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I ntroduction

Thisresearch began with aproject to translate the early German text Choreographie (1926)*
by Rudolf Laban (1879-1958), a dancer and theoretician, born in Hungary, growing up in
Bratislava Slovakia, and later devel oping hiswork and school sthroughout Europe, Greet Brit-
ain, and United States.? The book explores several methods for notating human movement
with various signs and abbreviations, these based on theoretical analyses of human movement
potentials.2 An entire chapter of the book is titled “Minuet” and consists of a verbal description
of minuet dance steps, simple musical motifs, a Feuillet notation of a Z—figure, and account of
aminuet sequenceof 144 bars. However thischapter iscompletely disconnected from therest
of thetext; nowherein the chapter ismentioned any of the concepts discussed inthe book, and
nowhereintherest of the book is made any mention of the minuet. The question arises asto
why Laban considered the minuet important enough to devote an entire chapter to it and how
thiswas significant for the devel opment of hismovement theories.

Rudolf Laban’s use of the minuet

This question was approached through interviews with students of Rudolf Laban who have
personal experience with his practices, aswell asreviews of Labanotations of the minuet to
consider itsmovement forms and patterns.* Thefirst revelation came from an interview with
Roderyk Lange® where he pointed out how Laban’s description virtually copies a previous text
and musical motifs of the minuet in the dance manual by Bernhard Klemm.® In acloser com-
parison of the two texts it was identified that while Laban copied Klemm’s description of the
minuet quite closely, he made slight changes, for example while Klemm referred to “der Herr”
and “die Dame”, Laban changed this to “Person A” and “Person B”. This seems to indicate
Laban’s purpose towards developing new modern dance forms, while also drawing on the
tradition of popular dancesin existence.

Inalater interview with Valerie-Preston Dunlop’, this theme of Laban’s development of
“new dance” was continued where she gave an account of how Laban taught the minuet as part
of aseriesof classesin dance history. She recounted how Laban considered traditional dance
formsasexamplesof diversity and variety of movement qualities, for example primitiverhyth-
mic dances displaying qualities of weight and time, and formal designs of ancient Egyptian
dancesrevealing abstract geometric patterns such astetrahedra. In the case of the minuet, this
was considered as an example of refined spatial designsin time. In particular, she recounted
how the minuet stepsweretaken as examples of three cardina planes, which Labanreferred to
as the “door plane”, “wheel plane” and “table plane” (Figure 1), specifically the minuet step
right and minuet step | eft were taken as examples of the door plane, the minuet forward step
taken as an example of thewheel plane, and minuet balance taken as an example of thetable
plane.

This account gives further indication regarding Laban’s process in development of a new
modern dance and a so of theories of human movement and methodsfor movement analysis. In
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Figurel. Threeplanesof movement described asdoor, wheel, and table planes

other places L aban also describes more explicitly how he analysed existing dance and move-
ment forms such as Feuillet notation®, ballet®, fencing or sabre fighting®®, and working move-
ments, with the purpose of extracting core features and patterns of human movement, then
incorporating these in devel opment of theoretical modelsfor human movement.

Characteristics of thethree cardinal planes

As described, Laban drew concepts of the three cardinal planes from the minuet and these
were continued to be explored, adapted, and refined in the devel opment of methodsfor move-
ment analysis, for example in the construction of “natural sequences and scales in space” in the
system of “Choreutics*? or in the method of personal movement profiling known as “Action
Profile” or “Movement Pattern Analysis” such as developed by Warren Lamb.** Whileinthe
minuet the movements are primarily with thelegs, these are devel oped to al so include move-
mentsof al parts of the body, further exploring potentials of that plane. Individual characteris-
tics of thethree planes can be explored in actual movement experiences.

Door plane

This plane is flat and like a wall. Sometimes it is also called the “vertical plane” or the “frontal
plane”. It is possible to travel across the floor by moving in the door plane, but it is really not
very good for this, but the planeis much better for movementsthat maintain the stancein place.
Fromthisstanceitiseasy to present oneself, make agesture to be recognised or be seen. The
door plan tendsto organi se rel ationships amongst peopl ein patterns such asfacing each other,
or standing side-by-sidein aline, everyonefacing the sasmeway.

Whed plane

Theplaneislikeanarrow passage tending to induce motionsforward and back. Sometimesit
is also called the “sagittal plane” or the “median plane”. Gestures in the plane are mostly pure
flexion and extension movements and thesereadily lead into travelling acrossthefloor in any
direction, though mostly in straight lines. It isideal for getting from point A to point B in the
shortest distance. The wheel plane can organise relationships amongst groups of peoplein
patterns such asin front and behind, or leading and following.

Tableplane

The plane is like a flat surface parallel to the floor or the horizon and is also called the “horizon-
tal plane”. Travelling movements are possible, but the plane tends to bring in characteristics of
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opening and closing, widening and narrowing, as well as twisting and untwisting that lead
movements to changing directions and turning. The table plane can be used to expand out-
wards exploring large spaces, or also it isgood for turning in to explore a personal inwards
micro sphere. Inrelationshipsit isuseful for opening outwardsin order to then enclose another
person inwardsto oneself, or it can bejust asuseful for brushing someoneto theside and away.

