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1  Tsukiji f ish market in Tokyo 
Research trip for Ten Chi  

Japan, 2003
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  Work P rocess

With every piece the search  
begins anew, and every time  
I’m afraid that it might not  
succeed this time. There’s no 
plan, no script, no music. There’s 
no stage design. [...] But there’s a 
set date and little time. I think 
that’s enough to scare anyone. 1 
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Today, it is not unusual for the rehearsals of a full-length 
contemporary dance piece to take about six to eight 

weeks, especially in the German ‘independent scene’ (freie Szene), 
which relies heavily on project-based funding and rented rehearsal 
space. Independent artists have to apply for funding from various 
institutions and funding bodies for each new production. Thus, the 
amount of time available for rehearsals is, above all, a question of 
money, as are a range of other factors, such as the number and ‘promi­
nence’ of team members, the cost of costumes and set designs, the 
noncommittal, network-like structures of the dance scene and the 
sometimes parallel collaborations that constantly fluctuate as a 
result, etc. Most productions therefore only have a small window 
of max. two months in which to rehearse. 
	 This was very different for the Tanztheater Wuppertal under 
Pina Bausch. From the outset, rehearsals were structured into two- to 
three-week phases, which stretched over the course of at least four 
months, sometimes even an entire year. However, unlike other large 
companies bound to venues and entirely financed by their institu­
tions, theaters or foundations, the Tanztheater Wuppertal had been 
forced since the mid-1980s to find additional funding for most of its 
new productions. Cofinancing for the total of 15 coproductions, 
from Viktor (premiere 1986) right up to the last piece “…como el 
musguito en la piedra, ay si, si, si…” (premiere 2009), allowed the 
company to continue working on and designing its pieces at the 
same level that they had established in the period 1973-1986 while 
simultaneously continuing to perform older pieces as well. 
	 This chapter deals with the company’s artistic work processes, 
i.e., the rehearsals during which the pieces were developed, paying 
special interest to the question of how these rehearsals related to 
the “research trips”2 that the company took to coproducing cities and 
countries. It also focuses on how the company passed on pieces to 
younger dancers within the Tanztheater Wuppertal and to other 
dance companies. The term ‘passing on’ is presented here as a prac­
tice of translation, describing an important artistic dance practice 
(–› theory and methodology). The chapter emphasizes the practices 
and the sociality of artistic work.
	 The following analysis is mainly based on the ethnographic 
material that I collected during performance rehearsals and rehears­
als for passing on pieces and individual roles. Other material came 

from conversations that I had with individual 
dancers, artistic staff and collaborators about 
passing on pieces and the analysis of videotaped 

rehearsals. By taking this approach based on qualitative social re­
search – and thus a sociology of art perspective – I am presenting 
an analysis of an artistic work process. My method of praxeological 

2  Rehearsals for I’ll Do You In  
Wuppertal, 1974
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production analysis (–› theory and methodology) focuses on the 
relationships between process and product, working methods and 
piece. This standpoint proposes that the artistic work process is 
more than a mere preliminary act of developing a piece with the 
ultimate aim of attaining a finished product. In fact, the aesthetics 
of the piece are inherent to the work process itself. At the same time, 
these processes give us an indication of the company’s identity as 
a group and as a community. As I am suggesting here, the questions 
of how, when, where and what the company collaborates (on) are 
therefore central to the production of the aesthetic.	

Developing pieces

The extensive literature about Pina Bausch repeatedly describes the 
way that she asked her dancers ‘questions.’ The first time she sys­
tematically applied this ‘working method’3 was during the making 
of the “Macbeth Piece” He Takes Her By The Hand And Leads Her 
Into The Castle, The Others Follow4 (premiere 1978). However, the 
beginnings of this working method5 surfaced as early as in 1976 
during rehearsals for a piece that would later be entitled Bluebeard: 
While Listening to a Taped Recording of Béla Bartók’s “Duke Blue­
beard’s Castle” 6 (premiere 1977). As dance critic Jochen Schmidt 
describes it,7 this method was the result of a crisis. The two-part 
evening featuring the only ballet for which Bertolt Brecht ever wrote 
a libretto – The Seven Deadly Sins 8 (with music by Kurt Weill and 
premiered by George Balanchine in 1933 with Lotte Lenya and Tilly 
Losch in Paris) – and the revue Fear Not with songs by Bertolt 
Brecht and Kurt Weill had not only exacerbated the conflict between 
Pina Bausch and the Wuppertal orchestra, which did not want to 
play Kurt Weill’s music, but had also driven a wedge between Pina 
Bausch and some members of the company. All of this also led to 
a turning point in the choreographer’s work. While Pina Bausch’s 
major successes Iphigenie auf Tauris (premiere 1974) and The Rite 
of Spring (premiere 1975) still owed a large debt to modern dance 
and were ‘written’ solely using her own body, as she described it,9 
the conflict after the “Brecht/Weill Evening” (premiere 1976) birthed 
a new working method that elicited a new, special relationship be­
tween the dancers themselves and between the dancers and their 
choreographer, while simultaneously encouraging the emergence 
of the dancers’ own identities as artists. Ultimately, it led to a new 
dance aesthetic, which had a fundamental influence on the develop­
ment of dance and theater in the late 20th century – that which is 
now known throughout the world as the dance theater of Pina 
Bausch, German Dance Theater or as the epitome of dance theater 
itself.
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	 As a result of the crisis, Pina Bausch began working on the 
new piece Bluebeard with only a couple of dancers – namely Marlies 
Alt and Jan Minarík. Although the angry dancers who were initially 
excluded gradually came back, Pina Bausch nevertheless changed the 
way she worked with them. She asked the dancers questions, at first 
simply in order to learn more about them rather than to analyze the 
material for the piece. When Peter Zadek, artistic director of the Schau­
spielhaus Bochum at the time and well-known for his radical and 
experimental style of Shakespearean production, invited Pina Bausch 
to develop a “Macbeth Piece,” this working method became a key 
aspect of the production process while also forming the basis of the 
development of all future pieces. Rehearsing both with a heterogenous 
group – consisting of dancers from Wuppertal, actors from Bochum 
and singer Soňa Cervená – and with Shakespearean texts was new 
to Pina Bausch, who had so far only developed her pieces through 
bodies, movement and dance. She thus asked questions inspired by 
the text, by shared situations, experiences and attitudes. The resulting 
piece, He Takes Her By The Hand And Leads Her Into The Castle, The 
Others Follow, a title taken from Shakespeare’s stage directions, was 
the result of a new working method that got the group and individual 
dancers considerably more involved in the development of the piece 
than had been the case before. However, this new working method 
was not the result of conceptual considerations, but rather something 
that she developed out of necessity, as Pina Bausch remembers in 
retrospect: 

“Quite simply, because there were actors, dancers, a singer […] in this piece. I 
couldn’t turn up with a movement phrase; I had to start differently. So, I asked 
them questions that I had been asking myself. The questions are a way to very 
carefully approach a topic. It’s a very open working method, but also very precise. 
Because I always know exactly what I’m looking for, but I know it in my heart and 
not in my mind. That’s why you can never ask directly. That would be too crude, 
and the answers would be too banal. Instead, I have to leave what I’m looking for 
alone with the words, while nevertheless bringing it to light with a lot of patience.”10 

	 The premiere caused a major theater scandal. The audience 
was in such a tumult that the performance was on the verge of 
being shut down, until Jo Ann Endicott, one of the dancers from 
Wuppertal, pleaded with the audience to be fair after initially in­
sulting its members herself (–› reception). This was not only an 
unintentional, novel and provocative act of performatively engaging 
in dialogue with the audience but also a real-life example of what 
Austrian poet Peter Handke had intended with his own piece  
Offending the Audience, staged by Claus Peymann (premiere 
1966): to encourage the audience to think about theater itself – that 
which in his opinion primarily consisted of the interactions be­
tween performers and the audience during a theater performance. 
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	 You will see no spectacle.
	 Your curiosity will not be satisfied.
	 You will see no play.
	 There will be no playing here tonight […].11 

These are the first lines of Handke’s Offending the Audience, and this 
is probably also what the audience felt like at the premiere of Pina 
Bausch’s piece: they saw neither dance nor Shakespeare’s Macbeth, 
merely a surreal succession of images. Although these images were 
somehow related to Shakespeare’s topics of betrayal, insanity and 
death, they had been translated into Pina Bausch’s themes of gender 
relationships and childhood, quirks and vanities, desires and fears. 
The new working method had produced a series of single images 
and individual actions, which were accompanied for the first time 
by a group dance on the diagonal.
		  After Bochum, Pina Bausch not only returned to Wupper­
tal with a new piece, which she would later perform there with a new 
cast, but also with a reputation for having caused an uproar and a 
theatrical scandal in the long -established German Shakespeare 
Society and in the theater landscape in general. Above all, she came 
back with a new working method – which would become one of the 
most famous hallmarks of the Tanztheater Wuppertal and has since 
been frequently copied in choreographic and other artistic work 
processes, but also in education and outreach contexts, where it 
has sometimes been misunderstood as an improvisation technique. 
This is a misunderstanding insofar as improvisation was not char­
acteristic of the rehearsal situations of the Tanztheater Wuppertal. 
There was no vague improvising; it was about seriously attempting 
to try things out, as Pina Bausch tirelessly pointed out. Her work had 
nothing to do with what improvisation usually means: presenting or 
creating something without preparation, something impromptu, in 
the moment. On the contrary, Pina Bausch’s work was very precise: 
asking ‘questions’ that the dancers embraced and whose answers 
were meant to set something in motion. Only then were they trans­
posed into choreographic form. In an interview with the magazine 
Ballett International in 1983, Pina Bausch placed the development 
of movement and dance in the context of the ‘questions’: “The steps

have always come from somewhere else. They have never come from the legs. And 
working on the movements – we’re always doing that in between. And then we’re 
always creating little dance phrases that we keep in mind. In earlier days, I might 
have started with a movement made out of worry or panic and dodged the ques­
tions. Now I start with the questions.” 12

	 The beginning of this new working method of ‘asking questions’ 
changed the mediality of developing pieces. From this point on, 
dancers, assistants and Pina Bausch herself jotted down notes 
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about what happened during rehearsals. However, what really  
changed with the advent of the ‘questions’ was the relationship 
between choreographer and dancers during the rehearsal process. 
Developing the piece and the rehearsal situation itself became a 
process of searching and asking questions for everybody involved 
in the piece, where all dancers were called upon to seek answers. 
This process not only called into question the traditional role of the 
dancer, i.e., being asked to simply to study and learn the material 
that they have been given, but also laid the foundation for long-term, 
trusting, but also interdependent collaboration between the members 
of the ensemble – which could also be difficult, tedious and frus­
trating. During the rehearsals for Nelken (premiere 1982), Pina Bausch 
herself admitted: “Of course, I’ve posed hundreds of questions. The 

dancers have answered them, done something. […]. But the problem is that many 
of the questions lead to nothing at all, nothing comes out at all. It’s not just that 
I think maybe I’m the only one who isn’t capable. Sometimes we’re all incapable; 
it isn’t just because of me.” 13 

	 The questions were sometimes intimate and their answers 
often personal. They produced material that Pina Bausch then used 
to choreograph. What we know of her ‘questions’ are sometimes 
words, sayings, single sentences or thematic triggers. 14 Pina Bausch 
did not, as many have alleged, 15 simply provide rehearsal stimuli 
relating to emotional states. In fact, the ‘questions’ cover a whole 
range of both existential and profane, everyday topics. They are 
research questions based on day-to-day observations, touching on 
physical experiences, attitudes and emotions, everyday and cultur­
al-anthropological, but also geographical and geopolitical topics. 
The dancers provided their answers in the form of scenes or move­
ments. Pina Bausch then aesthetically and choreographically trans­
lated a selection of these ‘answers’ into the pieces. 
	 About 100 ‘questions’ were usually asked during the rehears­
als leading up to a new piece, and Pina Bausch’s life’s work with 
the Tanztheater Wuppertal encompasses 44 choreographies as well 
as two new editions of Kontakthof: one with senior citizens aged 65 
and older (premiere 2000) and another with teenagers aged 14 and 
older (premiere 2008). Some of the of the cues listed on the following 
pages are general ‘questions.’ Some are what the company called ‘move­
ment questions,’ which were meant to be answered with a movement 
phrase, such as movements for gestures like the positioning of the 
hands or mouth, actions such as lifting, gestures for emotional states 
like crying or abandoning oneself to something, or movements re­
lated to nature. Pina Bausch also frequently asked ‘questions’ aimed 
at writing words with movements – a method that she used often, for 
example in the piece The Window Washer (premiere 1997) for the Chi­
nese words fu (happiness), hé (harmony), ai (life)16 and mei (beauty).
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the right and the left hand · earthy · elephant · hugging someone and staying hugged · some

thing that relates to food · unreal · dance as a weapon · expressing the word ‘yummy’ · profound joy · in the morning at the river · not letting anyone stop you · the gods’ delight · something worth

living for · kita taka tare kita tom · continue change movement · hygiene on the street · something 

to mountains rivers forests · like music · in awe of light bulbs · human · people in animal masks · supple like big cats · like

legs the way down below · profound joy · injustice · tierra del fuego · vision of the future · beauti

palm trees · beauty · so sad and so lonely · a man a woman · flirt · high society · secret pleasure · giving power · small but nice with head and hands · doing something unexpected with a partner ·

experienced · about the beauty of nature · lovesickness · spreading optimism · potato · feverishly awaiting something · is not true but true · wisdom · full moon · ganges · everyday life · fragile · 

playing with fire · something like that · rebellious movement · something that you otherwise wouldn’t dare · desperation · moonlit night · bodies that complete each other · modernizing 

dazzled · human and animal · shadows · kitsch · hot chocolate · enchanting · dreams are but shadows · the world · risky · wonder as topic · something about the moon · large movement in space · what you 

really want · teaching something essential · optimism · adjust · loving one body part in particular · plucking up courage · chennai · brilliant · realism simultaneously figment of imagination · love 

love love · creating a paradise for yourself · great despair · at a small creek · gentle rain · joy · storm · yin · boundary · kim chi · bear · yang · we are scared for you · like someone 

drown · break the ice · something nice in relation to something natural · warmth in the heart · bunraku · absurdities · precisely practical · cheating how to organize it · a small world of your own · 

forever · you are a man · gliding · extremely elongated movement · something from your dreams · gliding in pairs · something concerning mountains · persevering · hibiscus · optimistic · grandmother 

and you · dealing with fear · something that moves you a lot · positive powerful energy · enduring education with a smile · healthy · once i cried · risk · what should i do · longing in pairs · friendship 

yellow · something about the color blue · fragility · old and new together · attempts at flirting · arm · inventing something for sos · everything has to go quickly · making something wonderful out 

of everything · your movements have to shout for joy · something fragile · extreme · being able to endure a lot · californian longing · being very well organized · very practical · joie de vivre · addres-

sing the senses · disarming · something real · saving something · raising up to a movement · second class · swapping · well maintained · will to live · corruption · worry about the future · helping some-

one to glide · working on happiness · the smallest · motherland · influenced movement · what you are worried about · everyday work · making something possible · you have to be brave · feeling locked-

out · wanting to really feel a body part · opportunity to make something better · sliding movement · it was meant with the best intentions · sign of life · catching · so beautifully and so desperately 

lonely · movement like swaying · bridges · safeguarding · western atmosphere · dammed to beautiful solitude · elbow phrase · super critical · feat of joy · ideally being at home everywhere · saving face 

