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Dancing Among 
Schoolchildren

We’d been at it all day, every day, for the past five days. It was 
a summer intensive, after all; being pushed was part of the deal. 

Still, we were grateful for the rest. While a small, dedicated group took 
the afternoon’s break as a chance to review one or another tricky passage 
or complicated bit of partnering, most of us welcomed the chance to 
towel off, sip some water, chat, catch our breath. Within ten minutes 
we’d be back on the floor, refreshed and ready for the next challenge. At 
least, that was the theory — and for nearly all of the dancers that was the 
practice, too. For me, the proverbial gap between theory and practice had 
never before felt quite so real — or so wide.

As it had for many years, the Merce Cunningham summer dance inten-
sive was held in the company’s eleventh floor studios in New York’s legend-
ary Westbeth Center for the Arts. That much, at least, had not changed. 
Otherwise, nothing was as it had been. For Cunningham had died the year 
before at the age of ninety, leaving behind a technique, a repertoire, and a 
Legacy Plan that, among other things, called for the dissolution of his 
company following a final world tour. By July 2010 that Legacy Tour had 
entered its sixth month. The troupe’s final bow at the New York Armory 
was more than a year away, and there would be one last summer intensive 
at Westbeth, but an elegiacal mood was already in the air. On a small desk 
at the back of the main studio a votive candle burned near a tremendous 
potted plant from which hung a pair of dice, one of the tools used by 
Cunningham in his lifelong exploration of chance procedures in dance 
making. Next to the plant lay a copy of Corita Kent’s “Ten Rules for 
Students and Teachers,” a primer for creativity popularized by John Cage, 
Cunningham’s partner in life and art who had died seventeen years earlier 
(“Rule 4: Consider everything an experiment”). Handmade, witty, and 
elegant, it was a memorial perfectly attuned to its subject. Even so, it was a 
memorial — a tribute to a vanished time, a reminder of what was lost.

In accordance with its founder’s wishes, the Merce Cunningham 
Dance Company would disband, but the dances themselves would live 
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on, available for performance by other troupes whose members were up 
to the works’ formidable technical challenges. So it was not surprising 
that the 2010 summer intensive drew a full complement of students: 
undergraduate dance majors from Juilliard and Purchase, junior profes-
sionals from countries as distant as Singapore and Finland. And then there 
was me, the middle-aged English professor. As William Butler Yeats had 
long before, I found myself among schoolchildren, young people preparing 
themselves “in the best modern way” for whatever artistic challenge the 
future might hold for them.

Obviously, my purpose was not the same as theirs. Like them, I was 
there to learn, but as a scholar, not a performer. This commitment to for-
tifying archival discovery with studio insight grows from my own dance 
practice, and this was not my first summer intensive. When, on returning 
to the United States from its sojourn in Brussels, the Mark Morris Dance 
Group offered an intensive in Boston, I’d quickly signed on, happily 
throwing myself into passages from Gloria and Grand Duo in what would 
turn out to be the last childless summer of my life. But that was years ago. 
And while I had never stopped dancing, like Yeats, I was not “of Ledaean 
kind.” Still, neither was I an “old scarecrow” — at least, not yet. Though 
no Odette, I was a dancer. Just not a young one.

The focus that summer in Westbeth was a section of Cunningham’s 
1992 work Change of Address. My role was small. The week had begun 
well, but even as I relished the return to the rhythm of morning class and 
afternoon rehearsal, I was having trouble keeping up. On the one hand, 
this in itself was no big deal. I’d come with the aim of sharpening my 
understanding of Cunningham’s aesthetic by learning the work from the 
inside, and though it would be nice to perform it well, that wasn’t the 
ultimate goal. On the other hand, I had chosen to learn the work not 
through private tutoring but by joining a group project. For better or 
worse, I was part of an ensemble, and like all summer intensives, ours 
would conclude with a performance. My head was swimming with 
counts, and I knew I’d done something to my back, but performing 
badly — or, worse, bailing out entirely — would leave other dancers in 
the lurch. And that was a big deal.

I spent the break scribbling down notes about steps, timing, phrasing, 
and dynamics for review back in my hotel room after dinner. I was so 
engrossed that at first I didn’t notice when Carol Teitelbaum, the retired 
Cunningham dancer who was our teacher, sat down beside me.

She cleared her throat. “So,” she said. “How’s it going?”
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Startled, I had no ready answer. Then, a bit sheepishly, I shrugged. “OK, 
considering.” I gestured toward my classmates with a nervous laugh. “I’m 
not as young as I used to be.”

