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From the Dance Notation Bureau

October 2011 in New York
by John Giffin
Life is strange. Strands of it intertwine, disappear and unexpectedly reappear
years later. I had many such intersections when my wife Victoria Uris and I
spent the month of October 2011 in New York. Two of these dealt with
Labanotation (LN) and will be the subject of this article. For those of you who
don¹t know me, let me begin with a little bit of background.
I first studied LN at Juilliard in the mid 60’s with Muriel Topaz. Coming from
Akron, Ohio where opportunities to learn repertory were slim to non-existent, I
really sensed the value of studying LN and jumped in literally with both feet.
Piano lessons had taught me to read music and I viewed learning LN as an
extension of those skills into dance. At one of Topaz’s classes in November of
1965, Alfredo Corvino taught us a demi-caractere variation from Raymonda and
we notated it for homework. About this time Corvino invited me to dance in a
production of The Nutcracker with the Baltimore City Ballet directed by Danny
Diamond. I fondly remember Friday afternoons getting in the car with Corvino,
his wife Marcella and their daughters Andra and Ernesta for the trip to Baltimore.
There we rehearsed all Saturday and half of Sunday before returning to the city.
Ernesta and I did the Chinese Dance.
My career as a professional dancer was largely spent in Europe and in 1973 I
auditioned in Essen for a then-to-me unknown choreographer named Pina
Bausch. In talking with her, I learned that she too had studied at Juilliard and we
had many of the same teachers including Antony Tudor, Alfredo Corvino and
Lucas Hoving. Pina hired me for the first season of her newly formed
Wuppertaler Tanzteater and the rest is history.
More than 25 years after leaving Wuppertaler Tanzteater in 1979, I by chance
encountered Andra and Ernesta Corvino backstage at a Pina Bausch performance
at the Brooklyn Academy of Music in New York City. I didn’t immediately
recognize them but we began to talk as New Yorkers do. When they mentioned
that their father taught company class for Pina, I realized who they were and
jumped for joy. That they remembered me too after such a long time was most
extraordinary.
On clearing out my office at the Ohio State University (OSU) Department of
Dance upon my retirement in 2009, I came across my hand drawn first draft of
the Raymonda variation Corvino taught us at Juilliard so many years before. It is
filled with Topaz’s detailed corrections. Of course I made all the usual
beginner’s mistakes – forgetting to include chest and head movements, not
putting pins on arms, using incorrect foot hooks, violating the step-gesture rule,
etc. However, the movement was entirely legible. I thought what a pity that I
then hadn’t written out a corrected copy.
Before coming to New York City in 2011, I e-mailed Ernesta and Andra that I
had found my notation of the Raymonda variation their father had taught at
Juilliard. Mr. Corvino, who died in 2005, was among my favorite ballet teachers
and I thought that as a gesture of gratitude to his memory, I would teach the
dance to his daughters. They generously agreed.
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Reading the movement of the dance was easily accomplished, but there are fewer bars in the notation score than in the music
score. In my original notes which accompany my notation, I mentioned these cuts and identified them using orchestral
markings. Unfortunately, the Xerox copy I made from the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts at Lincoln Center
was the piano version and had no such orchestral markings. I left this copy, with cuts made where I thought they should be,
with the Corvinos. Despite having to stop and start as we danced to a recording, we all had a great time learning the dance with
Vicki as our enthusiastic audience of one. Ernesta took some photos of me (see below). I am very grateful that LN could
facilitate such a joyous event and allow me in a small way to thank Mr. Corvino for all that he gave me when I was a novice
dancer so many years ago.
On the same visit, Vicki and I went to see a rehearsal
of the Taylor 2 Company directed by the
incomparable Ruth Andrien at their new studio
complex on the Lower East Side. Like Ruth, Vicki is
a former Paul Taylor Dance Company member, and it
so happened that this rehearsal included the Oracle
solo from Taylor’s 1977 work Images which was
originally danced by Vicki. After running the solo,
Ruth gave Vicki an opportunity to coach the dancer
regarding some movement details that weren’t legible
from the videotape.
Vicki’s memory of the
choreography was astonishingly complete, except for
one movement in an arm sequence. Because we knew
that Jan Moekle, then the resident notator at the Taylor
Company, wrote an LN score for Images, we decided
that a visit to the DNB was in order.
On our arrival, we were greeted by DNB librarian
Mei-Chen Lu. Mei was a former graduate student of
ours in the OSU Department of Dance and we were
very happy to see her doing so well in New York.