· like fresh water · waking up before something · boat · gaining trust · ho harmony · pulling your own leg · fear of not being beautiful · making yourself comfortable · being happy to be alive · the wind 

caresses you · you are a woman · something with a face at the very top · a small world of your own · absurd and very slow waltz · movements that traverse the space · the wind caresses you · not yet 

patented · in front and behind · movement head leads · making money · keeping up appearances · having trust · bluffing · bogeymen · something cozy · humiliating · betraying defense mechanisms six times 

· ignoring something important · try to make the best out of it · all hope rests on you · gestures in the house · a movement that you would like to do for an hour · first class · dispelling fear · 

sinking into a magic sleep · hospitality poor · learn to be together · stingy · sharp tongue · do it yourself sitting · hopping lift · loving details · i am a nothing · exposing someone · at the water · feeling 

fantastic · a parody of something · being bowled over · something nice in the meadow · stalling someone · about the stage · foreign · lucky charm · movement sun shining on it · taking something 

heavy lightly · macabre · a little bit crazy · absurd order · friend · judas · wanting to fall in love · feeling somebody’s pulse · not loving each other six times · oh love · surprisingly practical · calming 

down from an emergency · objects where they come from · something heartfelt · something meticulous · closing a movement · oversized movement · only feeling desire · alone with yourself · the nose 

and other spots · pure · two cups of coffee · oh how funny it was · describing joy · it’s all rubbish · distracting · funeral march · protecting someone · being able to forgive · into the heart · all there · 

proper behavior · two cultures · hitting for fun · new beginning · horizontal vertical · direct · is a bad spaniard a better brother than a good chinese person · a breath · olives · knee · extreme out of 

necessity · showing no fear · turning someone on · cheering someone up · demon · rich poor together · all or nothing · fear of missing out · something very sensual · strange lovemaking · sorrows gone · 

loving details · kinds of fish · being bowled over · making something trivial important · in shrubbery · enjoying doing something unobserved · suddenly hiding something on your body · bridging · playing 

peace · finding a solution · letting in a breath of fresh air · nice mixture · big sigh · coffee house · sticky kiss · cream · distracting · what you only do alone · partner dance hands in unusual places · 

sending wishes · sleeping with something · all in · bird ostrich · black and red · showing no fear · strange healing · giving yourself up · imaginary society · hot dusty · fear exhausts me · better living · 

squeezing lemons before sunrise · spoiling for a fight · quick mermaid · auctioning · club · outside at night tired · tulle dress · squirrel · teaching something · agreeing on a price · flying · putting on 

an act · correcting · folk dance · welcome · covering the face · face in the dirt · two wrist- watches · celebrating bodies · the heart is heavy · king kong is a human · signs of friendship · signs of hope · 

body culture · starting something not doing it · appearances are deceptive · with two fin

bravo · jumping down from something small · letters · careful · where the wings grow · gei

· a problem · with stone house broken · determined by the weather · a sheet of white paper · showing that you are injured · on the carpet · flying carpet · train station · male profession · shocking · fe-

male profession · getting your hopes up · kitsch and reality · protective measure · destroying yourself with something · something by craftsmen · double-crossing someone · lovema-

king from afar · poisonous · big-breasted · ritualizing something about love · sign health · unbelievably great message · allowing something positive to grow · enjoying working hard · 

well-dressed opposite prop · the last ray of sunshine · giant balancé · reve

lors and sad · venerating gods examples · melody trance · something small from a dream · defending something about dance · a kiss · a form of gratitude · with your breath · you and the elements · kiss 

retreat · flying · playing ball with hands and feet · mermaid · combing your hair and putting on makeup in a row · cats · we were lucky it could have been worse · like something strange in a dream · an 

arm that never ends · doing something with a lifeless body · saying very nice things answering seriously · befriending an animal · not allowing something to penetrate you · someone who rebuffed you ·

3  Examples of ‘questions’  
posed by Pina Bausch
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the right and the left hand · earthy · elephant · hugging someone and staying hugged · something strange for your well-being · tears · inspired by swaying plants in the river · for isabelle · some

thing that relates to food · unreal · dance as a weapon · expressing the word ‘yummy’ · profound joy · in the morning at the river · not letting anyone stop you · the gods’ delight · something worth 

living for · kita taka tare kita tom · continue change movement · hygiene on the street · something that makes everyone the same · nights at las ramblas · wanting to always stay young · what happens 

· like music · in awe of light bulbs · human · people in animal masks · supple like big cats · like crying · sensually erotic · feelings of guilt · holding a pose on top searching for 

legs the way down below · profound joy · injustice · tierra del fuego · vision of the future · beautiful pain · a color · movement with large steps · dreams nowadays · a beautiful smile · tick stop · kolkata · 

palm trees · beauty · so sad and so lonely · a man a woman · flirt · high society · secret pleasure · giving power · small but nice with head and hands · doing something unexpected with a partner · in-

experienced · about the beauty of nature · lovesickness · spreading optimism · potato · feverishly awaiting something · is not true but true · wisdom · full moon · ganges · everyday life · fragile · 

thing that you otherwise wouldn’t dare · desperation · moonlit night · bodies that complete each other · modernizing something · 

dazzled · human and animal · shadows · kitsch · hot chocolate · enchanting · dreams are but shadows · the world · risky · wonder as topic · something about the moon · large movement in space · what you 

really want · teaching something essential · optimism · adjust · loving one body part in particular · plucking up courage · chennai · brilliant · realism simultaneously figment of imagination · love 

love love · creating a paradise for yourself · great despair · at a small creek · gentle rain · joy · storm · yin · boundary · kim chi · bear · yang · we are scared for you · like someone who does not want to 

· warmth in the heart · bunraku · absurdities · precisely practical · cheating how to organize it · a small world of your own · 

forever · you are a man · gliding · extremely elongated movement · something from your dreams · gliding in pairs · something concerning mountains · persevering · hibiscus · optimistic · grandmother 

and you · dealing with fear · something that moves you a lot · positive powerful energy · enduring education with a smile · healthy · once i cried · risk · what should i do · longing in pairs · friendship 

yellow · something about the color blue · fragility · old and new together · attempts at flirting · arm · inventing something for sos · everything has to go quickly · making something wonderful out 

of everything · your movements have to shout for joy · something fragile · extreme · being able to endure a lot · californian longing · being very well organized · very practical · joie de vivre · addres-

sing the senses · disarming · something real · saving something · raising up to a movement · second class · swapping · well maintained · will to live · corruption · worry about the future · helping some-

one to glide · working on happiness · the smallest · motherland · influenced movement · what you are worried about · everyday work · making something possible · you have to be brave · feeling locked-

out · wanting to really feel a body part · opportunity to make something better · sliding movement · it was meant with the best intentions · sign of life · catching · so beautifully and so desperately 

lonely · movement like swaying · bridges · safeguarding · western atmosphere · dammed to beautiful solitude · elbow phrase · super critical · feat of joy · ideally being at home everywhere · saving face 

· like fresh water · waking up before something · boat · gaining trust · ho harmony · pulling your own leg · fear of not being beautiful · making yourself comfortable · being happy to be alive · the wind 

caresses you · you are a woman · something with a face at the very top · a small world of your own · absurd and very slow waltz · movements that traverse the space · the wind caresses you · not yet 

patented · in front and behind · movement head leads · making money · keeping up appearances · having trust · bluffing · bogeymen · something cozy · humiliating · betraying defense mechanisms six times 

· ignoring something important · try to make the best out of it · all hope rests on you · gestures in the house · a movement that you would like to do for an hour · first class · dispelling fear · 

sinking into a magic sleep · hospitality poor · learn to be together · stingy · sharp tongue · do it yourself sitting · hopping lift · loving details · i am a nothing · exposing someone · at the water · feeling 

fantastic · a parody of something · being bowled over · something nice in the meadow · stalling someone · about the stage · foreign · lucky charm · movement sun shining on it · taking something 

heavy lightly · macabre · a little bit crazy · absurd order · friend · judas · wanting to fall in love · feeling somebody’s pulse · not loving each other six times · oh love · surprisingly practical · calming 

down from an emergency · objects where they come from · something heartfelt · something meticulous · closing a movement · oversized movement · only feeling desire · alone with yourself · the nose 

and other spots · pure · two cups of coffee · oh how funny it was · describing joy · it’s all rubbish · distracting · funeral march · protecting someone · being able to forgive · into the heart · all there · 

proper behavior · two cultures · hitting for fun · new beginning · horizontal vertical · direct · is a bad spaniard a better brother than a good chinese person · a breath · olives · knee · extreme out of 

necessity · showing no fear · turning someone on · cheering someone up · demon · rich poor together · all or nothing · fear of missing out · something very sensual · strange lovemaking · sorrows gone · 

loving details · kinds of fish · being bowled over · making something trivial important · in shrubbery · enjoying doing something unobserved · suddenly hiding something on your body · bridging · playing 

peace · finding a solution · letting in a breath of fresh air · nice mixture · big sigh · coffee house · sticky kiss · cream · distracting · what you only do alone · partner dance hands in unusual places · 

sending wishes · sleeping with something · all in · bird ostrich · black and red · showing no fear · strange healing · giving yourself up · imaginary society · hot dusty · fear exhausts me · better living · 

squeezing lemons before sunrise · spoiling for a fight · quick mermaid · auctioning · club · outside at night tired · tulle dress · squirrel · teaching something · agreeing on a price · flying · putting on 

an act · correcting · folk dance · welcome · covering the face · face in the dirt · two wrist- watches · celebrating bodies · the heart is heavy · king kong is a human · signs of friendship · signs of hope · 

body culture · starting something not doing it · appearances are deceptive · with two fingers · venerating nature · rain · praying with the cows · beauty from a foreign country · feeling beautiful · 

bravo · jumping down from something small · letters · careful · where the wings grow · geisha game · loving living beings · angel · on top of something · kiss not on the body · something with the devil 

· a problem · with stone house broken · determined by the weather · a sheet of white paper · showing that you are injured · on the carpet · flying carpet · train station · male profession · shocking · fe-

male profession · getting your hopes up · kitsch and reality · protective measure · destroying yourself with something · something by craftsmen · double-crossing someone · lovema-

king from afar · poisonous · big-breasted · ritualizing something about love · sign health · unbelievably great message · allowing something positive to grow · enjoying working hard · 

well-dressed opposite prop · the last ray of sunshine · giant balancé · revelation · jump without jumping · celebration of nature · unexpected small impudence · with headscarf · co-

lors and sad · venerating gods examples · melody trance · something small from a dream · defending something about dance · a kiss · a form of gratitude · with your breath · you and the elements · kiss 

retreat · flying · playing ball with hands and feet · mermaid · combing your hair and putting on makeup in a row · cats · we were lucky it could have been worse · like something strange in a dream · an 

arm that never ends · doing something with a lifeless body · saying very nice things answering seriously · befriending an animal · not allowing something to penetrate you · someone who rebuffed you ·
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Video material

Hands

1) Why not	 Capoeira

2) Also nice, also works	 Push head 

3) Comes up where static 	 Pendulum

4) Not necessary	 Atti

5) Hm Hm	 Cutting heart 	

6) Hm Hm	 Sacre Flex

7) Trying	 Pulling shirt 

8) End? with or end 	 Little animal

9) Just try	 Knee

10) Also just try	 Hitting head 

11) Yes, could be worse	 Stretching and nodding 

12) Observe rhythm	 Danube

on the move + faster 

13) Strange foot sequence 

sloppy 	 Passe right from the ear 

Pas de bourree

4  Notes by Stephan Brinkmann 
written while reviewing video  

recordings of his solo for  
Wiesenland with Pina Bausch.  

In the left-hand column, he noted 
what Pina Bausch said about the 
movement material while they  

watched the video together.  
In the right-hand column, he  

assigned keywords to the short  
movement phrases in order to  

better remember them.
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5  Excerpt from  
Stephan Brinkmann’s notebook  

for Wiesenland

NOVEMBER  99

(48) Self-irony

Nayong narrow eyes 

Fernando big eyes

Give NY bucket,

throw into bucket and hug

Nayong 

Aida + Julie attempt to chat 

up Eddie. Make him interested 

in them. 

Micha dances a waltz and holds 

women the wrong way round. 

Daphnis + Ruth. He with hat 

wants to kiss her, bows, hat falls. 

She picks it up, puts the hat 

on his head, etc. 

Helene paints face around tit
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	 Pina Bausch usually asked her ‘questions’ in German, some­
times in English. In 2013, for example, the company was made up 
of 32 dancers (18 women and 14 men) from 18 different nations; it 
was therefore in itself a microcosm of different cultures and differ­
ent ‘mother tongues’ – and thus led to a real-life, constant practice 
of translation. This was also reflected in the making of new pieces: 
dancers who only understood a little German had to ask someone 
to translate for them what exactly was being asked. No matter what 
they understood, they searched for answers using their bodies, their 
voices, through movement, alone or with others, with the help of 
materials, costumes and props lying around in heaps in the Tanz­
theater Wuppertal’s rehearsal space, the Lichtburg. The fact that the 
Lichtburg had become the Tanztheater Wuppertal’s exclusive re­
hearsal space was the result of negotiations between Pina Bausch 
and the Wuppertaler Bühnen in the late 1970s. The former cinema 
in Wuppertal-Barmen is located beside a MacDonalds and a sex 
shop, near the offices of the Tanztheater Wuppertal and within 
walking distance of the Opernhaus Wuppertal. It has been at the sole 
disposal of the company since the 1970s, regardless of the larger 
theater’s institutional and contractual requirements. Since then, the 
company has been able to rehearse there whenever it wants – com­
pany members operate the lights and sound themselves. The dancers 
have their own regular “corners” where they can settle down. 
	 During rehearsals in the Lichtburg, Pina Bausch sat at a large 
table with coffee and cigarettes spread out before her as well as a 
large pile of paper and pencils: she wrote everything down by hand. 
For every ‘answer’ from each dancer, she used a new piece of paper. 
Every dancer had their own compartment in a folder, into which the 
notes disappeared. Assuming that she asked approx. 100 questions 
per piece and that she worked with around 20 dancers for one piece 
alone, she probably received around 2,000 answers during the devel­
opment of a new production. We can thus imagine the page count 
of these notes for just one piece and the sum of pages for her total 
of more than 40 choreographies. “First, the questions produce a 

collection of material. We just do all kinds of things, and much of them are 
nonsense. We laugh a lot […]. But there’s always something serious to it 
as well: what do I actually want? What do I really want to say? Now, in 
this age in which we’re living.”17

	 Although Pina Bausch asked her questions in German and 
sometimes in English, she wrote her notes in German, in her own 
shorthand with abbreviations. Sometimes she gave names to what 
she saw in rehearsals. In other words: these were her personal notes, 
and they were written accordingly. She never gave them to anyone 
to read, but hid them away in her bag during the production process 
like treasure. After that, they disappeared into her private archive. 
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“There were now small sequences of moments, dances and scenes, 

each of them labelled with a single keyword. It was almost like a se­

cret language that all of us could understand or were learning, for 

we had now been trying for many weeks to connect one with the 

other, rehearse transitions, discard apparent solutions, try the  

exact opposite, let things run in parallel without one diminishing  

– or even drowning out – the other. . . and by now everything had 

been reduced to short code words, so that one keyword could refer 

to a previously rehearsed scene or even a whole sequence of scenes.
 

