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The times that gave birth to Kurt Jooss
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The turn of the century when Kurt Jooss was born was marked by cultural decadence. The artists sought change and the search for new directions gave birth to new creative expressions. Germany was in the forefront of the creative explosion of the 1920’s. In dance of the visionary teacher Rudolf Laban emphasized a new awareness of space and a new movement-consciousness. He was the greatest influence on the artistic development of his pupil Kurt Jooss. Later on Jooss found inspiration in the political writings of Kurt Tucholsky, the major contributor to the magazine Die Weltbuhne. Both Tucholsky and Jooss had a sense of foreboding at the approaching disaster of the next world war.

KEY WORDS Rudolf Laban, Kurt Tucholsky, Die Weltbuhne, Weimar Republic, Mary Wigman, The Green Table



When Kurt Jooss was born, our century made its very first step into history. The year was 1901. When he was still an infant the flowery, playful Jugendstil dominated the scene, but at the same time there was a noticeable tendency to escape reality. The turn of the century was a decadent period in which one drowned one’s emptiness and despair in a happy cancanization of life. Politically there was a feeling of deadly satiation. The world was fully colonized, its riches unevenly distributed. History moved in unbalanced righteousness toward inevitable conflicts.

The artists sought to save the skin of their minds. Gauguin fled the sterility of bourgeois life, calling the world he left behind more barbarian than the imaginary regained paradise on Tahiti. Isadora Duncan freed herself from the fetters of classic ballet, but not without giving the romanticism of the past a new glaze. Ruth St. Denis escaped to the East and wedded the spirit of Tao with the sermon on the mount. With her Indian dances she delighted the Europeans who thirsted for a different life and eagerly accepted any facsimile of their dreams of the East. Such novelists as Pierre Loti fashioned heroes who sought relief from the perplexities of their psyche, and in their rebellion against the past and its norms they fled into the wilderness of the unknown.

The search for man’s identity was the moving force behind most artistic manifestations, particularly in the first two decades of this century. Battle cries accompanied this search, and the “isms” mushroomed to the accompaniment of Schoenberg’s atonal sounds: Fauvism, cubism, vorticism, symbolism, expressionism, futurism, dadaism, constructivism, surrealism. Between Ezra Pound’s “Make it new!” and John Cage’s “Let’s start from scratch!” lie one shock of the new after another. Early in the century Georges Braque had said that “art is made to disturb.” Paul Klee expressed the artists’ need to return to the beginning with the words, “I want to be as new born, knowing no pictures, entirely without impulses, almost in an original state.” André Malraux summed it all up in declaring that “all art is a revolt against man’s fate.” In no previous epoch had the artist so dissociated himself from the society to which he belonged and for which he supposedly created. Aldous Huxley acknowledged this when he said, “art is no longer one of the means whereby man seems to redeem a life which is experienced as chaotic, senseless and largely evil.”

There was one other “ism,” not well defined in the public consciousness, but of the greatest importance for the development of all the arts in the twentieth century. I call it “surprisism.” In 1912 Jean Cocteau concocted the ballet Le Dieu Bleu, characteristic of past romantic conceits. It was a stunning flop, and thereafter Diaghilev ignored Cocteau. Cocteau, who was far more accustomed to praise, questioned Diaghilev about his reserve, and it was then, on Place de la Concorde, that Diaghilev uttered the historic words: “Etonne-moi!” Surprise me! It has become the slogan of our time.

Diaghilev himself had surprised the world when he opened his first of twenty seasons in Paris in 1909. In describing his success, Cocteau said that “he splashed Paris with colours!” But Diaghilev did more than that. When he arrived on the scene the art of ballet was in a poor state. The words “sterile” and “stereotypic” would best describe its artistic level. Diaghilev’s productions employed the greatest dancers, choreographers, composers and stage designers. He dared to present controversial material in a controversial manner, and thrived on theatrical scandals that later became renowned successes: Afternoon of a Faun, Sacre du Printemps, Parade. He gave twentieth century ballet a new lease on life.