She nodded sympathetically. “You do look a little overwhelmed.”
Why pretend? We were nearly the same age, after all. “Yes.” I replied. 

“I guess I am.”
“Well.” She paused, thinking. “There’s still more to learn. Would you 

mind if I gave the rest of your part to other dancers? That way you can 
keep working on what you already know.”

I looked at her with gratitude. “Of course I wouldn’t mind,” I said. I 
laughed again, this time sincerely. “I have no delusions!”

It was her turn to shrug. “Ah,” she smiled. “You see, I didn’t know.”

On November 26, 1964, the Merce Cunningham Dance Company’s 
first world tour came to its close in Japan. This tour has come to be recog-
nized as one of the most significant events in the history of postwar 
American dance, propelling a gifted if financially struggling troupe into the 
top ranks of the international arts scene, but that was hardly obvious fifty 
years ago. Despite having secured engagements in strategically important 
locations (cities in Czechoslovakia, Poland, India, and Thailand), the 
company was deemed too avant-garde to serve as a cultural ambassador 
meriting State Department subsidy, and when the final curtain came 
down on six months of mostly one-night stands, Cunningham’s company, 
for all the critical acclaim, was demoralized, exhausted, and in debt. Less 
than two weeks into the tour Robert Rauschenberg, Cunningham’s 
lighting and stage designer, had become the first American to win the 
grand prize in painting at the Venice Biennale; in Tokyo he quit the 
troupe, as did three of the dancers. Even those who chose to remain 
questioned their commitment. “God knows the future of us all,” Carolyn 
Brown wrote in a letter home. “I sometimes wake up in the middle of 
the night — filled with emptiness and despair.”

In Tokyo, Cunningham bid farewell to his troupe, then traveled alone 
to Honolulu, where he wrote two letters to Cage. The first announced 
the dissolution of the company; as he later recollected, “I didn’t see any 
reason to continue with so much unpleasantness and animosity around.” 
But there were second thoughts, and so he wrote a second letter declaring 
his intention to “come back and start again with whomever and whatever 
there was.” When he recollected this moment years later, Cunningham left 
unexplained the reasons for his change of heart, though he observed that 
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“the tour, which seemed at the time to be ends and knots, now seem[s] 
only the prelude and the beginning.” That lack of explanation, so typical 
of Cunningham, presents an open field for reflection, and I found myself 
increasingly drawn to it over the course of that intensive week in West-
beth. Why did he decide to go on when all seemed lost? How do knots 
turn into preludes?

Thrown back onto memories of his own youth by his encounter with 
the pupils at St. Otteran’s School, Yeats ends “Among School Children” 
with questions. “O chestnut tree, great rooted blossomer, / Are you the leaf, 
the blossom, or the bole? / O body swayed to music, O brightening glance, 
/ How can we know the dancer from the dance?” Among the most famous 
lines he ever wrote, Yeats’s questions call for a view of life that acknowledges 
but also transcends distinctions between past and present, root and branch. 
It’s hard to say for certain whether Cunningham shared this view, though 
his embrace of chance operations in choreography does imply a relation-
ship between maker and made more holistic than hierarchical. Seemingly 
the ultimate assertion of freedom, selecting steps on the basis of a coin toss, a 
dice throw, or (later on) the randomized suggestion of a computer program 
is actually a deliberate restriction of freedom. By the time his body began 
to fail him, Cunningham was well practiced in making art out of restric-
tions — preludes out of knots. It wasn’t delusion that kept him dancing into 
his seventies (arguably a factor in the careers of Martha Graham and Rudolph 
Nureyev). On the contrary: one could say, without exaggeration, that the 
fundamental principle of Cunningham’s entire dancing life reached its pur-
est distillation in his final years on the stage, when the restricted movements 
of his aging body were presented undisguised and without apology.

And so Cunningham kept going — after the 1964 tour, after he lost his 
famous jump, after he couldn’t dance at all, or even walk, working with 
a computer to shape phrases his body would never know — because he 
relished the freedom to be found in working through limits. In the begin-
ning, those limits were arbitrary and self-imposed. In the end, they were 
unavoidable. In both cases, they opened up new and unexpected realms of 
possibility, of action. Cunningham understood the essence of this relation-
ship between freedom and constraint while still a young man. (“Rule Six: 
Nothing is a mistake. There’s no win and no fail, there’s only make.”) Most 
of us take a little longer to come to grips with this “metaphysical paradox” 
(as he called it), but sooner or later, it’s a lesson we all learn — school-
children, dancers, and middle-aged English professors alike.