She carefully pencilled, almost painted, the keywords along the top 

of several A4 sheets of paper, which she then pinned together on the 

left-hand side using paperclips. You could only see the uppermost 

section that had been written on, then beneath it the top of the next 

sheet and so on... this is how she made connections, at first in her 

own mind, in long thinking sessions during the afternoon  

(between rehearsals) and at night (after rehearsals). Thanks to the 

paperclips, the A4 sheets could be easily separated, reconfigured 

and laid out on the table in new thought patterns.” 

6  Description of the  
work process  

by Matthias Burkert, 2019 
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Even if the Pina Bausch Foundation does ever provide access to 
this material, decoding and understanding these subjective writings, 
which were never intersubjectively examined for comprehensibility 
and were probably meant to be the opposite – that is, encrypted – 
would be a difficult task indeed. One possible method would be to 
compare them with the video documentation of rehearsals, although 
not everything in rehearsals was videotaped. Another potential 
method would be to compare her notes with those of the assis­
tants and dancers involved. 
	 Since the rehearsal period spanned several rehearsal phases, 
and because it was uncertain for quite some time what exactly Pina 
Bausch would want to see again and possibly use in the piece, the 
dancers also kept notebooks to jog their memories and to take notes 
during the rehearsal process. Sometimes they wrote in German, 
sometimes in English, occasionally in their own native languages 
as well, for example in Spanish, French, Italian, Japanese or Korean. 
When looking at the dancers’ notebooks, a problem reveals itself 
concerning the ways in which individuals pass on choreography. 
The problem lies in the unresolvable paradox between identity and 
difference inherent to the relationship between the piece and these 
writings. Evidently, none of the dancers took systematic notes, prob­
ably because – unlike in academic research processes – working 
that way usually played and plays next to no role in the rehearsal 
process. But with Pina Bausch’s new method, rehearsals became 
an artistic research process for the whole company. The notes not 
only differ in terms of their completeness and language but also 
document the fact that the dancers understood and interpreted 
the ‘questions’ differently, subjectively attaching differing levels of 
importance and their own meaning to them, perhaps translating 
them into fitting words from their own languages or into sketches, 
drawings, verses or poems. Furthermore, some of the dancers did 
not save their notebooks, which are now lost. Some of the other 
dancers who were originally involved in the development of older 
pieces left the company decades ago, so their material would be 
difficult to access, if it still exists at all. 
	 These notebooks are an interesting yet complicated source 
of material for the reconstruction of the rehearsal process, because 
the dancers were so individual when it came to translating what 
they were asked and shown into writing. Some wrote down all the 
‘questions’ and ‘answers’, what others had shown and what they liked. 
Some only noted down the ‘questions’ that appeared important to 
them or what they thought were interesting answers. Some only 
wrote notes about what they themselves had presented – sometimes 
including the ‘questions’, sometimes not – or when they had been 
involved in the ideas of other dancers. Together with the videos, 
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these notes occasionally served as mnemonic aids and helped the 
dancers when it came time for repetitions, namely when Pina Bausch 
had decided and told the dancers what she wanted to see again out 
of all the material that they had shown her. As she said: “Out of ten 

things that everybody does, I am ultimately maybe only interested in two.”18 
In the early 1980s, she emphasized that sometimes “a small gesture, a remark 
on the side interests me more than a big show.”19 It was moreover very im­
portant to her that what she was shown felt like part of what she was look­
ing for but could not describe in words: “Only a small part feels to me as 
if it is part of what I’m looking for. Suddenly, I find all the puzzle pieces for 
the image that actually already exists, but with which I am not yet familiar.”20

After Pina Bausch had selected some of what she had been shown 
– and she alone made these choices, usually only after weeks and 
months of rehearsals, without consulting her assistants, other staff 
or the dancers – the dancers received a list of movements or ‘scenes’ 
that she wanted them to reconstruct and show her again. Now came 
the time to consult the videos and notes made for that very purpose. 
	 Independently, the dancers then began working on their solos, 
especially from the 1990s onward, as the pieces developed from this 
point in time included more solos than before. They individually 
reviewed with the choreographer what they had developed and re­
corded on video in answer to her ‘movement questions.’ She occa­
sionally suggested changes, which then had to be implemented, 
but normally sections were merely cut or shortened. Only rarely 
did a movement that Pina Bausch would rather not have make it 
into a solo. Stephan Brinkmann, who was a member of the Tanz­
theater Wuppertal from 1995 until 2010 and is now Professor of 
Contemporary Dance at Folkwang Universität, remembers: “She 

once told me that it would be better not to use the movement that I had 
developed for the solo. I did so all the same; it stayed in the dance, but it 
was a real exception. Normally, I took out the movement when she said: 
‘better not.’ It wasn’t discussed.”21 The dancers rehearsed their dances in 

the Lichtburg, in their ‘corners’ or occasionally hidden behind a 
mirror, in a familiar framework, fuelled by hope and fear about 
whether their own solos would find their way into the piece. Music 
was only added much later, and it changed the dances once more. 

“First the dances are created without music. Then comes the music. It 
should be like a partner and the dancer like one more instrument in the 
music. This interplay between dance and music then creates an entirely 
new perspective and a completely new form of listening.”22

	 Matthias Burkert and Andreas Eisenschneider, musical col­
laborators since 1979 and 1990 respectively (–› company), attended 
the rehearsals, discretely observed what the dancers were doing and 
began choosing music, a small selection of which they suggested 
to the choreographer, but only upon her request. 
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	 Pina Bausch selected material from what she had been shown 
and placed it in a choreographic context, which only gradually devel­
oped over the course of many attempts and alterations. About the 
montage-like method used, she said: “That is then ultimately the 

composition. What you do with the things. After all, at first it isn’t anything. 
It’s just answers – sentences, little scenes – that someone performs. Every­
thing’s separate to start with. At some point or other, I combine something I 
think is right with something else. This with that, that with something else, 
one thing with various others. Then, when I’ve again found something that 
works, I’ve already got a slightly bigger little something. Then I go off some­
where else completely. It starts really small and gradually gets bigger.”23 

Her pieces, as she emphasized, did not develop linearly, from begin­
ning to end: “Pieces do not grow front to back but inside out.”24 
Only by juxtaposing and connecting the scenes and through rhyth­
mic dramaturgy did individual elements gain significance, thus al­
lowing the piece to emerge. 
	 In 1980 – A Piece by Pina Bausch25 (premiere 1980), for exam­
ple, an individual movement phrase became a group dance and a 
rehearsal break-time activity – namely the eating of soup – became 
a central scene. Pina Bausch did not engage in a dialogical process 
with the dancers in order to alter, amplify, estrange, duplicate, multi­
ply, superimpose or displace what she had been shown, nor to devel­
op the collage or montage-like composition of the choreographies, 
which characterized her earlier pieces in particular. She did it alone, 
in a process of constant experimentation, alteration and rearrange­
ment, sometimes up to the day of the premiere or even after. It is 
thus misleading to assume that the dancers developed the choreo­
graphies together with Pina Bausch. The choreography was her work 
alone. The dancers usually did not know the piece from an audience’s 
perspective, only from the perspective of the stage. At most, they 
observed it from backstage or onstage, and they mainly concentrat­
ed on their own parts and cues. This only changed when dancers 
became assistants and took on the responsibility of directing the 
rehearsals necessary for restagings. 
	

Research trips – artistic research

Over the course of a total of 15 international coproductions, which 
began with Viktor in 1986 and finished with “…como el musguito 
en la piedra, ay si, si, si…” in 2009,26 the company put something 
into practice for which there was no concept and no discourse at 
the time. This novel practice has since become both ideologically 
charged and politically contested. What I am referring to is: artistic 
research. Today, it is usually defined as a contemporary form of 
knowledge production. Artistic methods are considered to be more 
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than mere processes that target perception. Like scholarship itself, 
artistic research is viewed as a discursive, knowledge-generating 
practice. The paradigm of artistic research thus calls into question the 
established, over 200-year-old opposition between art and academia 
in terms of, e.g., the knowledge being gained and produced.27

	 Pina Bausch’s working method of ‘asking questions’ was not 
the only way in which she demonstrated that everyday experience 
can be productively regarded as knowledge, aesthetically translated 
into choreography and performed as aesthetically tangible know­
ledge. Her gaze as an ethnologist of the everyday grew with the in­
ternational coproductions as she placed her ‘questions’ within the 
context of cultural experiences of difference. The company travelled 
– usually for around three weeks – to the coproducing cities and 
countries: to Rome, Palermo, Madrid, Vienna, Los Angeles, Hong 
Kong, Lisbon, Budapest, São Paulo, Istanbul, Seoul, Saitama, New 
Delhi, Mumbai and Santiago de Chile. The troupe had already been 
able to gain a wide range of experiences with local cultures during 
their extensive touring activities, some of which also provided the 
impetus for later coproductions. However, in the case of the copro­
ductions, this travelling became a central component in the develop­
ment of new pieces: the dancers collected impressions, sometimes 
by wandering about and making random discoveries, sometimes at 
events that had been organized for them in advance. Meanwhile, the 
musical collaborators Matthias Burkert and Andreas Eisenschneider 
browsed local archives and combed through record stores and second­
hand shops – in search of, well… anything and everything that they 
could find locally in terms of music. Some travelers, including Pina 
Bausch herself, documented their impressions in photos and videos. 
Some of these photos later reappeared in the program booklets. 
	 Would the dancers have created scenes and dances differ­
ently in response to a ‘question’ about longing in Korea, India or 
Brazil than they would in Lisbon or Los Angeles? Would the obser­
vations that they made in countries that publicly stage the gestural 
language of love in different ways have a different influence on them? 
How would the dancers translate publicly visible, gender-specific 
gestures during rehearsals if they experienced the atmospheres in 
the coproducing places differently due to their own cultural back­
grounds and maybe also due to their own individual and situative 
moods? Would the cultural diversity of ‘answers’ to the subject of 
fear, for example, grow through local artistic research? Could some­
thing akin to an archive of feelings develop based on these different 
cultural perceptions and experiences – an archive that transcends 
situative perceptions and experiences and allows “suprahistorical 
kinship”28 to reveal itself? In her acceptance speech for the 2007 
Kyoto Prize, Pina Bausch pointed out: “And sometimes the questions 
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7  Research trip  
for Ten Chi  
Japan, 2003 

8  Research trip  
for Wiesenland  
Hungary, 1999
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9  Research trip  
for Wiesenland  
Hungary, 1999 

11  Research trip for  
“…como el musguito en la  

piedra, ay si, si , si…”  
Chile, 2009 

10  Research trip for  
Rough Cut  

Korea, 2004
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we have bring us back to experiences that are much older, which not only 
come from our culture and not only deal with the here and now. It is, as if 
a certain knowledge returns to us, which we indeed always had, but which 
is not conscious and present. It reminds us of something, which we all 
have in common.” 29

What the development of pieces looked like in connection with the 
research trips will be illustrated below using the example of two 
pieces: Only You (premiere 1996) and Wiesenland (premiere 2000).
	

only you

The piece Only You was created in collaboration with four us uni­
versities: the University of California Los Angeles, Arizona State 
University, the University of California Berkeley and the University 
of Texas at Austin, as well as with Darlene Neel Presentations, Rena 
Shagan Associates, Inc., and The Music Centre Inc. It premiered on 
May 11, 1996, in Wuppertal.30 The premiere of the piece was preceded 
by a joint rehearsal period from mid-January 1996 that covered a 
total of four work phases, the first phase beginning with rehearsals 
in Wuppertal. This phase was followed by a two-and-a-half-week 
research trip to the us in February 1996 and another rehearsal 
phase at the University of California Los Angeles (ucla), ending 
with the fourth and final rehearsal phase in Wuppertal. 
	 A total of 22 dancers contributed to the piece. As in almost 
all of Pina Bausch’s pieces, men and women were equally represent­
ed, in this case, by eleven men and eleven women.31 During the re­
search trip, the company visited the Magic Castle, Universal Studios, 
Downtown Los Angeles at night and the tent cities of the homeless, 
and attended a Cassandra Wilson concert and the church service 
of an Afro-American congregation in la. They went whale watching, 
talked to Paul Apodaca – a performer and Associate Professor of 
Sociology and American Studies at Chapman University, whose 
family comes from a Navajo reservation – went on a trip to Joshua 
Tree National Park, visited the redwood trees near la , received a 
visit from Peter Sellars at the ucla campus, rode public buses, went 
to jazz bars, striptease clubs, restaurants and gay bars, took open 
classes in rock and roll and swing, visited the Chinese Theater and 
the Believe It or Not Museum, and paid visits to the Walk of Fame on 
Hollywood Boulevard, Chinatown, West Hollywood, Santa Monica 
Boulevard and Venice Beach.
 	 “When you see the questions, you know already what it’s 
about, what I’m looking for,”32 Pina Bausch explained. During the 
rehearsal phases for Only You, she asked a total of 99 ‘questions,’ 
which she wrote down in shorthand. During the first rehearsal 
phase in Wuppertal, these were: 

Sendungen…);
Zeitschriften;
im Englischen nicht gängige Begriffe (Ausdruckstanz, Tanzoper…)
Questions/Cues von Pina Bausch (Love six times…), sofern sie nicht 
als eigener Block auftauchen (dann Kapitälchen)

