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 In this paper, I will examine a leading instrumental choreographer and ballet dancer 

known as “Pina” Bausch, a vital role model since the 1970’s in the modern dance world. 

Bausch’s best known works include Café Muller (1978), a version of Stravinsky’s ballet Le Sacre 

du printemps (1975) and Nelken (1982) that led her to be awarded four awards such as Deutscher 

Tanzpreis (1995), Europe Theatre Prize (1999), Praemium Imperiale (1999), and Goethe Prize 

(2008). Bausch has made a significant impact on the twentieth-century modern dance era and 

around the world with her unique style, blend of movement, creativity, fantastical sets and 

intriguing messages that broke down boundaries on and off the dance stage. The vibrant and 

churning tumult of American modern dance, new theatre practice, Happenings, and 

experimentation in music and the visual arts was a catalyst, becoming the foundation of Pina 

Bausch’s postmodern dance-theatre vision (Riccio 693). 

 Bausch was born on July 27, 1940, in Solingen, Germany as Philippine Bausch, who 

started her dancing journey at the age of fourteen. In 1958, she graduated from dance school at 

Folkwang School in Essen, where Kurt Jooss, a modern Germany dancer, played a significant 

impact on her exemplifying techniques of creative expression. She acquired a substantial amount 

of other art techniques, like music, drama, and opera that has influenced her choreographies as 
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well.  Shortly after, Bausch arrived in New York City to study classical ballet at the Jullied 

School where she excelled in academics and was taught by well-known dancers including—but 

not limited to, Anthony Tudor, Alredo Corvino and Margret Crasket.  

Two years later, she returned to her first dance school in Germany under the wing of 

Jooss again, where he survived as a mentor to her, allowing her to branch out and independently 

choreograph her very first works known as Fragment or Im Wind der Zeit (In the Wind of Time). 

In 1973, her hard work allowed her to be appointed for head of the Wuppertal Ballet, renamed 

Tanztheater Wuppertal, and created the first two operas of the dance company. Her 1975 

choreography for Igor Stravinsky's Le Sacre du printemps became a milestone; the emotional 

force and unmediated physicality of the piece became trademarks of her work (Servos 2). This 

work received negative feedback amongst the public and press that influenced her to change her 

methods. 

As Bausch drew from teachings of German expressionists and visual arts, she began to be 

defined as a choreographer and dancer. A major influence of her work stemmed from asking 

questions for the purpose of pulling dancers’ emotions out to the surface and reviling their 

personal secrets they tend to hold from happenings in their life in order to transfer it into 

movement, gestures or short scenes with content over technique. The questions are posed to lead 

towards an uncovering of experience rather than the way that experience may be expressed, and 

that process is revealed in the performance (Climenhaga 59). The focus could go in different 

directions from experimental theatre to the notion of exploration and discovery, in which she 

centered on moving the dancers in their own direction and taking advantage of the resources 

available to them.  



!  3
  

She famously states, "I am not so much interested in how they move as in what moves 

them", in reference to her ensemble (Climenhaga 60). Bausch worked with the dancers 

individually, drawing upon their imagination and creativity producing a collective expression of 

a more universal and personal truth. The task or question challenges the dancer to use his or her 

body in a reflective and decontextualized, perhaps also playful, manner beyond mere physical 

mastery of movement (Guse 432). She is driven to reveal all there is to know about who the 

dancers are and helping them to become in touch with the emotions they hold due to various 

situations in order to create dance that is more on contemporary life. Finding ways to present 

intimacy of life compared to existing forms of dance is what comprises her best works.  

 In one of her best-known theatre works named “Café Muller” (1978), Bausch exemplifies 

her method of revealing experiences into movement, gestures, or story scenes that has content 

over technique in a theatrical context. This piece is structured based off of excessive repetition in 

order to depict a possible main theme of gendered relationships. It seems to be in a deserted 

cafeteria with tall tables and full of chair shattered around the room with two men and a women 

appearing to illustrate an intense relationship amongst each other. She presents the gesture of the 

sleepwalking women with extended arms reaching out into the space surfacing her way around 

the room as a man clears the pathway for her by moving countless chairs.  

She then, in a quick startle lands into the arms of a man with a gray shirt and black 

slacks, and becomes aware of who he is from the sense of touch forming into a holding of one 

and another. An example of the use of repetition begins in the “eminent scene in Café Müller: the 

male dancer lifts a woman but fails to hold her on his arms just as she fails to cling onto him, 

thus slipping to the ground—repeated excessively, thus suggesting despair and mutual 
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torture” (Guse 432). The gendered relationships immediacy conveys softness and aggression by 

the passionate kissing with fear related to it. For instance, a lady with a red fright curly wig, 

white heels, a mint colored dress with a black coat begins to trail agitated and fearful after a male 

due to him running away from her after kissing her.  