When Isadora undertook to do battle against ballet at the beginning of the century, a spiritual force was set free, fighting for a new freedom of the dancing body, all feeling in motion. There was an endearing, passionate soul afloat, looking for a body. In 1913, on Monte Verità, a fascinating man named Rudolf Laban began to fashion dancing bodies. He taught rhythmic movement, or what he loosely labelled free dancing. He was a man of magnetic power, his eyes afire with a vision. In those early years of his career he was always seen with his notation papers or with a drum in his hand, inventing movement, experimenting, improvising.

One of his most accomplished students, Mary Wigman, saw in him “the magician, the priest of an unknown religion, the worshipped hero, the lord of a dreamlike and yet ever-so-real kingdom.” At that time the dancer envisioned by Laban was not yet born. He had to build up this new bodily instrument. In doing so he caught the spirit of the would-be dancer and set him artistically free. Laban had the extraordinary quality of enabling each one to find his or her own roots, of discovering his own potentialities and the technique that fitted body and mind, an individual style of dancing. In such manner, Laban fulfilled Isadora Duncan’s dream of the new free dancer, finding the right body for its soul.

Mary Wigman created dances that were no longer trying to shape a very personal feeling, an emotional experience only, as was Isadora’s language. She wanted to reach her audiences with a message that had universal meaning. She aimed at the dramatic interpretation of the conflicts within the individual and in relation to the influence of the outside world. She asked for substance, for some significance in her body’s speech. She felt that the dance she wanted to create had to be born out of necessity.

What happened in Germany during and after the First World War in the dance field was either balletic, gymnastic, or a kind of pretty-pretty dance, like the Danube waltzes in which the Wiesenthal sisters waltzed themselves into fame. It was entirely characteristic of the era that a great deal of the dancing was done in the nude in nightclubs. The star of those dancers was Anita Berber, who also loved to be seen at receptions and in theatres covered only by a fur coat.

The German audiences were used to this variety of dancing, not to anything so serious as Mary Wigman’s masked Witch Dance or her ecstatic dances of prayer and sacrifice, presented in an almost defiant manner by a dancer who was neither young nor pretty. Between 1914 and 1920 she had little success, was misunderstood and often booed. It was only in the early 1920’s that her dance works were recognized as a vital contribution to the expressionism then current, an art form never seen before, bewildering and sometimes frightening in its subject matter. Whatever she danced was the mirror image of her time, and became known as the German Ausdruckstanz.

When we look back at the 1920’s from our vantage point, we see that they were unique on both sides of the ocean. Nonetheless, the most decisive artistic changes and the strongest cultural impulses came from Germany. The phenomenon of a defeated nation rising to singular artistic greatness is reflected in the epithets we use to label those years: Americans speak of their “roaring twenties,” while Germans know them as their “golden years.”

This explosion of creativity happened at a time of the greatest difficulty in every sector of human existence. But in spite of the daily fight for survival, the madness of political divisions, and a haunting insecurity, Germany experienced those golden years as if there were no barriers, no limitations to finding new ways of self-expression. It was like a grand resurrection of the human spirit from the debris of a frightening past and a terrifying present. Out of a hard and hungry reality arose a need to find oneself, a daring to deny the past. Everyone seemed to be simultaneously at work on something new, in all fields of artistic and humanistic expression.

The whole world is indebted to this rare creative euphoria in Germany and Austria during the 1920’s, for the scope of its intellectual growth has had tremendous influence on our lives. The revolutionary ideas of Einstein, Planck and Heisenberg advanced fundamental science with accelerating speed. Psychoanalysis became a household word. Schools of philosophy, ranging from Wittgenstein’s positivism to Heidegger’s phenomenology and the work of Frankfurt’s Institute for Sociological Studies, established mystifying but fascinating relations between society and esthetics.

There was the powerful impact of the enigmatic voice of Franz Kafka. New concepts from the Bauhaus, wedding arts and crafts with technology and the slogan of Neue Sachlichkeit (New Objectivity), changed the architectural face of the cities and much of our thinking. Oskar Schlemmer’s experimental dance figures stunned people, and later had some tangential influence on Alwin Nikolais’s nonobjective dance approach. Expressionism and militant dadaism, flowing into Freudian-inspired surrealism, vied with futurism and constructivism, and all these “isms” flourished in creative competitiveness.