Kapitälchen
Abkürzungen (DVD, RAF, US...);
Verweise in Klammern (Uraufführungen; andere Kapitel);
Questions/Cues von Pina Bausch, wenn in großen Blocks/Ab-
schnitten
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precautionary measure · no respect · a form of dependency · head cuddles · 
survival artist · distrust · bouncing back · provisional · provoking · defending 
· bluffing · something comfortable · attempt reconciliation · but not 
complaining · conservative · positive · asserting the right to · tempting · 
brave · starting from scratch · disarming · addressing the senses · wanting 
to make one’s fortune · desperately wanting to be good · being inventive · 
protective measures · six times in need · signals · with respect · six times  
punishment

During the second rehearsal phase in Los Angeles at the ucla 
campus, they were:

gestures in the house · something small very important · finding a reason 
for something unnecessary · suppressing · angel · Buffalo · six little explosions 
on the body · in front – behind · not yet patented · something with censor-
ship · something that you’ve dreamed · Try to make the best out of it · a  
movement that you’d like to do for an hour · a movement with breath ·  
afraid of not being beautiful enough · revealing something beautiful · some
thing with the elbow · so beautiful and so desperately lonely · feeling locked 
out · pleasant · being able to endure a lot · making something possible · 
pause in space · something that you’re very good at · very practical · in  
order to be loved · super kitsch · constructing a bogeyman · you have to be  
brave 33 · paul apodaca · it was well meant · Working hard · something real · 
movement with a stiff neck · six moments of pleasure · waking up from  
something · dammed to beautiful loneliness · sliding movement · movement 
head leads · something small that you’re worried about · joie de vivre · 
symbol of happiness

And, during the third rehearsal phase in Wuppertal: 
little feat of joy · without prejudice · head massage · working motion · 
being able to endure a lot · movement pulling in pairs · like fresh water · 
movement swaying · really wanting to feel a body part · catching · uncanny 
movement · lifting toward a movement · well-organized · ideally being at 
home everywhere · Western · punishing yourself · reality and illusion · 
first class/second class · Two jobs at the same time · californian longing · 
writing Angel in movement · writing Pretty in movement · writing moon in 
movement · porch swing · tableaux · trophies · peace pipe · circles/cycle

These examples demonstrate, on the one hand, that the ‘questions’ 
were based on concrete observations, many of them directly rela­
ting to the location. Sometimes they were posed in English and in­
cluded movement suggestions, such as writing ‘pretty,’ ‘angel’ or 
‘moon’ in movement. On the other hand, some ‘questions’ could also 
have been posed the same way or similarly during rehearsals for 
other pieces – requiring a specific and thus different ‘answer’ in 
the us, in a different situative and cultural context. Moreover, the 
‘questions’ were obviously not posed in a way that suggested that 
the piece was intended as kind of revue of the respective country. 
It was not about translating a representation of the host culture into 
the language of dance theater, which was what some critics and 
spectators expected, thus leading to disappointment (–› reception). 
The questions were too associative for that. Their openness alone 
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12  Research trip  
for Bamboo Blues  

India, 2006
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provided a lot of leeway for finding answers, the range of which be­
came unimaginably vast due to the dancers’ subjectivities and situ­
ative sensitivities, through the use of props and materials and, final­
ly, due to the option of choosing individual or group presentations.
	 Are the ‘questions’ still recognizable in the pieces? Can these 
starting points and thus points of reference to the coproducing country 
be detected in the respective scenes? Let us dive deeper into these 
questions by looking at another coproduction.
	

wiesenland

Wiesenland was created in collaboration with the Goethe-Institut 
Budapest and the Théâtre de la Ville in Paris. The piece premiered 
on May 5, 2000, in Wuppertal.34 The rehearsal period encompassed 
five work phases from August 1999 until the premiere in May 2000. 
The first phase began in mid-August with a research trip to Budapest, 
followed by one- to two-week rehearsals in the Lichtburg in Wup­
pertal. Final rehearsals took place between March and May 2000. 
This rehearsal process was interrupted by performances of other 
pieces that the dancers were appearing in at the time: Masurca Fogo 
(premiere 1998), Arien (premiere 1979), Kontakthof (premiere 1978), 
O Dido (premiere 1999) and Nelken. In addition, they also rehearsed 
Kontakthof with Seniors (premiere 2000) during this period. These 
performances and restagings not only repeatedly created distance 
to the rehearsal process but provided a basic frame for the genera­
tion of material for the new piece, as the dancers also had to reac­
quaint themselves with the material of the other pieces, to reembody 
them. This also guaranteed that dancers developed a connection to 
earlier pieces, especially dancers of the younger generation.
	 A total of 19 dancers contributed to Wiesenland, eight women 
and eleven men.35 During the research trip to Budapest that took 
place from August 18 to September 6, 1999, the company visited 
Lehel Square and the 8th district in Budapest. They visited orphan­
ages, discos, dance houses (czárdás), numerous baths and horse 
races, and went to street parties with processions. Together, they 
went to a church concert by Félix Lajkó, to the open-air concert of 
a zither ensemble and to a dance performance by Ferenc Novák’s 
Honvéd Ensemble at Trafó, a house for contemporary art in Buda­
pest, which also served as the company’s rehearsal space. They 
undertook a bus tour lasting several days to Nyírbátor, home of 
the Roma music ensemble Kék Láng, and received dance classes 
in Hungarian folk dancing at Trafó from Péter Ertl, who would later 
become the director of the National Dance Theater in Budapest. 
	 During rehearsals, Pina Bausch asked a total of 96 ‘questions,’ 
including the repeated prompt “Budapest” on different rehearsal 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839450550-004 - am 14.02.2026, 08:29:15. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839450550-004
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


195

days. Some were general ‘questions’ and others, especially during 
the rehearsals in Budapest, related to the experiences they had 
during their stay there and associations with Hungary, such as Felix 
Lajkó, Czárdás, Sissi, Rear courtyards, Baths, En route, Rural, Hun­
garian nostalgia, Landscape and Péter. Some terms were meant to 
be conveyed as movements, such as Igen (yes) and Duna (Danube). 
Another prompt was Wiesenland (meadow country), which later 
became the title of the piece. 
		  Stephan Brinkmann was a dancer in the original cast. He 
carefully wrote down his ‘answers’ and can still trace them back to 
individual scenes: in reaction to the cue Trance, which Pina Bausch 
gave at rehearsals in Budapest, he developed an idea that was inte­
grated into the first part of the piece and which he later implemented 
with Ruth Amarante and Michael Strecker. Ruth Amarente lies on 
her back in a plié with the soles of her feet touching the right-hand 
wall of the stage. As she smiles at the audience, Stephan Brinkmann 
and Michael Strecker come onto the stage and lift her up, until her 
legs are straight, but the soles of her feet still touch the wall. They 
then lay her back down again. 
	 At the rehearsals in Wuppertal in January, Brinkmann re­
sponded to Something with strength and energy by throwing tulle 
dresses into the air while Aida Vaineri stood behind him, whooping 
as she watched. In answer to How would you like others to treat you? 
he created a scene in which he ran his fingers through his hair. Then 
there was the second part of the “pullover scene,” which Stephan 
Brinkmann performed with Nayoung Kim: Nayoung Kim slowly 
comes onto the stage; Stephan Brinkmann walks toward her and 
pulls the back of his black sweater over his head, with his arms still 
stuck in the sleeves of the sweater. He sinks to his knees and places 
the back of the sweater on the floor so that she can step onto it. 
Standing on the sweater, she stretches out over his shoulders and 
Stephan Brinkmann lifts her up and leaves the stage. This scene was 
based on an idea that he developed in connection with one of the 
prompts that Pina Bausch gave during one of the last rehearsals. It 
was the poem Szóváltás (Exchange of Words) by Hungarian poet 
and translator Sándor Kányádi (1977), which she recited as follows: 

I carried you on my back
when you had no feet
and ungrateful as you are
you let yourself grow wings
you carried me on your back
when I had no feet
so as not to have to thank you forever
I let myself grow wings.36
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Pina Bausch probably rewrote this poem, which becomes evident 
when it is compared with the version translated into German by 
Franz Hodjak, which starts, “I carried you piggyback.” (“Ich trug 
dich huckepack”). Maybe she felt that this was too explicit to be 
transformed into movement. 
	 These examples show just how inquisitive, open and multi­
faceted Pina Bausch’s process of developing pieces was – and that 
it is impossible to conclusively connect scenes to ‘questions.’ For 
even when the phrases are known, it is only possible to situate them 
properly by examining and reconstructing them with the help of the 
people who were involved at the time, who remember the ‘questions’ 
as well as the ‘answers’ or who wrote them down, with the notes 
helping them to remember even years later. But not all dancers did 
this, and while assistants may have written down all the ‘questions’, 
they did not necessarily write down all the ‘answers’. 
	 Does exploring the relationship between the ‘questions’ and 
scenes in the pieces make any sense at all? Yes, it does, for these steps 
in the process allow us to pursue an inquiry of general importance 
for the theory of art and dance: is knowing what Pina Bausch wanted 
to say with the piece, what it personally meant to her, important for 
the reception of that same piece? The choreographer always refused 
to answer this question. In 1980, she explained to the journalist of 
a youth magazine: “People say it’s all so easy, that we should simply 

perform for the audience. But that’s precisely the difficulty: for which au­
dience? The audience is so very diverse. Everyone sees differently, every­
one has different thoughts. So, who are we performing for?”37 Nevertheless, 

audiences and critics (–› reception) kept asking her, the dancers 
and themselves these questions over and over again. The audience 
wanted to know what Pina Bausch was trying to ‘say’ with the piece, 
and they also wanted and still want to identify something of the co­
producing places in the coproductions themselves. Interestingly, as our 
audience surveys have shown, spectators occasionally do also see 
what led to a scene, such as the “fountain scene” in Viktor. A fema­
le dancer sits hanging over the back of a chair with outstretched 
arms. Male dancers fill up her mouth with water from a plastic 
bottle, as she continuously spits that same water back out again 
like a fountain. Some spectators interpreted this scene as being the 
famous Fontana di Trevi in Rome. And in fact, the inspiration for 
this scene really was the prompt Trevi Fountain. However, direct 
connections between individual ‘questions’ and scenes in the pieces 
cannot always be established. Although the sum of all of the ‘ques­
tions’ asked for an individual piece provides us with some indication 
of the mood and color of the piece, the multiple steps of translating 
from ‘question’ to ‘answer’ and then into a scene are so productive 
precisely because the aesthetic quest is so ambiguous. The identical 
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translation of language into movement or into a scene fails – or 
rather: is doomed to fail – and the aesthetic productivity of the 
process emerges out of this very failure. 
	