After much catching up with her and fellow visitor
Ray Cook, I asked Mei if we could look at the score
for Images, and she brought it from the archive. I
quickly found the solo, but finding the exact place of
the forgotten arm movement was not so easily done.
We knew that the arm sequence occurred shortly after
a series of feet shufflings in which Vicki traveled
stage right and left. As Vicki performed the part of
the arm sequence she remembered, I scanned the score
until I found the start of the sequence. As I was
describing to her the arms’ positions as quickly as I
Ernesta Corvinos took picture of John Giffin during their Raymonda
could, I said something like “now it seems like the
rehearsals in 2011
hands cross the chest” and suddenly she was able to
remember the entire sequence. Sometimes a dancer’s phenomenal muscle
p memory just needs a little nudge. This is one of
many valuable services that LN scores can provide to the dance field.
An unexpected second surprise occurred on this same DNB visit when I asked Mei if the library had a copy of the Raymonda
variation I had notated. She quickly came back with an original manuscript, and lo and behold it was a neat, corrected draft. I
had entirely forgotten that I had written this but I’m now the proud owner of a Xerox Mei generously made for me.
It’s now October 2012 and as fate would have it I find myself teaching LN at OSU after my retirement. My talented class of
graduate students is learning what a wonderful and useful tool LN can be for them as performers, choreographers, and teachers.
I feel very grateful for the many strands of opportunities studying and teaching LN has given me over these many years. These
include reconstructions of works by Antony Tudor, Anna Sokolow, Charles Weidman and Vaslav Nijinsky, serving as chair or
committee member to many MFA graduate LN projects, as well as teaching LN to so many beautiful and talented undergraduate
and graduate students. I hope that these strands will continue to present me with many delightful and surprising experiences in
the future.
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Processing the DNB History Files: An Adventure in Organizing
by Mary Wegmann

Most people know the Dance Notation Bureau (DNB) as the creator and manager of a vast library of notated dances. These
scores are carefully cataloged, arranged, and cared for by the DNB’s librarian, Mei-Chen Lu. While these scores comprise the
bulk of the DNB’s collections and contribution to dance preservation, another important collection of records documenting
dance history sits hidden amongst the notated dances. Since its inception, the DNB has been saving correspondence, financial
records, conference proceedings, and other administrative materials related to the operations and events of the organization. As
the Dance Heritage Coalition’s (DHC) Archival Processing Fellow working at the DNB, I had the unique opportunity to
organize, describe, catalog, and create a finding aid for these materials; these documents will soon be accessible to those who
want to research the history of the Bureau.
From June to October of 2012, I processed the DNB’s research, photograph, and history archival collections. The Dance
Heritage Coalition, a national alliance of cultural heritage institutions that hold archival collections documenting the history of
dance, of which the DNB is a member, provided the funding for this project. In 2011, the DHC received the Council on
Library and Information Resource’s Hidden Collections grant. The goal of this grant is to provide processing assistance to
organizations that have archival collections of significant research value that remain “hidden” because of their lack of
organization and cataloging. The collections at the DNB were prime candidates for this opportunity; filed away in cabinets
interspersed around the office were letters from Rudolf Laban, Labanotation curricula designed by founding members including
Ann Hutchinson Guest, and other unique documents that trace the history of the DNB and its effort to preserve dance and dance
history.
Beginning in the 1940s, the DNB has created and saved valuable
documents pertaining to the organization and dance notation.
Typed letters on thin blue writing paper sent between Helen
Priest Rogers, Ann Hutchinson Guest, Eve Gentry, and Janey
Price divulge the excitement of embarking on the adventure to
develop and refine a language for notating and preserving dance,
in a series of makeshift offices around New York City.
Correspondence from leaders in the dance community, such as
Irmgard Bartenieff, Lincoln Kirstein, George Balanchine, Merce
Cunningham, and Paul Taylor reveal how dance notation was
received in the field. Long, legal-sized, handwritten letters
between Ann Hutchinson Guest, Muriel Topaz, and Mária
Szentpál hash out discrepancies in Labanotation and work
towards standardizing the language and the system. Meeting
minutes and promotional materials detail the various courses,
conferences, and events in which the DNB participated. Taken
together, this collection of materials dating from 1936 to 2012
tells the story not only of the DNB and Labanotation, but also of
the relationships that developed over a shared passion for
preserving dance.