We can draw a wide arc from Thomas Mann and Hermann Hesse to Bertold Brecht and Franz Werfel, from Rilke to Hofmannsthal. A rich and varied palette embraces Arnold Schoenberg and his pupil Alban Berg, Ernst Krenek and Kurt Weill. The German movie industry reached new heights with Erich von Stroheim and Marlene Dietrich, and with such sophisticated directors as Fritz Lang and Ernst Lubitsch. But the rise of inflation crippled the industry, and it was bought up in its entirety by Paramount and M-G-M.

A new awareness of space led to experimental stage concepts for which the Berlin theatres became famous: ramps, platforms and stairs were used by Max Reinhardt and Leopold Jessner, a treadmill and films by Erwin Piscator’s epic theatre. Reinhardt began to stage plays in circus arenas, cathedrals and castles— already at that time creating environmental art. It gave him huge spaces to fill with actors who could no longer stand still and declaim their lines, but who had to move around and let space inotivate their acting.

Mary Wigman said of her dancing that space became her dancing partner. Movement consciousness led to a defined and definable space awareness. It began with Rudolf Laban, where it was basic to his visionary concepts. This mystic philosopher had a scientific mind, teaching and preaching the gospel of the magic of movement through which the individual could gain a heightened perception of himself. Laban endeavored to see man grow beyond his averageness—a Nietzschean thought—and reach for a lofty state of festive existence. This thought inspired the huge pageants he loved to stage.

Kurt Jooss, a young man in the early 1920’s, was trying to find his personal road to self-fulfillment in the world of dance. It was self-evident that he should seek the tutoring hand of some brilliant man such as Rudolf Laban. It was as if Jooss was born again when he entered the magic circle of this master over movement. Yet there was another man who also exerted great influence on Kurt Jooss, a literary man who gave him the intellectual stimulation he was seeking.

In 1976 I met Kurt Jooss in his New York hotel on 57th Street. We talked, among other things, about his reading habits. He told me that he had always read much poetry aloud, together with his wife. She brought the poetic world of Stefan George closer to him, while he tried to convince her of Rilke’s greatness. Jooss had always had a weakness for first editions and very old books which he collected. But what is most important in the context of this essay is the literary source that he cited as having had the greatest influence on him. He found a strong inspiration for his Weltanschauung (World View) and choreography in the magazine Die Weltbühne, edited by Carl von Ossietsky, and particularly in the political writings of its major contributor, Kurt Tucholsky.

Among the many magazines that dominated the newsstands in Germany (and in the bigger cities all over Europe), Die Weltbühne was rather inconspicuous. Its circulation hardly ever exceeded 15,000. But strangely enough it had a great intellectual impact: its message was heard, whether despised or praised. It seemed as if everyone read each issue, in spite of its limited printings. Its word counted, among the intellectuals and in the daily political struggle, and in time Die Weltbühne achieved a world-wide renown. In such a context it is not surprising that Kurt Jooss’s attention was riveted on this magazine and on the key personality among its contributors.

Die Weltbühne was often reproached for saying “No!” to everything, for wallowing in the debunking of both rulers and ruled, for dirtying its own German nest. In the eyes of most of its readers, the name of Kurt Tucholsky was almost synonymous with the ideas of the magazine. He was a major contributor under his own name, and he wrote under four pennames at the same time, often jokingly referring to his “five finger writing.” He carried a torch to light up the critical message that the Weimar Republic was on its way to defeat and disaster. German feelings of frustration and humiliation after the war (notwithstanding that it had been unleashed by the Kaiser’s Reich in Teutonic arrogance and conducted with methodical brutality) would not be resolved through a corrupt and frivolous game of politics in which the wrong people were kept in power so that everyone on the right could lay claim to being right.