Artistic practices of (un)certainty

One of the central aspects of Pina Bausch’s method of developing 
pieces was to find a balance during rehearsals between certainty 
and trust on the one hand and practices of inciting both uncer­
tainty and a willingness to risk showing something on the other 
hand. This balancing act is what differentiates the artistic work 
process from modern society’s goal of providing people with more 
certainty and security – an idea embedded in the legally defined 
protection and observance of human rights, in social security and 
unemployment benefits, in pension plans, in safety regulations on 
roads and in the air, in security measures at government institutions 
and in labor protection laws. Consequently, insecurity and uncer­
tainty in social contexts are considered something threatening, 
confusing, something that rocks the foundations of a society or of 
an individual – a transition, confusion or state of emergency. 
	 Two positions are commonly found: one that claims that we 
are facing growing uncertainty, observing and critically commenting 
on this fact with concern and suspicion, the argument being that we 
lose social certainty in times of detraditionalization. Increasing 
mobility and flexibilization, and the acceleration of communication 
due to the development of digital media are intensifying this process. 
The result is a loss of routine, making the social increasingly su­
sceptible to crisis. Social security, state provisions, sedentariness, 
social involvement and reciprocal duties disappear in favor of a lack 
of commitment, a loss of attachment, nomadic lifestyles and social 
disintegration, leading to increasingly anxious and insecure indi­
viduals and uncertain social and government institutions. In this 
diagnosis, the discourse of uncertainty has one core thought: we 
are living in a time of crisis. 
	 Diagnoses of crisis are omnipresent. The list of postulated 
crisis scenarios ranges from the financial and debt crisis and 
government and legitimacy crises to the crisis of the political, the 
public sphere and the education system, of art and of culture. In 
Europe, interpretations of a global crisis are intensifying once  
more. All kinds of uncertainty are being postulated under the label 
“Euro(pean)crisis”: the globalized economy is eroding the securities 
that workers previously relied on and, in politics, we are seeing the 
disappearance of European solidarity. In the wake of a worldwide 
financial crisis, we are encountering renationalization, everyday 
social upheavals, irreversible social asymmetries and aggravated 
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movements of inclusion and exclusion. All of this is creating a range 
of social, cultural, economic, generational and ethnic uncertainties. 
	 Unlike this position of historical diagnosis, one sociological 
perspective argues that crisis and thus uncertainty are fundamental 
elements of every society.38 This position does not conceive of un­
certainty as an irritant or as a state of emergency in processes of 
social transformation. Instead of describing tendencies or one-sided 
developments, this idea looks at the fundamental structure of the 
social fabric. In this sense, it inquires into the potential of uncer­
tainty, which can also be viewed as a prerequisite of possibility, 
breaking up routines and searching for ways into the open. This 
social theory thus argues that the topos of (un)certainty has been 
a constant presence throughout modernity. This has several con­
sequences: on the one hand, the uncertainties generated by crisis 
potentially unsettle the assumption that existing systems are safe 
and questions the inevitability of associated, ‘entrenched’ social 
structures. Ongoing uncertainty therefore also opens up opportu­
nities to criticize the system and discover alternatives. However, 
the possibility of an open future is always accompanied by the 
certitude of ongoing uncertainty as well. 
	 Art history deals with the topos of uncertainty in a similar 
way to these sociological approaches. On the one hand, it considers 
the task of art in modernity to be the questioning of certainties and 
perceptual habits and expects art to undermine, confuse, criticize, 
scrutinize and reflect upon them. In other words: certainties, mainly 
understood as routines of perception in aesthetic discourse, need 
to be brought into crisis. Thus, in art, uncertainty has potential; it 
is a path into the open, into what is coming. 
	 Dance in particular can be understood as a phenomenon of 
uncertainty par excellence. In this respect, dance studies have – in 
short – developed three main positions. The first considers dance 
to be ephemeral, something that evades language and writing and, 
in this sense, every form of rationalization and categorization as 
well.39 It is thus the last form of magic in a disenchanted world. The 
second position defines dance as that which undermines the order 
of choreography, as productive resistance against choreography as 
prescription, as ‘law.’40 The third stance considers dance to be a 
special experience of movement, which, unlike sport, is not move­
ment as purpose, but rather as “pure mediality.”41 It is thus capable 
of representing the unsettling of incorporated patterns of social 
experience. Accordingly, recent theater, dance and performance 
studies research has inquired into dance’s potential to cause crises 
of perceptual habits. Where and how do these productive ruptures, 
demarcations and transgressions reveal themselves in artistic work? 
So far, this question has mainly been pursued in performance and 
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stage analyses in the field of dance studies. However, what has re­
ceived less attention is how uncertainty influences the actual artistic 
practice of production itself. How is uncertainty generated in such 
processes? What relevance and productivity does uncertainty in 
artistic processes hold for participants and for the development of 
pieces and their aesthetic positings?
	 These issues of (un)certainty are especially pertinent to the 
working methods used by Pina Bausch with the Tanztheater Wup­
pertal. The long period in which the company worked together gen­
erated specific routines that provided certainty: the consistency 
with which the dancers performed their roles over many years, thus 
developing specific characters and a distinct movement language in 
their solos. Members of the company worked and traveled together 
for many years, sometimes even decades. They relied on one another 
and had to find a good balance between intimacy and distance. In 
spite of occasional changes in the composition of the ensemble, this 
closeness produced a specific collective identity – the “Bausch troupe” 
– as well as a canon of values that provided the foundation for their 
work and their reliance on one another (–› company). The fact that 
Pina Bausch very rarely personally dismissed any of her dancers 
also provided security, and, ultimately, it was the trust placed in the 
principle of passing on material from generation to generation that 
promised certainty. So far (as of 2020), most dancers have been able 
to personally pass on the roles that they themselves developed to 
other dancers. Thus, they have it within their power to ensure that 
the roles are translated well. 
	 All contributors to a production were allowed to watch re­
hearsals, but only very rarely was anyone present who did not be­
long to the company. This allowed a feeling of collective security to 
grow over the years. The familiar spatial environment during re­
hearsals at the Lichtburg, where everyone had a “corner,” reinforced 
this sense of certainty. Open rehearsals, still on the Saturday program 
during the first season of 1973/74 in the old ballet studio of the 
Wuppertal opera house, were quickly scrapped. During rehearsals, 
the company utilized this safe space to play with practices of un­
certainty. These included the choreographer’s ‘questions,’ but also 
the ‘answers’ of the dancers. They were constantly challenged to 
transcend their own routines (the inscribed character roles or their 
personal repertoires of movement) and to explore the boundaries 
of safe performance. Since some ‘questions’ were repeatedly posed 
throughout the rehearsal period, dancers were also challenged to 
set them in relation to each new situation. What did, for example, 
earning trust mean for dancers in November 1996 in Hong Kong, 
when the ‘question’ was posed during a research trip for the piece 
The Window Washer, as opposed to in October 1997 in Wuppertal, 
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when it was posed once more during rehearsals for Masurca Fogo, 
this time after the research trip to Lisbon?
	 For Pina Bausch, asking the same ‘question’ again and again 
was not an act of repetition, but rather constituted a shift, a trans­
lation into another context, because the ‘question’ and the dancer’s 
perceptions of it were constantly changing, prompting them to ‘answer’ 
differently each time. Some dancers made reference to their earlier 
‘answers’; some showed something completely different. All this was 
unsettling and sometimes unnerving as well – as some dancers re­
called in their interviews with me – but it also led to creativity: what 
can I show and what do I want to show? This ‘question’ again? What 
can I develop in response to it today? The others always think of 
something new – why can’t I? Uncertainty was also generated due 
to the fact that it was unclear for many months which ‘answers’ 
Pina Bausch would choose, which scenes would find a place in the 
piece and who would be allowed to dance a solo. Even after the 
dancers had been asked to reconstruct and continue working on 
what they had previously shown, they still could not be sure that 
the scene would actually be chosen for the final version of the piece. 
	 Moreover, there were key moments of uncertainty for those 
with a dance solo in the piece. The solos were developed without 
music or occasionally with music that they had chosen themselves. 
However, Pina Bausch would decide for herself much later what 
music to use, determining what she considered to be appropriate 
for the piece and for the solo. She was the author. The quality of 
the music changed the solo once more, and the dancers were asked 
to simply deal with it. Dominique Mercy remembers not at all liking 
the music that Pina Bausch first tried out and then selected for his 
solo in the piece Ten Chi (premiere 2004). He thought it was too 
intense, which unsettled him and made him react angrily. Only over 
time did he grow to like it and consider it productive for his dance.42 
	 The set (–› pieces, company) was another thing that the dancers 
were only confronted with during final rehearsals. The reason for 
this was that Pina Bausch only made her decisions about the set 
at a very late point in time, meaning that the scene shops had to 
produce it at very short notice. This forced the dancers to situatively 
deal with their surroundings; they were not able to prepare. More 
often than not, the set was conceived of as an action space and, in 
many pieces, its materials presented new challenges. For example, 
in The Rite of Spring, the dancers have to dance on peat; in Nelken, 
they wade through a field of artificial flowers; in 1980, they walk 
across a lawn; in Palermo Palermo (premiere 1989), they balance on 
stones; in Ten Chi, they slide through water; and in “…como el mus­
guito en la piedra, ay si, si, si…”, they jump over the cracks that open 
up in the stage floor. As a result, their costumes become full of soil, 
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wet and heavy with water; the materials help to shape the move­
ments, resisting and challenging the dancers anew in every perfor­
mance. The set thus plays a significant role in adding to the unique, 
unrepeatable character of every performance, drawing attention to 
its spatial and temporal situatedness. Long before the performative 
turn in scholarship and contemporary art, Pina Bausch believed 
that it was the performance that made the piece. 
	 Questions such as, ‘What is the quality of the peat like? Is 
it wet, dry, hard, muddy, sandy?’ have been important throughout 
the 40 years that The Rite of Spring has been performed worldwide 
so far, and they have constantly helped to create uncertainty. The 
dancers only receive an answer to this question once they feel the 
peat under their feet onstage. The same applies to Palermo Palermo, 
because the stones of the fallen wall scatter across the stage differ­
ently in every performance, and the dancers have to walk and dance 
on them wherever they fall.
	 Thus, specific uncertainties in the rehearsal process came 
from long periods of not knowing what Pina Bausch would want 
to see again, what she might choose for the piece and when she 
would finally decide for sure. In other words, a dancer’s position in 
the piece was not certain for a very long period of time. The aesthet­
ic principle of uncertainty meant keeping the dancers from devel­
oping routines, making them stay ‘fresh’ and preventing them from 
lapsing into routinized patterns, from reproducing or representing. 
Even after the premiere, the piece was not finished: “Sometimes I 

realize that it can’t be done before the premiere. But I know that I won’t 
stop changing it until it’s right. Otherwise I wouldn’t be able to go on such 
an adventure with myself. There are some things that I don’t touch after 
the premiere, simply because they just evolved that way. But there are other 
areas where I know that I have to do something, which I then try out in 
the next performances, because you can only ever determine whether it’s 
right in relation to the whole thing.”43

	 In this respect, the work process was in fact a consistently 
unsettling work in progress. Confronted with new situations (stage 
designs, materials, rearranged choreographies), the participants 
were forced to act situatively and performatively. For the dancers, 
this meant that they could not simply rehearse and perform their 
‘parts,’ but rather had to recreate them in each respective situation. 
	 The work process of the Tanztheater Wuppertal under Pina 
Bausch shows how practices of uncertainty influence the artistic 
production process. Even though the working method of ‘asking 
questions’ and the temporal structure of how the pieces were devel­
oped became routine over time, it did not change the liberating, pro­
ductive power of situative practices of (un)certainty. Pina Bausch’s 
working methods reflect a performative understanding of dance and 
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choreography: individual scenes were not intended to be acted out, 
depicted or presented, but were rather meant to be made, created 
and generated anew in every performance. Perhaps the methods of 
the Tanztheater Wuppertal are the realization of the idea that (un-)
certainty is not an essential term and can be described not as a 
state, but as a constant practice of (un)settling, which challenges 
the subject to show itself in new and different ways. Ultimately, 
the production practices of the Tanztheater Wuppertal also give 
rise to a fundamental consideration: that certainty is inherent to 
every uncertainty and that the production of certainty must be 
conceived of from the margins, from the idea that becoming secure 
and being assured can only ever be achieved through performative 
practices of uncertainty.
		

Choreographic development as translation
	
Developing pieces with the Tanztheater Wuppertal under Pina Bausch 
was a constant and complex process of translating: from situative, 
everyday, cultural experience into dance and choreography, between 
language and movement, movement and writing, between various 
languages and cultures, and between different media and materials. 
Pina Bausch developed an artistic working method with the Tanz­
theater Wuppertal, whose practices – on-site research, ‘asking ques­
tions,’ trying out ideas – have been adopted by choreographers and 
directors worldwide and thus have in turn themselves also gained 
many new facets of translation. This working method was an initial 
act of aesthetic positing. It was followed by a second act of aesthetic 
positing, which was just as radical for its time: the introduction of 
the compositional method of montage – which had previously been 
used in film, especially in Russian constructivist films, and in the 
plays of Bertolt Brecht – to choreography, as it was also being at­
tempted in dance at the time by artists such as Merce Cunningham, 
albeit in a different way. Not only did this new working method 
abandon the dramaturgy of linear narrative structure and introduce 
the fragmentary into dance dramaturgy, it also decentralized the­
atrical space, replacing the central perspective with multiple centers. 
It found ways to allow differences to stand side by side while also 
making them compatible with each other, and balanced out the sub­
jectivity of individual dancers and the collectivity of the ensemble. 
	 The working method used by the Tanztheater Wuppertal to 
develop pieces were process-oriented and not bound to a specific 
topic. They aligned with the needs of the company members and 
their subjective, everyday perceptions, experiences and specific 
skills. Pina Bausch once said: “I do always have to think of my 
dancers as well, and if one of them only has one big scene in a piece, 
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I can’t throw that scene out as long as the dancer is still a member of 
the ensemble.”44 However, in the interviews that I conducted with 
dancers, a few of them admitted that they were ashamed if they 
could not come up with good responses to the ‘questions’ posed 
during rehearsals and that there were cases of silent jealousy when 
other dancers were given strong roles. They also confirmed that 
they were sometimes afraid that what they had shown would not 
be selected for the piece or would only be considered in passing. 
In a public talk organized for the exhibition Pina Bausch and the 
Tanztheater at the Bundeskunsthalle in Bonn,45 which included a 
‘faithful’ reconstruction of the Lichtburg and thus a musealization 
of their current workplace, the dancers Azusa Seyama, Fernando 
Suels Mendoza and Kenji Takagi vividly described this precarious 
situation of uncertainty, which could sometimes stretch for months 
and even up until the day of the premiere. In some cases, the dis­
appointment of some dancers when their material was not consid­
ered led them to leave the company. While it was rare for Pina 
Bausch to directly dismiss a dancer herself, not including or only 
tolerating their material in the piece was a means of encouraging 
them to move on. Sometimes, a particular passage was then cut out 
in retrospect. 
	 The artistic working method also required a radical collabora­
tive approach, which, especially in the early years, was extremely 
unusual at the time. “Dare More Democracy” – this important slogan, 
which summed up chancellor Willy Brandt’s 1969 governing policy 
at the peak of the student movement, also began making itself felt 
in dance: a young generation of artists began to loudly question the 
classical German theater system while shaking up its rigid, hierar­
chical structures. As chief choreographer of the Tanztheater Darm­
stadt, Gerhard Bohner (1936-1992) and his company developed the 
piece Lilith in 1972, featuring in the role of Lilith and as a kind of 
anti-ballerina the well-known ballerina Silvia Kesselheim, who had 
joined Gerhard Bohner after dancing with the Staatsoper Hamburg, 
the Stuttgarter Ballett and the Deutsche Oper in Berlin. The choreo­
grapher and his ensemble viewed the Darmstadt company’s first 
production as an experiment. With participation as its theme, the 
performance attempted to involve the audience in the creation of 
the choreography by making the rehearsal process transparent and 
thus exposing ballet as a theatrical illusion of superficial beauty. 
The experiment in Darmstadt failed, and Silvia Kesselheim went 
on to join the Tanztheater Wuppertal in 1983, as did Marion Cito 
(–› company). Formerly first soloist at the Deutsche Oper in West 
Berlin, Marion Cito moved to Darmstadt in order to specifically 
work with Gerhard Bohner. In 1976, she accepted a position as a 
dancer with the Tanztheater Wuppertal and later assumed full re­
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sponsibility for the costumes of the company after the death of 
Rolf Borzik. Overcoming power structures within theater institu­
tions was immensely important to the artistic work of both Ger­
hard Bohner and Pina Bausch. At the same time, it provided a con­
stant source of conflict, especially during the early years, with the 
orchestra and the choir, who found the new dance aesthetics to be 
extremely suspect, and the stage technicians, who did not want to 
go down this new and unfamiliar path with her. Thus, the artistic 
collaborators who really did accompany and support her were all 
the more important. Using her working method, Pina Bausch sought 
to achieve a balance between the individual and the collective, the 
latter becoming very diverse due to the multiculturalism of her 
dancers. Of course, other companies have had similar structures, 
but in the case of the Tanztheater Wuppertal under Pina Bausch, 
the collaborative method of working across cultures on the basis 
of individual experience meant that cultural translation itself be­
came a fundamental aesthetic principle.
	 Moreover, certain routines established themselves over the 
long periods that artistic collaborators such as Hans Pop, Marion 
Cito, Peter Pabst and Matthias Burkert, and organizational staff 
members such as Claudia Irman, Sabine Hesseling and Ursula Popp 
worked with the company. Some dancers, such as Jan Minařík, 
Dominique Mercy, Lutz Förster and Nazareth Panadero, who were 
members of the company for far longer than an average dancer’s 
career, namely for 20 to almost 40 years – in some cases, with in­
terruptions – made a significant contribution to generating, estab­
lishing and passing on specific behaviors, practices and routines 
that proved to be crucial to and influential on the aesthetics of the 
Tanztheater Wuppertal and the collective identity of the company. 
These included dancers’ spots and “corners” in the Lichtburg, the 
standard workday as it evolved over decades with training and 
“critique” of the previous night’s performance,46 the research trips, 
and the way that rehearsals and performances were run. The con­
sistency with which dancers performed their roles and staged spe­
cific characters over the course of many years – such as Julie Sha­
nahan’s “hysterical woman” and Eddie Martinez’s “happy boy” – 
and the way in which dancers like Rainer Behr and Kenji Takagi 
were able to develop their own incomparable language of movement 
in their solos, was and is also unusual, if not even unique for dance 
companies of this size.
	 In particular, the decades of collaboration within the com­
pany illustrate that forms of artistic collaboration are always ‘mod­
els of reality’ as well. They reveal which practices have been pos­
sible for artists in which periods of history: a company the size of 
the Tanztheater Wuppertal, with some of the same people working 
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together for decades, is a historical relic at the beginning of the 21st 
century, in the age of neoliberal arts policies and project- and net­
work-based working methods. The forms of collectivity that have 
been practiced in the ensemble and that have found their way into 
the artistic practices are therefore different to the collective practices 
generated within the context of project- and network-based artistic 
work. Against the backdrop of the difficulties that renowned chore­
ographers such as William Forsythe and Sasha Waltz had continuing 
their companies in the 2010s,47 it seems all the more remarkable 
that Pina Bausch was able to retain and finance her large dance 
theater ensemble of more than 30 dancers and employees for so 
many years. The generous support of the Goethe-Institut, which 
no longer grants such assistance to choreographers, not even to 
the Tanztheater Wuppertal, made a significant contribution to these 
developments. And so, the extent of the company’s touring activities 
and the extremely broad international response to this singular 
German dance company remain unrivalled to this day.
	