 Pina Bausch has set forth a historical influential impact on the dance era opposed to other 

famous dancers, who developed a dance style and used it to reshape choreographers today in the 

twentieth century. Her impact is different because there is no specific technique that serves to be 

trained based off of her. Instead, she embodied a different approach on how to take on dance 

within numerous works, as they’ve been marked on stages by a world-view of “skewed 

narratives and self-consciously bizarre staging” (Climenhaga 55). Over the years, she made a 

lasting imprint on Britain-made dance theatres and her independent company Tanztheater 

Wuppertal Pina Bausch, who continues to tours regularly. There are few choreographers who 

resemble Pina Bausch do to being exposed and influenced by her work, such as Mark Murphy, 

Yolande Snaith and Lloyd Newson.   

Bausch’s main influence has been her blurring of theatrical boundaries and her peculiar 

brand of surrealism—as Bourne says, she spawned a lot of imitators in the mid-1980s “who 

thought all they had to do is walk on stage and improvise in a wild way” (Climenhaga 56). 

Choreographers have also copied Bausch’s repertoire of sadomasochistic rituals, fantastical sets, 

use of confessional, and fondness for the way she dressed her performers in formal evening wear 

(Climenhaga 56). Outside of the dance era she has influenced popular music artists such as 

David Bowie, who used her early works as a guideline for his tour and with popular culture in 
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movies. For instance, American Horror Story: Coven included a scene that drew from Bausch’s 

work known as Blaubart.  

It is without a doubt that Pina Bausch has played a meaningful role in the twentieth 

century with her “off the wall” creative style, groundbreaking and emotional works that induces 

surrealism on the stage. Her creativity and uniqueness as a choreographer has touched many of 

her dancers’ lives, audiences, famous choreographers and the world outside of dance. She has 

survived over 50 years in the dance field and left an impeccable mark on the world, breaking 

down boundaries of existing forms of dance and incorporating intensive expressiveness through 

movement with content over technique exhibiting present-day life. She is pronounced one of 

twentieth century greatest dancers of all time next to Martha Graham and Merce Cunningham.   

Emotional Response Description:  

 I have chosen to complete a Dance Score for my emotional response because Pina 

Bausch surrounds her work on getting her dancers to take real life experiences and feelings 

towards those experiences and transforming the feelings into movement. I’m dealing with a 

recent breakup and Bausch’s work has allowed me to express those feelings that have been 

covered and buried deep inside. One thing I learned about Bausch was that it was content over 

technique when watching various works choreographed by her with intimate relationships. 

Especially, when watching Café Muller, when the red haired woman was chasing after a man. I 

began to connect with that red haired women and felt frustration, hopelessness and pain rise up 

and present itself to the surface.  The best way to express this was in a Dance Score, where I 

could make a woman and man connect intimately without having to focus much on technique.  



!  6
  

Also, using repetition is seen in many of Bausch best works and I wanted to use it to place 

emphasize the situation. Bausch is intrigued by what moves a person, and this heartbreak is what 

tends to move me currently. 
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Titled: Heartbreaker 

Man 

1. Walk 10 steps. 5 second stop. Face towards female.  

2. Reach out hand and touch woman face for 20 seconds. Take opposite arm and hand and 

pull hand off woman face.   

3. Grand plié to floor. Hold 5 seconds. Drag woman across floor 2/5 stage right.  

4. Leave woman on floor. Turn around and walk 10 steps.  

5. Walk 10 steps with the woman holding onto your back. Stop and stand for 2 minutes. 

6. Repeat steps, 1-5 

7. Again, speed up 1x and repeat steps 1-5  

8. Repeat steps 1-5 2x faster than in step 7  

9. Stop and stand for 1 minute  

10.  Kiss woman for 1 minute. Release and walk off stage  

Women   

1. Walk 10 steps.  5 second stop. Face towards male.  

2.  Stand for 30 seconds. Fall to ground and cringe to floor for 1 minute.  

3. As being dragged, hit floor with arms for 4 seconds.  

4. Wait 5 second, run to man and cling onto his back with body lounging towards floor.  
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5. Hold onto men back for 5 seconds as he walks. Release. Fall to ground for 2 seconds. 

Rise up and stand for 1 minute.  

6.  Repeat steps 1-5 

7. Again, speed up 1x faster repeat steps 1-5  

8. Repeat steps 1-5 2x faster than in step 7  

9. Stop for 1 minute. Walk towards man and stand with face toward man leaving no space 

between you or the man.  

10. Kiss man for 1 minute. Release. Watch man walk off stage and extend left arm out with 

hand open. Once man exists stage, fall to ground.  

The End 

 