Tucholsky tried to reach the conscience of the German people, to ask for fair play and to fight hypocrisy and greed. “What we need is a sense of decency,” he wrote. “Since 1913 I have belonged to those who believe the German spirit to be almost unalterably poisoned… Are we dirtying our own nests? It is impossible to dirty an Augean stable and it is insane to sit on the fallen roof of an old shed and sing national anthems.”

He was often called “corrosive” in his critique of his own country, but as a political phenomenon the Germany of those days was a monstrosity, inherently perpetuating the nationalistic concepts of the vanished Kaiser Reich. The lef tists considered the Republic “bourgeois” while for the conservatives it was “Marxist.” The moderates feared the radicalisms to the right and to the left, but they feared a socialist revolution more than they feared a Putsch of the radical right. In Tucholsky’s words:


We stand before a Germany full of unheard-of corruption, full of profiteers and sneaks, full of three hundred thousand devils, each of whom uses the law in order that his dark person may remain untouched by the revolution. We mean him and only him. And if we have the opportunity to choose, shall we fight him with love, shall we fight him with hate? We want to fight with hate growing out of love…



One can and probably ought to be a critic of his country and his time without being an enemy of its promise. In his vain attempt to point his five fingers at the ills of the German mind, at his country’s social inadequacies and at the lies of its ruling bureaucracy, Tucholsky wanted the people to see the dangers awaiting them—dangers that were to lead to a cataclysm that engulfed the whole world.

It is safe to say that Kurt Jooss saw in Kurt Tucholsky his literary mirror image. Jooss must have felt as Tucholsky did, looking at the Weimar Republic after the revolution of 1918: “We have not had a revolution in Germany, but we’ve had a counterrevolution.” The liberals and socialists found themselves in the awkward position of advocating democracy while fighting the regime that called itself democratic.

When Tucholsky asked himself, in 1919, “What can satire do?” his reply was “Everything!” And he did satirize everything, from the most minor human failings and foibles to the deep immorality in human beings, shown above all in their political crimes. Ten years later, when the rise of Nazism seemed inevitable, Tucholsky lost his belief that one could stem the onslaught of hungry and desperate people caught in a mass psychotic frenzy, that satire could be instrumental in turning the tide of history. Satire was certainly not able to prevent Germany, so proud of its culture, from falling into the inferno of bestial inhumanity.

Tucholsky had fought a valiant battle. But in the years between 1926 and 1932 a spiritual exhaustion gripped him, a feeling of final defeat. He had tried to cleanse the air that the German people were forced to breathe, to halt the descent and to improve a rather hopeless situation. But despair was slowly overwhelming him. On August 7, 1928, he wrote to a friend that he had become desperate about his own writings: “it is very bad because I would like to be silent and remain silent.”

Neither Kurt Jooss nor any member of the public knew about this. On the contrary, these were the years when Tucholsky was a celebrity in Germany. His works were newly edited and published. The satires he wrote for the Vossische Zeitung brought him fame as a humorist. But he had lost heart for the struggle. Probably Jooss’s admiration for Tucholsky rose together with the writer’s popularity. The public knows nothing or very little about the inner trials of an artist. Of course, Tucholsky remained for everyone the symbol of integrity, the incessant fighter for decency and human rights with a humorous and often vitriolic pen. His influence on the intelligentsia and the artists remained great.

Erich Kästner said that “Tucholsky wanted to stop a catastrophe with a typewriter.” In that context Kurt Jooss wanted to stop the next world war with a satiric ballet called The Green Table. Tucholsky became overwhelmed with despair and Kurt Jooss probably with a fighting fury. Did he have to make this balletic statement as a matter of principle or only to ease his conscience, well knowing that the audiences of The Green Table would not be able to turn the political tide?