Passing on choreographies
	
In November 2018, the company performed the piece Nefés, which 
had premiered in 2003, at the Teatro Alfa in São Paulo, Brazil. At 
that point in time, the piece had 20 performers (at the premiere there 
had been 19), ten female and ten male dancers. It was a special piece 
in the history of the Tanztheater Wuppertal, for in 2009 the company 
had been toured the same piece in Poland. On the day of the third 
and final performance of Nefés at the Opera House in Wroclaw, the 
members of the ensemble learned that Pina Bausch had died that 
morning in Wuppertal. It quickly became clear that they would not 
cancel the show that evening in spite of their deep shock. The dancers 
wanted to dance – for Pina Bausch. They performed the piece that 
evening and then finished the tour, which subsequently took them 
to Spoleto and Moscow. As Cornelia Albrecht, general manager of 
the Tanztheater Wuppertal at the time, remembers, it was an “unfor­
gettable event and experience, the way this wonderful company 
danced after its great loss.”48 Nefés means ‘breath’ in Turkish – living, 
living on, even if Pina Bausch, the unquestioned heart of the Tanz­
theater Wuppertal cosmos, had stopped beating. 
	 When Nefés was shown in São Paulo, the piece had already 
completed 15 tours49 and had been shown repeatedly in Wuppertal. 
In São Paulo, the premiere began at 9:00 p.m., which was rather 
unusual for Pina Bausch’s long pieces. Starting earlier would not 
have made sense in São Paulo in general and especially not at the 
beautiful, remote Teatro Alfa, located to the south of the urban 
metropolis. Given the constant traffic chaos on a weekday, the trip 
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to the theater promised to be long and grueling for most of the au­
dience members after their normal workday. However, the late start 
also meant that the presenters had to choose a piece that did not 
last for four hours, like many other Pina Bausch pieces. Nefés only 
runs for 2 hours and 50 minutes. As in the case of other pieces, the 
roles of the individual dancers in Nefés had also been passed on 
over the years, sometimes even two to three times. The situation 
in São Paulo was special, as only eight of the dancers from the 
original cast were still performing. Around half of the group now 
consisted of young dancers who had joined the company after Pina 
Bausch’s death, most of whom had therefore never met the choreo­
grapher in person. Héléna Pikon and Robert Sturm, who had already 
assisted Pina Bausch in the original development of the piece, now 
conducted the rehearsals. For weeks and months, individual roles 
and dances were passed on and rehearsed in Wuppertal, with another 
two rehearsals and a general rehearsal in São Paulo. 
	 How are pieces, roles, scenes and dances passed on and what 
happens during this process? These kinds of questions are of partic­
ular importance to the artists who feel responsible for this process 
of ‘passing on.’ But these questions have also become an important 
subject of discussion in dance studies within the contexts of other 
questions such as: what are the aesthetic limitations that reveal 
themselves in the process of passing on choreography? How is it 
possible to pass on material, and what means and methods are re­
quired? In this respect, passing on dance and choreography is not 
only an everyday practice of the Tanztheater Wuppertal but also a 
central object of discourse in contemporary dance. However, aca­
demic debate has so far mainly concentrated on archives, and forms 
and cultures of memory.50

	 Since the birth of modern concert dance at the beginning of 
the 20th century, from the postmodern dance of the 1960s to the 
contemporary dance that has emerged since the 1990s, the crucial 
question has been: how can works that are intimately bound to the 
subjectivity, life experience and individual style of specific choreo­
graphers be preserved and passed on? For unlike in the visual arts, 
a ‘work’ of dance is physically linked to individual authors, choreo­
graphers or dancers, and to the dancing bodies that make it visible 
and tangible in performance. Unlike dramatic theater – which is a 
spatial and temporal art form that, like dance, only exists in per­
formance – modern and contemporary dance pieces like those of 
Pina Bausch are not based on a script or text that requires trans­
lation into a theatrical language or framework. The difficulty in pass­
ing on choreography and dance lies in the fact that, unlike in the 
case of ballet, they are only rarely based on a fixed movement tech­
nique. Moreover, in contrast to classical ballet, there is usually no 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839450550-004 - am 14.02.2026, 08:29:15. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839450550-004
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


207

notation of the works – even of the pieces of Pina Bausch – that 
might help to reconstruct them. Film recording technology devel­
oped almost parallel to the emergence of modern dance, which is 
why there are film recordings of early modern dance. At almost the 
same pace as postmodern dance, vhs and digital video recording 
technology developed from the early 1970s and mid-1990s respec­
tively and were also used intensively by the Tanztheater Wupper­
tal from the 1970s. However, there has been little consistency in the 
quality of this film material; moreover, most of it was not system-
atically compiled nor produced or archived for the specific purpose 
of passing on dances. This shortcoming became painfully obvious 
at the beginning of the 21st century, due in part to the death of great 
and important choreographers of Western dance history such as 
Maurice Béjart, Merce Cunningham and Pina Bausch, who had worked 
with their companies for decades. It also brought up the question 
of how and whether these works, which were paradigmatic and 
groundbreaking in the history of dance as an art form, could be 
passed on and thus kept alive for future generations. Some choreo­
graphers have responded to this question in the negative, empha­
sizing the transitory nature of dance and the historical and cultural 
contextualization of choreographies, which resist the musealization 
of dance. Merce Cunningham, who like Pina Bausch died in 2009, 
decreed that the Merce Cunningham Dance Company, which he found­
ed in 1953, would go on a final two-year farewell tour after his death 
and then disband.51 The estate of the Cunningham Dance Foundation 
and the intellectual property rights to his pieces were then trans­
ferred to the Merce Cunningham Trust, which now grants leading 
dance companies the rights to perform Cunningham’s works and 
thus facilitates the dissemination of Cunningham’s choreographies. 
	 The legacy of Pina Bausch presents a very different case. 
Passing on her material was not a major, challenging task that the 
Tanztheater Wuppertal was only confronted with after her death. The 
passing on of roles and choreographies had already played a major 
role in the work of the choreographer, her assistants and the com­
pany for many years prior to her death. Pina Bausch’s credo was to 
preserve the pieces, to keep them in the repertoire and to perform 
them again and again. She wanted the ‘old ’ to constantly be trans­
lated into something ‘new.’ In this way, she also introduced younger 
generations of dancers to each respective piece and its specific 
performance practices and socialized above all those who came 
from other dance traditions into the corporeal and dance aesthet­
ics of the Tanztheater Wuppertal. 
	 These restagings, which sought to perpetuate the temporal 
art of dance, distinguished Pina Bausch from other choreographers. 
The Tanztheater Wuppertal replaced the idea of the ‘new’ – which 
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13  Pina Bausch’s worktable 
Wuppertal, approx. 1983 
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had been so central to modern avant-garde art, but had always simul­
taneously insinuated an assault on tradition – with the idea that 
pieces would always become different and encounter specific audi­
ences, that they would be received in other ways – due to changing 
casts and varying historical, political, cultural and situative contexts 
– but would still be the same pieces. Identity and difference have 
therefore always been one genuine component of the processes of 
restaging and passing on. 
	 One central aspect of the artistic work of Pina Bausch and the 
Tanztheater Wuppertal was the passing on of roles, scenes, solos 
and group dances to new, often younger dancers, but also of entire 
pieces to other companies – such as Orpheus und Eurydike (pre-
miere 1975) and The Rite of Spring to the Opéra national de Paris – 
and to amateur dancers – such as the passing on of the piece Kon­
takthof to teenagers and senior citizens – as well as the transfer of 
her artistic work to other media – such as Pina Bausch’s own feature 
film The Plaint of the Empress (1987) and Pedro Almodóvar’s  
Hable con ella (2002) as well as countless documentary films like 
What are Pina Bausch and Her Dancers Doing in Wuppertal (1978), 
One day Pina asked… (1983), Coffee with Pina (2006) and Dancing 
Dreams: Teenagers Perform “Kontakthof” by Pina Bausch (2010).
	 In principle, acts of passing on expertise, life experience or 
acquired knowledge, artistic decisions or aesthetic styles all pursue 
the same intention: to pass on as much as possible as correctly as 
possible, while ensuring that the recipients understand, accept and 
adopt it as intended. The process of passing on – e.g., from one 
generation to the next – can take place orally (through narratives), 
in writing (through recorded statements, autobiographies, docu­
mentation, academic work) or visually (through photo, film and 
video material). Images and writings that document and record 
knowledge are especially relevant when it comes to practices of 
passing on across generations and cultures. This process transfers 
something from the communicative memory of an oral narrative 
culture into enduring, long-term cultural memory as described by 
Aleida Assmann52 and Jan Assmann.53

	 In the process of being passed on, material but also imma­
terial things – such as choreographic and dance knowledge, dance 
and choreography – change their meaning and their value. This is 
above all due to the way that each individual attaches a different 
level of importance to and takes on a different level of responsibil­
ity for what they receive. Moreover, each time something immaterial 
is passed on, it is placed within a new personal, historical, social 
and cultural context, constantly generating new meanings and 
values through new framings. The relationship between translation 
and its framings is of great importance in this regard,54 i.e. , the 
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questions of how, what, when, where and through what something 
is passed on and how meaning is generated in the process. Unlike 
material things, immaterial things are never the same once they 
are passed on; they lack thingness and objecthood. But like material 
things, which are sometimes refurbished, renovated or restored 
before being passed on, the aspects of immaterial things that have 
been lost are often reconstructed in the process of being passed 
on, e.g., through new sources, oral history and/or historiographic 
research. 
	 Passing on dance therefore does not simply mean transferring 
the same object or content. Passing on is in fact a process of trans­
lation, subject to the paradoxical relationship between identity and 
difference: passing on is meant to transport something identical, but 
it can only do so by simultaneously producing difference. It is pre­
cisely this tension between identity and difference that makes the 
process of passing on so interesting to both artistic production 
and scholarship. 
	 Passing on is based on a process of give and take. Giving 
and taking do not necessarily have to be a consciously designed 
process, as in the case of inheritance. Often the giver decides what 
they wish to pass on how, to whom and when. These decisions are 
rarely mere cognitive acts; unconscious, emotional, affective and 
irrational factors tend to play quite an important role. However, all 
these decisions made by the giver are ultimately meaningless with­
out a taker, without someone willing to accept the legacy, to make 
it theirs, to bear responsibility for it. It requires people who are 
willing to accept something, to give it meaning, to attach value to 
it, to classify it as important, to nurture it and to take it into the 
future. Passing on thus also has something to do with transfer, 
transmission, distribution and dissemination, and these processes 
are connected to ethical and moral issues and sometimes even to 
aspects of sociopolitical and cultural responsibility. 
	 These aspects of passing on have had an impact on the work 
of the Tanztheater Wuppertal. Passing on roles, scenes, solos and 
group dances to new, often younger dancers is an everyday prac­
tice in an ensemble whose members have worked together for what 
is now more than 40 years. The practice itself is ambivalent, as it 
has become a routinized workflow on the one hand while, on the 
other, always producing new, unstable and uncertain situations for 
the individual dancers passing on their dances or learning dances 
from others.55 “Yes, but that has to do with the fact that some moods 

– say, after a cast change – simply aren’t right any more. That you’re then 
disappointed because you feel it. Time and again, pieces have slid away. 
But then, all of a sudden, they’ve been back again, and then everything 
has made sense again.”56
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	 After she became director of the Tanztheater Wuppertal, 
Pina Bausch did not develop any new choreographies with any 
other ensembles, and she only passed on two choreographies to 
one other company, namely The Rite of Spring and Orpheus und 
Eurydike to the Opéra national de Paris. Only after her death did 
the Pina Bausch Foundation, directed by her son Salomon Bausch, 
decide to pass on further pieces: For the Children of yesterday, today 
and tomorrow (premiere 2002) to the Bayerisches Staatsballett for 
the 2016/17 season; The Rite of Spring to the English National Ballet 
in 2017; Café Müller (premiere 1978) to Ballett Vlaanderen, the royal 
Flemish ballet company, for the 2016/17 season57; and Iphigenie auf 
Tauris to the Semperoper Dresden in 2019. In a joint project carried 
out in cooperation with the École des Sables of Senegalese choreo­
grapher and dancer Germaine Acogny, dancers trained in African 
dance studied and performed The Rite of Spring in spring 2020.
	 How is it possible to pass on art – something that is not 
explicit, something that cannot be categorized or objectified, but 
rather that claims to be open, ambiguous, polysemous, sensory, 
emotional, affective? How is passing on possible in the performing 
arts, which emphasize the momentary, the eventful, the situational? 
And how does the process of passing on take place in the case of 
dance, which is generally considered to be fleeting, ephemeral, un­
speakable, the Other of language?
		

