of the dancer’s specialized body no longer

“make any sense. Dancers have been driven to search for an alterna-
- tive context that allows for a more matter-of-fact, more concrete,
~more banal quality of physical being in performance, a context
- wherein people are engaged in actions and movements making a less

spectacular demand on the body and in which skill is hard to locate.
It is easy to see why the grand jeté (along with its ilk) had to be

- abandoned. One cannot “do” a grand jeté; one must “dance” it to get

it done at all, i.e., invest it with all the recessary nuances of energy
distribution that will produce the look of climax together with a still,
pended extension in the middle of the movement. Like a ro-
antic, overblown plot this particular kind of display—with its

' emphasis on nuance and skilled accomplishment, its accessibility to
~comparison and interpretation, its involvement with connoisseur-
' ship, its introversion, narcissism, and self-congratulatoriness—has fi-
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nally in this decade exhausted itself, closed back on itself, and per-
petuates itself solely by consuming its own tail.

The alternatives that were explored now are obvious: stand,
walk, run, eat, carry bricks, show movies, or move or be moved by
some thing rather than oneself. Some of the early activity in the area
of self-movement utilized games, “found” movement (walking, run-
ning, etc.), and people with no previous training. (One of the most
notable of these early efforts was Steve Paxton’s solo, Transit, in
which he performed movement by “marking” it. “Marking” is what
dancers do in rehearsal when they do not want to expend the full
amount of energy required for the execution of a given movement.
It has a very special look, tending to blur boundaries between con-
secutive movements.) These descriptions are not complete. Differ-
ent people have sought different solutions.

Since I am primarily a dancer, I am interested in finding solutions
primarily in the area of moving oneself, however many excursions I
have made into pure and not-so-pure thing-moving. In 1964 I began
to play around with simple one- and two-motion phrases that re-
quired no skill and little energy and contained few accents. The way
in which they were put together was indeterminate, or decided upon
in the act of performing, because at that time the idea of a different
kind of continuity as embodied in transitions or connections be-
tween phrases did not seem to be as important as the material itself.
The result was that the movements or phrases appeared as isolated
bits framed by stoppages. Underscored by their smallness and
separateness, they projected as perverse tours-de-force. Everytime
“elbow-wiggle” came up one felt like applauding., It was obvious
- that the idea of an unmodulated energy output as demonstrated in
. the movement was not being applied to the continuity. A continuum
~ of energy was required. Duration and transition had to be consid-
- ered.

Which brings me to The Mind is a Muscle, Trio A. Without giving
an account of the drawn-out process through which this 4%2-minute
movement series (performed simultaneously by three people) was
- made, let me talk about its implications in the direction of move-
- ment-as-task or movement-as-object.

One of the most singular elements in it is that there are no pauses

i i ’ T i AI
Yvonne Rainer, William Davis, and David Gordon in The Mind Is a Muscle, Trio
by Yvonne Rainer, 1966. Photograph by Peter Moore.

y Trisha Brown, 1964.
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between phrases. The phrases themselves often consist of separate
parts, such as consecutive limb articulations—"right leg, left leg,
arms, jump,” etc.—but the end of each phrase merges immediately
into the beginning of the next with no observable accent. The limbs
are never in a fixed, still relationship and they are stretched to their
fullest extension only in transit, creating the impression that the
body is constantly engaged in transitions.

Another factor contributing to the smoothness of the continuity is
that no one part of the series is made any more important than any
other. For four-and-a-half minutes a great variety of movement
shapes occur, but they are of equal weight and are equally empha-
sized. This is probably attributable both to the sameness of physical
“tone” that colors all the movements and to the attention to the
pacing. I can’t talk about one without talking about the other.

The execution of each movement conveys a sense of unhurried
control. The body is weighty without being completely relaxed.
What is seen is a control that seems geared to the actual time it
takes the actual weight of the body to go through the prescribed
motions, rather than an adherence to an imposed ordering of time.
In other words, the demands made on the body’s (actual) energy
resources appear to be commensurate with the task—be it getting
up from the floor, raising an arm, tilting the pelvis, etc.—much as
one would get out of a chair, reach for a high shelf, or walk down
stairs when one is not in a hurry.3 The movements are not mimetic,
so they do not remind one of such actions, but I like to think that in

their manner of execution they have the factual quality of such
actions.

