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From the editor:
In preparation for the upcoming DNB 75th anniversary in 2015, we decided to
devote this issue to our very first publication in 1943. It included the
correspondence between Rudolf Laban and the DNB and an account of members’
activities, as well as encouragement from Hanya Holm and John Martin, both of
whom served as advisors to the DNB.
As Labanotation (then called the Laban system) was still in its infancy, it was not
easy to find answers when founding members encountered theory issues, and
World War II made communication with Laban very difficult. In the original letter
from Laban, he did not use notation illustrations. The notation symbols were
believed to be enemy spy messages in cipher form during WWII, and were
challenged by mail censors. Laban wrote, “Dear Ms. Hutchinson, Your questions
concerning some details of dance-notation would, of course, much more easily be
answered if we were able to send you some examples and drawings...” which
indicated no notation was allowed in the letter. Therefore, Sandra Aberkalns, the
Labanotation editor, created notation examples to illustrate the early 1940s
notation and theory, as well as current usages that have been adopted by the
International Council of Kinetography Laban (ICKL). Please note that some
theories in the 1943 newsletter do not comply with the current standard, which we
explain in the endnote. The system has become more sophisticated and highly
developed. It is fun, especially for me, to see how much Labanotation has
progressed over seventy-four years.
The letter from Laban was actually received in December 1941 and it took more
than a year for the DNB to publish his answer, because all the members were
working as volunteers at the Bureau. They all had very active dance performance
careers besides the time they devoted to the growth of the DNB.
Ann Hutchinson was 21 when the Bureau was founded; she turns 97 next year. We
are very fortunate to have her with us and available when we have questions.
We hope you enjoy this issue and please send us your anecdotes or pictures of the
Bureau in celebration of our 75th anniversary.
Sincerely yours,

Mei-Chen Lu
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Telephone
WAtkins 9-6530
215 West 11th St.i
New York City
January 1943
The Dance Notation Bureau, since its formation in 1940, has given the major part of its time to the problem
of unifying and standardizing the Laban system. Since notation has become more widely used, new
symbols and varying interpretations have appeared. The Bureau has worked over all these and submitted
the result of their findings to Mr. Laban for his criticism and approval. Due to the war, the use of notation
symbols in trans-oceanic correspondence has been forbidden, and letters have been delayed. Finally,
however, we have some concrete information for you. Space does not permit us to reproduce Mr. Laban’s
letter in full, but we quote significant passages on practical and theoretical points. (Notation examples
below were produced by Sandra Aberkalns for this newsletter.)
EXCERPTS FROM LABAN’S LETTER
1. In writing unusual positions of the feet, first write a rotation sign for the leg (1a), or legs (such
positions usually necessitate leg rotations); then, within the rotation sign write the direction that
the toes point. We have used the ‘pin’ii for this indicator of direction (1b).
	
  

	
  
In a rotation of the leg wherein a pivot occurs, the weight is on the heel, unless the heel sign (the
downturned hook) appears on the rotation symbol denoting that the heel is free, i.e., weight is on
the toe.iii
2. We think that it is a mistake to attempt to write complicated positions in a too simplified way; that,
we feel, would spoil the simplicity of the simple positions. Before arriving in a complicated or
grotesque position one has to perform a number of movements and tensions without which such a
position would never be achieved. They cannot be completely omitted in writing.
3. In writing ballet dances in which the outturned position of 180° prevail, we give to the whole dance
a signature indicating that all positions are 180° outturned, so that a leg rotation must only be
added when the position is other than 180°. The same is the case with ballroom dancing, where a
signature indicates that all positions are parallel. This saves a great deal of unnecessary writing.