Practices of passing on

“Yes, of course it is very difficult to find someone to take over these differ­
ent roles when dancers leave the company. Of course, you give a lot of 
thought to certain qualities, but you don’t find the same person again. Thank 
God, I won’t ever have to do that with some people, that would be unthink­
able. […]. Of course, if I know that someone is leaving, I try to get that per­
son to teach the part to the other person. That’s the ideal situation. The 
very best thing is if they study the role together before I intervene at all.”58 

	 The process of passing on Pina Bausch’s choreographies is 
complex, long-term, multilayered, elaborate and expensive. It took 
a total of nine years to pass on the piece For the Children of yes­
terday, today and tomorrow. As she describes in an interview,59 
Bettina Wagner-Bergelt, deputy director of the Bayerisches Staats­
ballett at the time and artistic director of the Tanztheater Wupper­
tal since 2018, first considered acquiring the piece after its restag­
ing in 2007 and even spoke with Pina Bausch about it at the time. 
After Pina Bausch’s death, Bettina Wagner-Bergelt resumed the con­
versation with her son Salomon Bausch. Rehearsals began in 2014. 
The rehearsal phase then lasted, with interruptions, for one-and-a-
half years, from fall 2014 until April 2016. It was a collective process 
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of remembering that involved many people, including 14 dancers 
alone from the Tanztheater Wuppertal and – in the end, after all the 
dancers of the Bayerisches Staatsballett had learned their various 
initial roles – 28 dancers from the Bayerisches Staatsballett, i.e., 
two full casts. In total, the process probably involved more than 
100 people, taking into account all of the other artistic and tech­
nical staff members. 
	 There is usually notation available of choreographies from 
the classical ballet repertoire that companies can use. Even neo­
classical ensembles, such as the Hamburg Ballett, and some modern 
companies work with notators or choreologists who set the pieces 
down in writing. The relationship between movement and writing 
inherent to choreo-graphy (choros: round dance; graphein: to write), 
which always locates choreography at the crossroads between per­
formance and writing,60 is not evident in Pina Bausch’s choreogra­
phies. As with many modern and contemporary choreographers, 
there is no notation and thus also no ‘script’ of the movement event 
– and similarly, there is great skepticism on the part of choreo­
graphers toward ‘postscripts,’ i.e., dance reviews and academic writ­
ings, and toward their own spoken words. As translator Michel 
Bataillon says, Pina Bausch’s words can be understood as an anal­
ogy to her pieces: “Pina Bausch’s sentences are only reluctantly 

completed; they remain open, hovering. Strictly speaking, they even de­
liberately elude German syntax. They are both resolute and fragile and 
always clearly understandable. They are a reflection of her thoughts and 
thus in motion. It is this very freedom that suffers when transferred to 
written form, this unnatural procedure.”61 Nor did Pina Bausch herself 
exaggerate her own words: “In this sense, I would like to consider every­
thing said during this conversation as a verbal attempt to understand, to 
encircle the unspeakable. And when this or that word is spoken then I 
don’t want people to hold me to it; I want them to know that it was meant 
kind of like that, that it is only an example, but one that can mean a lot 
more,”62 for, “it’s something quite fragile. I’m afraid of not finding the right 
words for it; it’s far too important to me for that. How it feels, how some­
thing is expressed or what I’m looking for – sometimes I can only find it 
when it finally emerges. I don’t want to infringe upon that.”63 The auratic 

quality of dance here appears to lie in its eventfulness, singularity 
and unrepeatability, in the way that every single performance is 
sensed and felt out, which is set in opposition to texts meant for 
eternity. 
	 However, passing on pieces (also) requires documentation 
using various media – and in the case of the Tanztheater Wupper­
tal, this is accomplished by means of a heterogenous range of 
sources and materials. It is a process of collective remembering. 
The way that the Tanztheater Wuppertal passes on pieces clearly 
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demonstrates that it is a paradoxical process of translation. On 
the one hand, the act of passing on is intermedial, intersubjective 
and different every time. On the other hand, this very difference 
is what creates something identical: the piece that has now been 
passed on. The paradox between identity and difference in the 
translation process manifests itself in the relationship between 
piece and performance in particular, as well as between images 
and writing, video material and written records, especially con­
sidering the fact that this translation paradox is already inherent 
to the specific medialities of the media used to record images 
and words. 

dance and video 

The Pina Bausch Archive, a suborganization of the Pina Bausch 
Foundation, houses approx. 7,500 videos. It is a rich and extensive 
collection of recordings of the rehearsals and performances of Pina 
Bausch’s pieces. The material differs greatly in terms of its technical 
and aesthetic quality: for example, the condition of the images on 
the early videos, recorded using vhs cameras in the 1970s, is worse 
than more recent material. Moreover, in some cases, the camera only 
recorded part of what was happening onstage (especially in the case 
of performances, which were usually recorded using medium long 
shots). This is inevitably the case for pieces in which there was a lot 
going on at different places on the stage, in particular for Pina Bausch’s 
early pieces, which, as is well known, were arranged using the com­
positional methods of montage and collage that were so innovative in 
the dance and theater of the 1970s. What is more, some recordings 
of performances were cropped at the beginning or at the end. 
	 The longer the period of time between premiere and restaging, 
the more important the video recordings become, for the pieces them­
selves tend to vary as casts change. In other words: practices of 
passing on are based not only on the original production and chore­
ography but on every single performance. Thus, the recordings of 
each performance – and the cast lists – become relevant when mate­
rial needs to be passed on. For example, 14 dancers were involved 
in the premiere and development of the piece For the Children of 
yesterday, today and tomorrow, which then toured nine times be­
tween 2003 and 2015 to Paris, Tokyo (both 2003), Barcelona, New 
York (both 2004), Venice (2005), São Paulo (2006), Lisbon (2007), 
Geneva (2011) and Paris (2015). Thirteen years later, only eleven 
of the original cast members were still dancing in Paris. However, 
five new dancers had since joined the ensemble, because two roles 
had been split up, thereby increasing the number of dancers in the 
piece from 14 to 16. 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839450550-004 - am 14.02.2026, 08:29:15. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839450550-004
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


215

	 Video as a medium for passing on material also harbors a 
fundamental translation problem: the piece is recorded from the 
audience perspective, which is a perspective with which most 
dancers are not familiar because they have always danced in the 
piece and, if they have seen the piece at all, have only occasionally 
watched from the wings. In addition, a video recorded from the 
perspective of the audience has to be inversely retranslated into 
its mirror image by the dancers in the studio. After all, video is a 
two-dimensional medium attempting to depict a three-dimensional 
performance that is a theatrical and spatial art form on the one hand 
and a choreography on the other, i.e., an art form of movement in 
time and space. Even the best video cannot properly convey the 
spatiality of dance, the spatial dimensions and distances that are 
of such elementary importance to dancers. Temporality is also a 
problem, because cinematic depiction has its own temporality: 
movement generally appears to be faster or slower, because the cam­
era is moving along with it. This distinct temporality intensifies 
with shifts between close-ups and long shots. In addition, lighting 
conditions tend to appear differently through a camera lens and on 
film than when standing onstage (and different again in photos of 
the set, for example). Last but not least, film editing techniques can 
also change the timing and spatial positions of recorded movements.
	 As these examples show, video does not reproduce some­
thing. Instead, the specific mediality of video, i.e., its mode of re­
presentation, already inscribes a difference into what it seeks to 
depict. Video promises identical reproduction, a visual depiction 
of the real, but actually produces a simulacrum (–› theory and 
methodology). Due to these disruptions in media translation, video 
can only be a starting point that conveys a first impression of a 
piece or a scene when passing on pieces, providing an overview  
of the piece or helping to clarify a detail. 
	

dance and photos

Photos of pieces by the Tanztheater Wuppertal, of which tens of 
thousands exist, can be another productive source of material for 
passing on pieces, for example in relation to costumes or props. 
Most photos of the pieces have been taken by a few professional 
photographers who have worked with the company for many years, 
such as Ulli Weiss and Gert Weigelt. From the beginning, dancer 
Jan Minařík also took many photos, as did set designer Peter Pabst 
later on. In addition, there are countless photos that have been taken 
by dancers, but also by Pina Bausch, who took photos – and shot 
some videos – during research trips. However, these photos are only 
stills of movements, situations and scenes, or snapshots of research 
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14  Prompt book for  
The Window Washer  

compiled by assistant 
Irene Martinez-Rios 

Nazareth walk dance Daphnis kungfu scream

When everyone gets up the music starts again.  

Daphnis walks portal left, then he goes into the center  

and begins dancing. Nazareth begins her “walk” again. 

She walks around Daphnis.

Daphnis dance

At the end of his dance 

Daphnis sits down by the  heap (1) and moves his 

left arm. (Clap-dance movement) He watches 

Nazareth while doing so. Then he walks in front of 

the heap (2) and repeats the arm movement

Nazareth goes to the back in the center, 

Daphnis goes to Nazareth.

Daphnis carries Nazareth with his left arm on 

her back, his right hand under her legs

Daphnis walks with Nazareth to the front.
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15  Prompt book  
for Masurca Fogo  

compiled by assistant  
Irene Martinez-Rios 

Notes (left page) penciled in  
by Robert Sturm while  
passing on the piece  
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16  Translation of prompt book  
for Masurca Fogo;  
see previous page 

Film Capu Verde      Dancing couple 

Dance Cristiana

Couples dancing 

Cristiana stands to the left of the hut, 

when she sees the couple with 

the white jacket, she goes in 

and begins to dance. 

When Cristiana starts, 

Peter Lütke gives everyone the Q. 

The women 

go through the foyer into 

the auditorium and the men in front of 

the stage into the auditorium.

Dance Cristiana
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trips, which merely provide an indication of what the company saw 
and what individual company members may have incorporated into 
a particular production. The paths of translation are once more 
twisted and tangled: the dancers never directly translated their 
experiences one-to-one, nor did they reflect on the relationships 
between what they came up with during rehearsals and what they 
had seen, experienced or learned. The ‘why’ question that occupies 
reception – the audience, critics (–› reception) and academia  
(–› theory and methodology) – is not only of little relevance to 
the artistic process but is in fact detrimental to it, because it is 
too restrictive, too authoritative, too definitive. 
	 All things considered, these insights into the available written 
and visual material demonstrate one of the fundamental problems 
of passing on choreography using media: there is a vast amount of 
images, films and written material available that not only need to be 
collected, digitized and archived but also generated, e.g., by using oral 
history methods to interview dancers. The next necessary step would 
then be to evaluate them in order to judge their relevance for the long- 
term reconstruction of dance pieces. This requires academic exper­
tise on the one hand and, on the other, intense collaboration from 
those who originally created the material – the dancers and the peo­
ple responsible for costumes, set designs, stage technology and props 
– as well as the people who accompanied the production every night 
(stage managers, etc.). In this respect, the activity of processing 
and completing the materials used to pass on pieces is also sub­
ject to a severe time restriction, namely the presence of ‘generation 
Pina,’ if I may call it that: the people who personally accompanied 
the choreographer’s work. 
	

dance and writing

There is no notation and there are no scores of Pina Bausch’s pieces, 
but there are a large number of written and visual notes made by 
various people. The written materials that exist for individual pieces 
are therefore also extremely different. On the one hand, there are vast 
notes written by Pina Bausch herself and kept in her still inaccessible, 
private archive. I gained some idea of what these notes look like 
during the various interviews that I conducted and from a few photos 
that I was allowed to see, fragments of which are reproduced in the 
book Tanz erben.64 Further insights were provided in the exhibition 
Pina Bausch und das Tanztheater.65 Other written material that can 
be important for passing on pieces are dancers’ and assistants’ re­
hearsal notes and stage managers’ logbooks and scripts, as well as 
the lists of the music featured in the performances, although the 
latter still need to be completed and compared. Moreover, Andreas 
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Eisenschneider tended to combine pieces of music into larger mu­
sical collages with fluid transitions – especially in later pieces – thus 
making it difficult to clearly distinguish individual pieces of music 
from one another (–› company).
	

dance and language

The translation paradox between identity and difference is already 
evident in the written, visual and film material. However, in the 
process of passing on choreographies, these only have an intro­
ductory, commemorative and control function. In the case of the 
Tanztheater Wuppertal in particular, where many scenes and all 
solos were developed by the dancers themselves, the process of 
orally and physically passing on material from person to person 
is crucial. It is here in particular that the fragility and ambiguity 
of translation in processes of passing on, which are accompanied 
by the paradox between identity and difference, reveal themselves, 
together with their artistic productivity. 
	 When pieces by Pina Bausch have been passed on, it has 
been a multistep process. Former dancers took on responsibility 
for passing on material while the choreographer was still alive. 
Bénédicte Billiet and Jo Ann Endicott did so for Kontakthof with 
Teenagers, as did Dominique Mercy for the process of passing on 
The Rite of Spring to the Opéra national de Paris. Of course, Pina 
Bausch as the choreographer of the piece and the final authority 
had the last word in the rehearsals that she attended. A wonderful 
scene in the film Dancing Dreams (2010) illustrates this: excited and 
nervous, Jo Ann Endicott, Bénédicte Billiet and the young dancers 
wait for Pina Bausch to comment on the results of the rehearsals. 

She says: “[…] like introducing yourself, with the hips or step with the hips. 
Such things, where the eyes are really looking straight ahead … and, and 
that’s, like … so we put on a poker face … You don’t know what someone 
is thinking. Cold, isn’t it … and actually serious. But in some cases, … 
your eyes are wandering around too much…”66 but also: “I have a lot of 
confidence in them. What could go wrong? They will do their very best, 
and I love them, and even if something is wrong, it doesn’t matter.”67 

	 Sometimes, Pina Bausch directed these rehearsals herself, 
for example in emergencies, like when the dancer who was meant to 
dance the victim/sacrifice in The Rite of Spring became unavailable 
and Kyomi Ichida quickly had to learn the role. The various physical 
and linguistic practices used here clearly demonstrate that passing 
on dance is a process that mixes dancing and speaking, therefore 
taking place as a hybrid process of speaking and dancing. However, 
both are only hinted at, only merging into a comprehensive whole 
that the recipient can understand during the act of passing on.
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	 In addition, passing on takes place very differently with 
even the use of language varying widely. While Jo Ann Endicott 
uses imperatives to pass on her solo from Kontakthof to the teenage 
dancer Joy Wonnenberg – “Joy, you must […]”68 – attempting to 
teach her the movement quality in this way, Pina Bausch concen­
trates on the movements when passing on the “Sacrificial Dance” 
of The Rite of Spring, which she demonstrates perfectly – wearing 
gumboots, with a cigarette in one hand and an old aviator’s cap 
on her head – without charging them thematically, emotionally or 
visually. Instead, she accentuates her movements with sentence 
fragments and snatches of speech: 

“Pina Bausch: The second time… you take up your position,  
make yourself rounder and stretch… too far… think about  
not going too far. Yes… yes, that’s it… and then… two…

Kyomi Ichida: Ok: fine.
Pina Bausch: Tata tata ta ta, there. But you don’t have to…  

Don’t think about it. Don’t do the arms extra. You didn’t  
do it right with the music just now. It’s really two…  
and well accented, okay? Yes. Tata ta ta. Yes. Spare yourself here 
for a moment, perhaps just do it from somewhere here…

Kyomi Ichida: Yes.
Pina Bausch: And then we’ll carry on with this one.
Kyomi Ichida: Too late.
Pina Bausch: Yes, overall you were a bit late this time,  

compared to last time you took a different…
Kyomi Ichida: At this moment?
Pina Bausch: Yes, you were too late. But you also have to  

mark a difference here, so… Play, play it again,  
where there’s a… that’s the trumpet, isn’t it?”69 

