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From the Dance Notation Bureau

Air for the G String and The Shakers
by Karena Birk
Whenever I start a new staging project, I have a devil and an angel perched on my
shoulders. The devil whispers in my ear (in the case of my current project) “you
didn’t dance for Doris Humphrey, you didn’t even dance for someone who danced
for Humphrey. You haven’t even performed this piece. All you have is a dance score
and you think you can stage this work. Who do you think you are? What right do you
have?”
Meanwhile the angel points out “someday there won’t be anybody left who has
danced for Humphrey or her dancers. Does that mean her work no longer has merit
and relevance? Does that mean no one deserves to dance it or see it anymore? Don’t
you have confidence in the integrity and strength of the work itself and the score? If
Humphrey’s work is going to thrive into the future, it will have to be staged by
people who no longer have a direct connection to her. You are exactly the person
who should be doing this, you are proving that future generations can come to a
Labanotation score and leave with a vibrant, thrilling dance.”
The devil and angel are currently battling it out as I stage Doris Humphrey’s Air for
the G String (1928) and The Shakers (1931) for the University of Washington Dance
Program’s Chamber Dance Company (CDC). I have the joy of teaching these works
to a group comprised of graduate students who are seasoned, intelligent performers,
and talented, eager undergraduates. We started rehearsing at the end of June for the
October performances, and after just a few rehearsals, the dancers have already made
impressive progress.
My process started last year when the director of CDC, Professor Hannah Wiley,
asked me to stage the Humphrey works. She requested the scores from the DNB, and
I started reading about the works. I have found that when learning a work from score,
it is best for me to do a progression from wide focus to narrow and back to wide
again.
To get a broad context, I read about Humphrey generally, and Air and The Shakers
particularly (and here I must commend how useful and to the point the front material
and other information was in both of the scores), and looked at some, but at this
stage not a lot, of video.
When I felt that I had a general grounding, I turned inward, and worked almost
exclusively with the score and music. While I find it useful and necessary to know
other people’s opinions and interpretations of a piece, even more necessary is that I
use the score to interrogate myself, and come up with my own opinions and
interpretations. I have to make the work become a cohesive whole in my mind, and
not use other people’s examples as a short cut, even if I end up with the same
conclusions they did. Sometimes this is at the physical puzzle level of figuring out
how not to trip on the long trailing capes of Air, or how far to hinge my torso back so
as not slam down to the knees in The Shakers. But more importantly, it’s asking
myself what an individual movement tells me about the whole work, and what the
whole work tells me about an individual movement.
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At the risk of sounding a little crazy, at this point the score begins talking to me (and when alone in a studio, sometimes I talk
back). Within the context of the Shaker community, the score told me that the recurrent hand clasp in The Shakers necessarily
implies a whole attitude of the body, filled with energy, devotion, hope, desire, and conflict. I remembered being a child,
waiting for my dad at the airport after he had been gone for six months commercial fishing in Alaska, looking at each person
a
coming off the plane, simultaneously crushed when it wasn’t him and more excited
because surely the next person would be him. I could barely contain myself, and in an
effort to control the emotions sweeping me that were bigger than myself, I did a similar
hand clasp.

The most common iteration
of the “hand clasp”—as
elaborated in the glossary

The score told me that the walks in Air can’t be just any walks. I want the audience to
gasp with amazement at the opening of Air, and be unable to breathe until the piece is over
for fear of disturbing its sublime beauty. So those walks have to contain a supreme
sensitivity in how the foot contacts the floor, more like a hand caressing a lover’s cheek.
And the constant profusion of symbols for the torso and arms in the Air score told me
about the centrality of continuous life and nuance in the upper body even more than any
one described movement or position did.

This is the moment in the process when the voice of the score usually starts drowning out the voice of the devil on my
shoulder. In the past, and most definitely with Air and The Shakers, I have felt that the dance, through the score, has been
insistent in telling me, or even demanding of me, what it required. I go from wondering what right I have to approach a piece
to being excited to see it live and breathe on stage. True, I never danced for Doris Humphrey. But I reminded myself, I never
studied with Johann Sebastian Bach, and that does not stop me from playing his works on my violin.
Much ink has been spilled about the impossibility of recreating the past, and the danger of dancing a work as a museum piece,
but also about the necessity to evoke the historical stylistic qualities of a work lest it lapse into ahistoric blandness. Without
trying to rehash the whole topic, I will say that my priority in staging is presenting a work that is engaging and alive for the
dancers and audience of today. I don’t believe that is incompatible with respecting the historical qualities of a work. In Air, for
example, an awareness of weight, and of fall and recovery in slow motion, is vital. This is not out of a dutiful sense of homage
to Humphrey’s seminal role in developing the theory of fall and recovery. It is because in envisioning the performance of the
piece today, it is clear that without this, Air would be lessened.
After I have formed my own conception of a work through my time of narrowed focus, I widen back out again. Now I am
seeking to bring my vision into dialogue with other people’s. In addition to reading new material and rereading old, I now
search out as many videos as I can. Sometimes these enrich my conception with additional viewpoints; as a stager I always try
to come into rehearsal with multiple perspectives on phrasing and motivation, as what fits my body may not make sense for
someone else. Other times I have yelled at the screen in frustration with a particular staging that seemed indifferent and
wrongheaded. By now I am always deeply in love with a work, and it wounds me to see a performance that doesn’t do the
work justice.
After my time of narrow focus with Air and The Shakers, among the resources that I consulted were the wonderful videos
from The Doris Humphrey Legacy, produced by The Doris Humphrey Society. One of the volumes focuses on Air, with
coaching by Ernestine Stodelle, and another focuses on The Shakers, with coaching by Stodelle and Gail Corbin.
When Stodelle started talking to her dancers in Air, she was saying many of the same things I had been saying to myself. She
emphasized the importance of a community sense over the individual; that without community feeling, the piece was merely
pretty. She told them to “dance with the music, not to it.” She reiterated how the movements must have continuous life, never
a moment of passivity. My mouth fell open as sometimes she used almost the exact phraseology that I had formulated while
talking with the score. This was a moment of incredible joy, as I felt that by trying to be open to what the score and music
could tell me, I had found a real connection through time to the roots of the work. It was proof to me that Labanotation works;
these dances wouldn’t be lost!
As I proceeded on to the Shakers video from the Doris Humphrey Legacy series, I had much the same experience. The devil
fell right off my shoulder in astonishment. I especially appreciated Stodelle’s emphasis on how the dancers couldn’t just do the
steps, but needed to learn, investigate, find their own motivations, and do the work with all the force of their own feelings.
Whenever I stage an historical work, I want the dancers to feel as engaged and personally invested in it as if I were
choreographing just for them. This is particularly true of Air and The Shakers. Though they each have their technical
a