The continued popularity of this ballet on stages all over the world proves the artistic validity of this indisputable classic and of its cri de coeur against the dangers that gave birth to the work and from whose grip mankind is not yet delivered.
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Kurt Jooss was born shortly after the turn of this century, a time that ushered in the Age of Modernism. His achievement places him in the ranks of those leading artists who have permanently changed our cultural landscape. The significant stages of his career roughly correspond to the major cultural and political events that influenced the lives of his generation. The first and possibly most important period of Jooss’s artistic development spanned the years of the Weimar Republic from 1918 to 1932. His career received a major setback when the Nazi regime drove him from Germany in 1933. He escaped to England, where at Dartington Hall he continued his work by organizing a dance community that included his school and his company. Jooss’s career took its final turn when in 1949 he accepted the invitation to return to his homeland. His renewed artistic and pedagogical efforts in postwar West Germany led to the eventual development of the postmodern German Tanztheater.

KEY WORDS “Neue Tanzbühne”, Rudolf Laban, Sigurd Leeder, “Ballets Jooss”, Dartington Hall, “Folkwangschule”.



Kurt Jooss was born on January 12, 1901 in Wasseralfingen in the Baden-Wurttemberg region of Germany near the historic city of Stuttgart. His family owned farm land and his father expected Jooss to inherit and manage the estate. However, Jooss himself was drawn to the arts. Instead of thinking of a career in farm management, his attention was taken up with music, drama and the visual arts. He played the piano and studied singing and drama. Because he felt that he lacked the talent to paint or draw, he took up photography.

His father allowed him to pursue his artistic goals freely. Both of Jooss’s parents had artistic talents themselves: his father was an amateur theatre producer and his mother a trained singer. As a teenager Jooss also tried his hand at amateur theatricals. At the age of fourteen he created several movement improvisations, including one entitled Salome and another Indian Prayer. Instinctively Jooss searched for a medium of expression that would consolidate his talents and give him personal satisfaction.

At the age of eighteen, after graduating from the Realgymnasium of Aalen, Jooss entered the Stuttgart Academy of Music. In spite of being a success at his studies, especially in acting and voice, he was dissatisfied. In an autobiographical essay he wrote:


I studied drama devotedly and with great success but I remained empty. Something was missing everywhere, and I no longer believed in my dream of the arts. (Markard, 1985, p. 29)


[image: ]Figure 1 Kurt Jooss—Self Portrait, approx. 1918 (Jooss Archives).

He was on the verge of giving up his quest for a suitable artistic expression and nearly resigned himself to a lif e of agricultural management when by chance he met Rudolf von Laban.1 He had been taking lessons in movement from Grete Heid, a former Laban pupil. It was through her that the two men met: a meeting that changed the course of Jooss’s life and to some extent the course of dance history.

During the years 1920 to 1922, Laban lived and taught in Stuttgart and served as Ballet Master at the Mannheim Opera. Shortly after Jooss became his student, Laban included him in a group of twenty-five dancers whom he trained for professional performances. They appeared at the Mannheim Opera together with the Opera Ballet in Laban’s own works. Jooss instantly became one of the leading dancers of this group. As Jooss modestly remembers:


A few weeks later I danced the male lead in our first work, Die Geblendeten [The Deluded], with great success. At that time in Germany one did not need great proficiency for the “Expressionist Dance”: strong intensity was all-convincing. In the meantime though I have added to my abilities. (Markard & Markard, p. 18)2



Laban straight away recognized Jooss’s exceptional ability and made him his assistant and later regisseur of his company, the Tanzbühne Laban. Jooss served as one of Laban’s model dancers who was able to physically execute and demonstrate Laban’s movement experiments (Coton, 1946, p. 16). He also participated in the summer training camps in Ascona, Switzerland. Laban called it his “dance farm;” his pupils lived in a commune, close to nature, and practised a form of minimal subsistence farming (Laban, 1875, pp. 85–86). It was there, in practices held in the open air, that Jooss first participated in Laban’s monumental choric works. These and other works were performed during the Tanzbühne Laban’s residencies in Stuttgart, Mannheim and Hamburg, and during its tours all over Germany.

[image: ]Figure 2 Kurt Jooss—“Training in Ascona 1925” (Jooss Archives).

While Jooss was a member of Laban’s group, two important people entered his life. One was his future wife, the other a lifelong friend: both became his artistic collaborators.

In 1921, a year after Jooss’s arrival, a new pupil entered the group.
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