Different planesin interaction

Thethreeplanes can a so beexplored in interaction. A door plane might provide astable stance
for contacting movementsfrom another personin atable plane. Movementsinthewheel plane
together with other dancersturning in table planes may create awhirl of travelling fluctuating
revolving motion. Movementsin adoor plane can be useful for effectively stopping or catching
some of the perpetua travellinginthewhed plane. People might havethe persona preferences
asto which planethey prefer in themselvesand in others.

Body movement in the minuet analysed through L abanotation

Detailsof limb gestures and travel ling in the minuet stepsand their rel ation to the three planes
can be analysed further by using the method of Labanotation.'* Four notation scores of the
minuet were examined. Labanotation scores of 17" century minuets are offered by Gisela
Reber of theminuet from Gottfried Taubert,*® and Reber together with Christine Eckerlie of the
minuet from Pierre Rameau.’® Inge Danker’s notation score represents a minuet of the 18"
century from Kellom Tomlinson.'” A Labanotation score by Irmgard Bartenieff, Kurt Jooss,
Albrecht Knust and Gisela Reber presents a19™ century minuet from Bernhard Klemm.
Comparison of these scoresrevealed many variationsin minuet steps, their directionsand
rhythms, and the order of stepsinlonger sequences. Since Laban closely followed the descrip-
tion of theminuet by Klemm, and since the Labanotation score by Bartenieff and colleaguesis
explicitly named as being based on Klemm, it was selected as the best score for usein this
analysis. It isaso significant that notators of this score were principal colleagueswith Laban
during thetime of writing Choreographie, and so would have been intimately familiar with the
role of theminuet in thiswork and so can berelied on for the best representation of hisintent.
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Figure2. Labanotation staff and basic minuet stepping rhythm
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Basic minuet stepping rhythm

Thetiming for the rhythm of stepping in the minuet use here was drawn from the notation by
Bartenieff and colleagues. Figure 2 showsthetiming in the basic minuet stepping rhythm. This
is represented in the Labanotation “staff” which was derived from the middle line in Feuillet
notation, however in Labanotation thisisregularised into astraight linewith tick marksand bar
linesfor musical beats and measures, and expanded into separate columnsfor indicating sup-
portsand gestures of armsand legs. The rhythm of movement iswritten in these columnswith
“direction signs” which indicate duration of movement according to their length along the staff.
In addition, a small circle in the staff indicates a “hold”, where the previous condition is re-
tained.

Minuet stepsright, left, and forward

Directionsfor stepping and gestures are differentiated with the Labanotation direction signs
with shapes that seem to point into particular directions, and are shaded to indicate level in
space of high (hatched shading), middle (dot), or low (dark shading) (Figure 3). Figure 4
shows minuet stepsright, left, and forward which have theidentical stepping rhythm. Direc-
tions and levels are shown with Labanotation direction signs, and additional “pins” are added
when necessary to show if astep is placed just behind the other foot. The door planein the
minuet stepsright and left isrevealed by the sideways gestures and stepping with rising and
lowering whilethewheel planein the minuet forward step isrevealed by theforwards direc-
tions, a'sorising and lowering.

Minuet balance

Figure 5 showsthe basi ¢ stepping rhythm for the minuet balance aswell asthedirectionsand
levels of gestures and steps. As can be seen from the Labanotations, the stepping rhythm for
the minuet balanceis slightly different than that of the minuet steps right, left, and forward.
Here, the balance consists of one slow step forward, followed by another slow step back. As
shown in the shading of the direction signs, the stepping beginsinlow level (bent knees) and
progressesto middle (kneesstraight), but never riseto high level (standing ontoes). Thisdetall
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Figure3. Labanotation direction signswith shading for high, middle, and low levels
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Figure4. Minuet stepsright, left, and forward
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Figure5. Minuet balance; basic stepping rhythm, directionsand levels
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iscongistent inthe Labanotation by Bartenieff and colleagues and would seemto reinforcethe
sensation of the table plane, since any motion up or down isminimal. Instead, the prominent
features are the leg gestures which sweep sidewaysin ahorizontal plane aong the floor, to-
gether with raising of the arms opening outwardsin preparation for contact with the partner.
Thesefeaturesall reinforce afeeling of the table planein the minuet balance.

Conclusions

Rudolf Laban appearsto have drawn on the minuet aspart of his processin the devel opment of
anew modern dance and methods of movement analysis and notation. Referenceto the minuet
would benatural for Laban in the early 1900s, when thelogical thing to do would beto relate
his devel opment of dance methodsto the currently practised dances and movement forms of
thetime. Thisresearch processwasalso typical of hismethod to consider traditional danceand
movement formssuch asballet, sabre fighting and work movements, with anintention to iden-
tify fundamental characteristic movement patterns or organisations. The minuet was particu-
larly highlighted as an example of refined spatial forms and design in which wereidentified
occurrence of movement in three cardinal planes. These concepts continued to be developedin
areas of study of space harmony wherethethree planesserveasabasisfor sequential ordersin
movement “scales”, analogous to scales in music.*

Indeed, part of the reason for the longevity of the minuet over centuries of practical danc-
ing, may include the choreography of the minuet as requiring the dancer to demonstrate a
refinement in moving through a series of transitions between the three cardinal planes, thus
giving afull range of physical expressive possibilities.
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