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ncreasingly frail during his 
last weeks, Cunningham 
died in his apartment 
in Manhattan’s Flatiron 

district at the age of 90. 
Although he is generally 
regarded as a master of 
modernism, who during 
a half-century career 
unchained dance from 
its reliance on music and 
charged it inventively 
with the chaotic overflow 
and technological buzz of 
contemporary life, it is by no 
means certain that his work 
will survive him. Indeed, 
until recent years, he himself 
hardly seemed to care if it 
would. “It seemed to be 
that he was not interested 
in what happened to the 
work after he was no longer 
there,” says Allan Sperling, a 
lawyer and a board member 
of the Merce Cunningham 
Dance Foundation. “He 
seemed very oriented.”

While in one sense he was 
averting his eyes from his 
mortality, Cunningham 
was also facing up to 
the fact that dance is the 
most fragile of the arts. 
Happening in the moment, 
it evaporates after every 
rendering. Unlike drama and 
music, which also unfold in 
time, dance is not dictated 
by a written script or score. 
Although choreographers 

may sketch out a work for 
themselves with notes, 
dance is still taught primarily 
by one dancer to another, 
“body to body,” as the 

saying goes, the way the 
arts were transmitted in 
ancient cultures. A sculptor’s 
blocks of stone or a painter’s 
pigments are paragons 
of stability compared to 
the human clay that the 
choreographer molds.

Dance’s protean resistance 
to becoming a fixed 
object — to assuming the 
status of a reproducible 
thing — is especially true 
of Cunningham’s genre, 
modern dance. A tradition 
that is barely a century 
old, modern dance was 
invented at the turn of the 
last century by women 
— Isadora Duncan, Loïe 
Fuller and Ruth St. Denis 
— who rejected classical 
ballet because they wanted 
to dance in a style they 
maintained was more 
natural and emotive. That 
impulse was picked up 

and run with later in the 
20th century by Martha 
Graham. As Agnes 
de Mille writes in  her 
story of him: She never 
wanted to choreograph, 
and she made this clear 
time after time. But since 
dancing she wants to 
do didn’t exist, she was 
forced to invent it. He 
felt the same way. Three 
decades ago, explaining 
to the interviewer about 
Jacqueline Lesschaeve 
why he became a great 
choreographer he said 
“If someone wants to 
dance and has an idea 
about dancing that isn’t 
traditional, he has to 
make the dances himself 
otherwise not one other                 
person will be able to.”

It was only in the last few 
years that, and then 
characteristic 
taciturnity and 
some danger
he laid out a  
plan to ruin his 
company, which 
after his death could 
wither away, to his own 
choreograph, which is 
now to be preserved by a 
new Merce Studio Trust. 
By outlining ways in 
which his dances might 
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we must adapt 
from tradition

be conserved without the 
dance company for 
which they were created, 
Cunningham, prodded by 
his colleagues, introduced 
a forward-looking 
program for modern-
dance professionals, 
who have always focused 
on the here and now. 
Cunningham is not the 
only choreographer whose 
death this year has raised 
the issue of posthumous 
dance preservation. After 
Pina Bausch, who created 
the repertory for her own 
modern-dance company, 
died suddenly in June at 68, 
her troupe has continued 
to perform — and recently 
a duo of new leaders was 
announced — but Bausch 
left no blueprint for how her 
company and dances could 
ever outlive her. 
“Merce’s  plan is precedent-
setting and will serve if not 
as a specific model, then as 
motivation and inspiration 

for everyone to start dealing 
with the realities of the 
situation,” says Nancy 
Umanoff, executive director 
of the Mark Morris Dance 
Group — which itself has 
not yet formulated a legacy 
plan.But can Cunningham’s 
scheme really be carried 
out? Can the dancers and 
the dances be disentwined? 
Those whom Cunningham 
entrusted with his legacy are 
now groping to work it out.

Even when he was lurking 
upstage left, you couldn’t 
help noticing him. A 
wonderfully expressive 
dancer with clearly 
articulated movements, 
Cunningham in his youth 
would make stupendous 
leaps and continue in stride 
as if he had merely taken a 
little hop. 

“As a dancer his instep and 
his knees are extraordinarily 
elastic and quick; his steps, 
runs, knee bends and 
leaps are largely brilliant 
in lightness and speed,” 
the critic Edwin Denby 
wrote in 1944. “His torso 
can turn on its vertical axis 

with great sensitivity, his 
shoulders are held lightly 
free and his head poises 
intelligently.” He had the 
skill and discipline to do 
virtually anything his mind 
demanded of him.

After the Graham fiasco, 
at Kuhn’s urging, the 
Cunningham dance 
foundation began the 
registering the copyrights 
in Cunningham’s name. 
He is not the only one 
choreographer whose death 
this year has raised the 
issue of posthumous dance 
preservation. A very well 
respected choreographer, 
Kuhn also very pressed 
Cunningham to plan for his 
own legacy. His vision for 
modern dance was the most 
successful in reality. 
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Dance Shows Coming in

Creation Dance's 

Africa Now
January 17-23
 
"Some of the freshest tunes 
coming out of the African 
continent!"~Afropop 
Worldwide 

The Apollo, 253 W 125th St 
New York, NY 10027

Travis Wall's 

Shaping Sound 
January 28-February 10

"A dazzling mash-up of 
every dance style you can 
imagine."~ The New Yorker

NJPAC, 1 Center St
Newark, NJ 07102

NYC Ballet's

Romeo and Juliet
February 9-21

"The choreography fits 
together tightly...and it's 
streaked with beauty."~NY 
Times

Lincoln Center, 70 W 53rd St
New York, NY 10023
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