So, what does it mean to process an archival collection? While
the end result of processing a collection may be a shelf of orderly
boxes and organized folders, the process involves a lot of sorting,
piling, pondering, and paper cuts. Most mornings I was the first
to come to the office. I would flip on the lights, place my coffee
out of spill range, and settle down into the folders and stacks of
papers that comprise the DNB’s history. My workstation was the
wooden conference table where I imagine many of the meetings
whose minutes I indexed took place. Sitting in the center of the
bustling Bureau gave me an intimate understanding of how the
DNB functions, a privilege I was fortunate to experience. It was
not uncommon that I would be reading a letter written in 1976
and

The earliest historical documentation preserved in the DNB
History Collection – A 1938 letter to Helen Priest, a founding
member of the DNB, from Irma Otte-Betz who introduced
Laban’s system from Europe to the United States in the
1920s and 1930s
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and then answer the phone to hear the writer’s voice on the other end, or that I would be indexing the points of discussion in a
staff meeting from 1984 and hear the same concerns voiced at the desk across from me. These parallel experiences gave depth
to the records I was working with, and provided me with the perspective to organize and catalog them in a way that reflects
and represents the way the DNB operates.
While the goal of processing a collection is not to read every letter and catalog each item, it is necessary to delve into the
materials so that the archivist understands how the office functions, who has been influential to the organization and her
relationship with others. This familiarity with the materials allows the archivist to recognize how seemingly disparate items in
the collection are related to each other and how they might best be organized. The organization and description of the
documents in an archival collection is the archivist’s primary challenge; the archivist must strive to organize the materials so
that they accurately represent the ways in which they were created and used by the DNB and then create a finding aid, or
written guide to the collection, for future researchers. In order to create continuity between archival collections, archivists
follow a standard set of rules and naming conventions when arranging and describing materials. One of the most common
standards, Describing Archives: A Content Standard or DACS, provides a structure that instructs the archivist on what
information to provide in the finding aid, rules about indexing terms, and methods to follow when organizing the documents.
When starting to process a collection, archivists attempt to maintain the “original order,” or the original organizational scheme
established by the records’ creator. This means that instead of completely rearranging the materials in a way that makes sense
to the archivist, she will keep the materials ordered in the manner in which the creating organization or individual saved the
materials. The purpose for maintaining this original arrangement is so the researcher will be able to understand the documents
in their original context and envision how the creators used the records in their daily operations.
Based upon my discussions with Mei, observations of current workflows within the office, and archival training, I grouped the
materials into categories such as articles, correspondence, financial records, and promotional materials in chronological order.
After separating these groupings into labeled, acid-free folders to prevent deterioration, I created a spreadsheet to catalog the
contents. Information in the spreadsheet includes the title of the grouping, a description of what is included in the folder, the
number of items, date range, and the names of individuals and organizations that are referenced in the documents. This
spreadsheet will serve as a surrogate for the physical materials; when researchers wish to use the collection they will be able to
identify relevant materials prior to viewing the collection.
Future researchers, employees, and colleagues of the DNB will find conference papers and research reports, correspondence
concerning notation theory development, and documents outlining administrative and financial decisions. The decades of
contributions from staff and volunteers dedicated to fostering Labanotation contained in the DNB’s History Files provide
relevant historical context for the Bureau’s current operations; from this evidence, we can see where the organization has
been, where it has succeeded and failed, and how that has informed current priorities. As the Dance Notation Bureau
continues to grow, it will not only be with the knowledge of its past, but with confidence that the past is carefully preserved
for posterity, in acid-free folders.
Note from the DNB Librarian: Some DNB historical materials, including original scores, teaching materials, photographs,
scrapbooks, reel-to-reel films, and various meeting minutes, have been transferred and now deposited at The Jerome Lawrence
and Robert E. Lee Theatre Research Institute at The Ohio State University, Columbus, OH. To access these materials, please
contact Curator Nena Couch at couch.1@osu.edu

Directing the Dance Legacy of Doris Humphrey
Leslie Main published Directing the Dance Legacy of Doris Humphrey as part of the series
of Studies in Dance History in June 2012. She is the Head of Performing Arts and formerly
Principle Lecturer in Dance at Middlesex University, United Kingdom, and she specializes
in Humphrey dances and techniques. She completed her Labanotation training by staging
Passacaglia from the score at Trent Park College. Directing the Dance Legacy of Doris
Humphrey features Doris Humphrey’s four major choreography—Water Study (1928), The
Shakers (1931), With My Red Fires (1936), and Passacaglia (1938). This book covers
Leslie’s experiences in performing and reviving these dances from Labanotation scores.
The book is published by the University of Wisconsin. It is available at Amazon.com at
$29.95 (new) and Kindle edition is $9.99.