Of course, I have been talking about the “look” of the movements.
In order to achieve this look in a continuity of separate phrases
that does not allow for pauses, accents, or stillness, one must bring
to bear many different degrees of effort just in getting from one
thing to another. Endurance comes into play very much with its
necessity for conserving (actual) energy (like the long-distance

31 do not mean to imply that the demand of musical or metric phrasing
makes dancing look effortless. What it produces is a different kind of effort,
where the body looks more extended, “pulled up,” highly energized, ready to

>«

go, etc. The dancer’s “set” again.
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runner ). The irony here is in the reversal of a kind of illusionism: I
have exposed a type of effort where it has been traditionally con-
cealed and have concealed phrasing where it has been traditionally
displayed.

So much for phrasing. My Trio A contained other elements men-
tioned in the chart that have been touched on in passing, not being
central to my concerns of the moment. For example, the “problem”
of performance was dealt with by never permitting the performers
to confront the audience. Either the gaze was averted or the head
was engaged in movement. The desired effect was a worklike rather
than exhibitionlike presentation.

I shall deal briefly with the remaining categories on the chart as
they relate to Trio A. Variation was not a method of development.
No one of the individual movements in the series was made by
varying a quality of any other one. Each is intact and separate with
Tespect to its nature. In a strict sense neither is there any repetition
(with the exception of occasional consecutive traveling steps). The

. series progresses by the fact of one discrete thing following another.

This procedure was consciously pursued as a change from my previ-
ous work, which often had one identical thing following another—
either consecutively or recurrently. Naturally the question arises as
to what constitutes repetition. In Trio A, where there is no consist-

. ent consecutive repetition, can the simultaneity of three identical

sequences be called repetition? Or can the consistency of energy
tone be called repetition? Or does repetition apply only to successive
specific actions?

All of these considerations have supplanted the desire for
‘dance structures wherein elements are connected thematically

 (through variation) and for a diversity in the use of phrases and

~

space. I think two assumnptions are implicit here: 1) A movement is

- 4 complete and self-contained event; elaboration in the sense of

varying some aspect of it can only blur its distinctness; and 2)
Dance is hard to see. It must either be made less fancy, or the fact
of that intrinsic difficulty must be emphasized to the point that it

‘becomes almost impossible to see.

Repetition can serve to enforce the discreteness of a movement,
. objectify it, make it more objectlike. It also offers an alternative way

i,
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of ordering material, literally making the material easier to see. That
most theatre audiences are irritated by it is not yet a disqualifica-
tion.

My Trio A dealt with the “seeing” difficulty by dint of its con-
tinual and unremitting revelation of gestural detail that did not
repeat itself, thereby focusing on the fact that the material could not
easily be encompassed.

There is at least one circumstance that the chart does not include
(because it does not relate to “minimization”), viz., the static singu-
lar object versus the object with interchangeable parts. The dance
equivalent is the indeterminate performance that produces varia-
tions ranging from small details to a total image. Usually inde-
terminacy has been used to change the sequentialness—either
phrases or larger sections—of a work, or to permute the details of a
work. It has also been used with respect to timing. Where the dura-
tion of separate, simultaneous events is not prescribed exactly, varia-
tions in the relationship of these events will occur. Such is the case
with the trio I have been speaking about, in which small discrepan-
cies in the tempo of individually executed phrases results in the
three simultaneous performances constantly moving in and out of
phase and in and out of synchronization. The overall look of it is
constant from one performance to another, but the distribution of
bodies in space at any given instant changes.

I am almost done. Trio A is the first section of The Mind Is a
Muscle. There are six people involved and four more sections. Trio
B might be described as a variaTion of Trio A in its use of unison
with three people; they move in exact unison thruout. Trio A is
about the EFFORTs of two men and a woman in getting each other
aloft in vamrious ways while REPEATING the same diagonal space
pattern throughout. In Horses the group travels about as a unit,
recurrently REPEATING six different acrions. Lecture is a solo that
REPEATS the MOVEMENT series of Trio A. There will be at least three

more sections.

There are many concemns in this dance. The concerns may appear
to fall on my tidy chart as randomly dropped toothpicks might
However, I think there is sufficient separating out in my work as
well as that of certain of my contemporaries to justify an attempt at.
organizing those points of departure from previous work. Compar-
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ing the dance to Minimal Art
orgamzation. Omissions and ov.
Systematizing in art. [ hope th
offered by whatever clarification

provided a convenient method of
erstatements are a hazard of any

at some degree of redress will be
results from this essay,