	  
While this was a face-to-face situation between two people, the dif­
ferences that manifest themselves in different modes of passing on 
are all the more pronounced when several translators come into 
play, for example, when solos, essentially developed by individual 
dancers, are passed on and the new dancers experience different 
approaches to their part in the piece. Passing on takes place very 
individually from dancer to dancer and also differs in each partner 
constellation: one couple might communicate its role through form, 
the next through technique and the other using a richly metaphor­
ical language, while some do it analytically. Some speak a lot about 
what the dance or the scene means to them, what they feel doing 
it; some do not speak about it at all. Nazareth Panadero remembers 
passing on her role in the piece For the Children of yesterday, today 
and tomorrow to the dancers of the Bayerisches Staatsballett: “It 
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was difficult for us in the beginning, because Marta and Mia had never done 
anything like it. I wanted to encourage them. They should discover their 
talents […]. What was important to me wasn’t the external similarities, but 
rather whether we could discover a similarity in temperament and character.”70 

It is not just when working with other companies but also within 
the ensemble of the Tanztheater Wuppertal that dancers sometimes 
pass their roles on to other dancers who may have learned and 
habituated another technique, such as company members who have 
not trained at Folkwang Hochschule and are therefore not really 
familiar with the Jooss-Leeder method, or the dancers of the Bay­
erisches Staatsballett, who were trained in classical ballet tech- 
niques. Some dancers have attempted to explain the technique and 
quality of a movement using the vocabulary of the Jooss-Leeder 
method, like Stephan Brinkmann, who impressively demonstrated 
during his lecture at the international conference Dance Future II 71 

in Hamburg how he passed on his solo from the piece Masurca Fogo 
to dancer Julian Stierle. Moreover, due to the dancers’ different coun­
tries of origin and varying command of German and English, ad­
ditional language barriers have led to things being understood in 
different ways. It is not possible to identify any supraindividual 
routines or schemata in terms of how things are passed on. What 
we do see are practices that are individual, personal and intimate, 
that are based on direct physical acts of passing on in face-to-face 
situations and that view this approach as the basis of a high-quality 
process of passing on that remains true to the original. 
	

dance and body/voice

Aside from cultural and technical difficulties, differences between 
generations ultimately play a decisive role as well: even within the 
Tanztheater Wuppertal, younger generations of dancers are more 
athletic than the first generation was at the same age in the 1970s. 
This athleticism – which found its way into concert dance in the 
1980s and which younger dancers have since incorporated as a ha­
bitual disposition, much like the techniques in which they have trained 
– influences how they interpret roles. As Pina Bausch herself said, 
it is less about understanding than it is about corporeally grasping 
the role: “I am interested in grasping something, perhaps without 
understanding it.”72 The dancers now assuming the roles also have 
different body types: they are larger, smaller, thinner or fatter; they 
also have different bodies when it comes to, for example, their pro­
portions, the length of their limbs or the strength of their bone structure. 
Figures of movement change as a result. One example of this is the 
way that Marta Navarrete and Mia Rudic, dancers from the Bayerisches 
Staatsballett, adopted Nazareth Panadero’s role, dancing in the a and 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839450550-004 - am 14.02.2026, 08:29:15. https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839450550-004
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


225

b casts of the piece For the Children of yesterday, today and tomor­
row. Even scenes in which the relationship between body and voice 
plays a decisive role change, as in many of the scenes by Mechthild 
Großmann, Lutz Förster and Nazareth Panadero, as it is the voice 
that creates and names the subject by making subjectivity audible. 
	 Pina Bausch gave the following analogy of voice and dance: 

“I don’t really know why singing, the human voice is so important to me. 
It affects me in a similar way to dance, it is so fragile, so vulnerable, so 
touching or soothing. I love bringing both of them together.”73

	 How would Marta Navarrete and Mia Rudic be perceived if 
they were not speaking onstage? How does the character with the 
harsh, staccato-like High German voice change that Lutz Förster 
developed for pieces such as 1980 or For the Children of yesterday, 
today and tomorrow when someone speaks his text with a softer 
voice and a distinct accent?
	 Moreover, in many of Pina Bausch’s pieces, the person pass­
ing on the solo is no longer the same person who originally devel­
oped it, but a member of the second cast or even of the third gen­
eration of dancers. In other words, the solo has already repeatedly 
undergone a multistep process of translation. This was different 
when the piece For the Children of yesterday, today and tomorrow 
was passed on to the Bayerisches Staatsballett: here it was the orig­
inal cast of the world premiere that passed on the material to the 
dancers in Munich, aiming to make it ‘authentic,’ ‘real’ and ‘original.’ 
Some of the dancers contributing to this process of passing on the 
material were therefore dancers who had not danced for quite some 
time and now had to readjust to the situation of being a dancer and 
of finding their way back into their specific roles. 
	 Even the dancers still dancing in the company had to recon­
struct, or better: reenact their part and their dance at the beginning 
of rehearsals in 2014, twelve years after the premiere of For the 
Children of yesterday, today and tomorrow – in other words, they had 
to relearn their roles using their bodies. This was not an easy thing 
to do, for minor details (like where they should be looking when their 
eyes are closed) determine the quality of the individual movements. 
Perhaps they even reconstructed the ‘questions’ that Pina Bausch 
had asked during the original rehearsals for the piece, such as Shak­
ing someone awake, Something on your mind, Making yourself small, 
Joyfully destroying something and Children playing grown-up. 
	 In this respect, the authentic should not be regarded as some­
thing essential, but rather as a creative practice that is framed dif­
ferently by each dancer. On the other hand, we also see here that 
passing on is always based on determinants that only allow the 
original and the authentic to be identified in retrospect. Walter Benja­
min said the same in his paradigmatic text The Task of the Trans­
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lator: “For in its continuing life, which could not be so called if it 
were not the transformation and renewal of a living thing, the orig­
inal is changed.”74 In this sense, passing on presents itself as a per­
manent process of translation, a constant series of new positings. 
	 These translation steps clearly reveal that the idea of an ‘authen­
tic copy,’ of a ‘primary original’ becomes obsolete in the process of pass­
ing on, even though the company meticulously pursued norms of au­
thenticity and of being true to the original, especially after the death 
of Pina Bausch. Instead, the practice of passing on takes into account 
the paradox between identity and difference: differences are accepted 
in the interpretation of a role, but dance parameters such as movement 
quality, expressiveness, intensity, accentuation and timing should be 
identical. Authenticity and identity are in turn generated by the fact that 
the dancers, for example, use their own names onstage while retaining 
the language of the original cast, even if it is not their ‘mother tongue,’ as in 
the piece 1980, which begins with a scene in which Polish dancer Janusz 
Subicz spoons soup out of a large terrine, saying, “Pour Papa, pour 
Maman,” while raising the spoon to his mouth. American dancer Eddie 
Martinez, who later assumed this role, still recites the text in French. 

Between identity and difference

This play between identity and difference also refutes the criticism 
of those who claim that it is impossible to pass on roles tied to indi­
vidual dancers. For the sheer number of roles passed on for restag­
ings clearly demonstrates that the issue is neither the subjectivity 
nor the specific character of an individual dancer, in spite of the fact 
that both were of central importance in the original development of 
the piece, for the choreographer as well. However, what ultimately 
constitutes the piece is its colors, contrasts and oppositions, fleshed 
out by the various subjective ‘answers’ to the ‘questions.’ Journalists, 
critics and scholars have often argued that Pina Bausch’s dancers de­
veloped their roles from their situative, personal worlds of feeling 
and experiences and in their own names. However, what is passed 
on in practice is the form and above all the specific movement quality 
that the form requires in order for it to become dance (–› solo dance). 
Personality and character are embedded in this form. Bringing it to 
life means having the ability to recreate the specific quality of ex­
pression and movement associated with the form.
	 If we were to consider the choreography or the individual 
solo as a purely subjective affair, it would be nothing more than the 
private matter of the person who made it. But such a point of view 
is too simplistic and beside the point, for the private here transcends 
the realm of subjective experience, not only by becoming the political 
(–› pieces) but also because of the way in which the private trans­
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lates itself into a form that takes on different “colors,” as Pina Bausch 
called her dancer’s movement qualities, while moreover revealing 
itself as a work of art to the public eye.
	 There is no doubt that passing on individual solos and scenes 
also changes them. Translating these individual parts in the piece 
in such a way that the choreography retains its quality and identity 
is something that Pina Bausch always took the liberty of doing – 
modifying, rearranging the piece and sometimes even leaving out 
sections. Since her death, this single, all-decisive voice has been 
missing. No one has come forward (yet) to claim authority over the 
one, correct interpretation of her choreographic oeuvre, since nobody, 
neither dancers nor close collaborators, had decision-making power 
in the development of the choreography itself. Up until her death, 
few dancers had seen the pieces from the outside or in their entire 
length. This has since changed, as many dancers have assumed re­
sponsibility for rehearsals, usually those who were already involved 
as assistants in the development of specific pieces and/or who have 
passed their roles on to other dancers. In the same way that artistic 
productions rarely manage to get by without explicit hierarchies or 
clear power structures, so does the process of passing on require a 
clear assignment of responsibilities and distribution of power, even 
when it is collectively organized. 
	 In this respect, a first point of orientation was chosen after 
Pina Bausch’s death: the last version of the piece, the last performance 
before her death is generally taken as a frame of reference. However, 
this fixes something in place that Pina Bausch herself would prob­
ably have opened up again, as she consistently did during her life­
time when roles had to be recast or other stage requirements needed 
to be met. Being faithful to an ostensible original in terms of fixing 
it in place therefore would not have corresponded at all to her own 
artistic process. As nobody has yet come forward who is able and 
willing to manage this alone, rehearsal management teams have 
been formed to organize the process of passing on the pieces, such 
as the team comprising dancers Ruth Amarante, Daphnis Kokkinos 
und Azusa Seyama for For the Children of yesterday, today and  
tomorrow. Daphnis Kokkinos had already assisted in the develop­
ment of the piece in 2002, Azusa Seyama danced in the original 
cast, and Ruth Amarante joined them to pass on the piece to the 
Bayerisches Staatsballett. 
	 Other protagonists involved in the development of the pieces 
have also helped to pass on these pieces to other companies and 
theaters: for example, the general manager of the company; set 
designer Peter Pabst; costume designer Marion Cito; Robert Sturm, 
artistic collaborator on all of Pina Bausch’s new pieces since 1999; 
and Matthias Burkert, who was always responsible for stage man­
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agement. The latter three were also the people who most frequently 
saw the pieces from the outside, but they too have clear areas of 
responsibility: the clothes have to be tailor-made for the new dancers, 
which can be difficult if the fabric is no longer available, the set has 
to be transmissed into a new stage design, and the choreography 
of the lights readapted to the set. Since Peter Pabst’s sets often con­
tain mobile elements or elaborate materials, someone has to verify 
whether the venue will be able to implement the original design at 
all. The tasks of the stage manager have to be passed on, even though 
stage management in Pina Bausch’s pieces is a very dynamic, mu­
sical and rhythmic responsibility that encompasses the lighting, the 
set, the music and elaborate choreographic structures in which tem­
porality plays a major role. What is being carried out here in the 
artistic practices of passing on a piece is a kind of oral history.
	 In this respect, the variance and openness, fragility and del­
icacy inherent to the process of passing on are affected by various 
temporal layers that combine with each other during this process: 
the first one is the ‘here and now’ in which, firstly, the piece is passed 
on and, secondly, a piece is performed that has to hold its own 
onstage with these dancers. The second temporality is that of the 
choreography, the memory and reenactment of Pina Bausch’s art 
and her dancers’ inventiveness at the time. The third and final tem­
poral layer is that of the dancers of the Tanztheater Wuppertal them­
selves, who last danced these roles in 2016, i.e., 14 years after the 
premiere – at almost the same time as the dancers of the Bayerisches 
Staatsballett. Generally speaking, 14 years is almost half of a dance 
career, and the piece once specially developed with the younger 
dancers of the Tanztheater Wuppertal is now being danced in a com­
pletely different way by the same dancers 14 years later; changes in 
physical energy and physique, but also in experience, and shifting 
relationships to their own bodies make it different. And the young 
dancers of the Bayerisches Staatsballet dance it differently yet again 
to the way that it was danced by the young dancers of the Tanz­
theater Wuppertal back then, as they have received a different kind 
of technical training and have not experienced the entire collective 
work process.
	 The program booklet of the Bayerisches Staatsballett notes 
that the choreography of For the Children of yesterday, today and 
tomorrow was passed on on a one-on-one basis. However, 14 dancers 
from the Tanztheater Wuppertal passed on their roles to 28 dancers 
from the Bayerisches Staatsballett, so ‘one-on-one’ here in fact means 
one person passing on their role to two people. However, what the 
phrase actually means is that the material was passed on directly 
in interpersonal encounters. The goal was to adopt the finished role 
that is associated with a specific person exactly as is while simul­
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taneously staying true to oneself. The paradox between identity and 
difference was thus experienced in practice. A decision was made in 
order to allow the dancers to appear as subjects onstage: they would 
dance the roles of others, but use their own names. And so, the para­
dox between identity and difference also reveals itself in the rela­
tionship between giver and taker, between the Other and the Self. 
	 In all conversations and interviews, the dancers of the Bay- 
erisches Staatsballett emphasized how important and unusual this 
personal process of passing on was while they were learning the 
choreography, especially in contrast to other prominent choreogra­
phies by artists such as Gerhard Bohner, Mary Wigman, Richard 
Siegal, John Cranko and Jerôme Robbins, whose works the Bay­
erisches Staatsballett had previously studied. In interviews and 
conversations, dancers from both companies describe the working 
process as being once in a lifetime, unique, open, intense, stimulating 
and surprising. The dancers of the Bayerisches Staatsballett believed 
that they had discovered new possibilities within themselves. They 
felt inspired and deeply touched by the rehearsal period – precisely 
because they were able to work so directly with individual dancers 
and in this way become familiar with the aesthetics of the Tanz­
theater Wuppertal. Passing on always entails a transfer of values, 
identities and perceptions as well. In the age of digitalization and 
anonymous communication, this corporeal practice of passing on 
is a privileged and almost anachronistic process, not only because 
the procedure is immensely expensive, but also because young 
dancers can directly learn from famous role models and have the 
chance to personally work with them one-on-one.	

Practices of learning: The Rite of Spring

The choreography The Rite of Spring is far more than just a piece.75 
It is an ephemeral historical document that connects the transience 
of the individual performance with the choreography itself and 
with the longevity of its performance over a period of what has 
now been more than 40 years. The Rite of Spring is an artistic 
masterpiece and simultaneously, with the sacrificial victim and 
social sacrifice as its subject matter, a “surface phenomenon,” as 
defined by Siegfried Kracauer,76 something singular that provides 
insights into the general, into the substance of the society and cul­
ture in which the piece is shown and perceived by an audience. In 
this sense, although the piece stages the sacrificial victim as female, 
the question of what a sacrifice means and how sacrifice takes 
place in the community is perceived differently in different cultural, 
political, social and situative contexts, which is demonstrated by 
the piece’s decades-long reception history. 
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	 The quantitative data on The Rite of Spring alone is over­
whelming: the piece, which originally premiered on December 3, 
1975, in Wuppertal, is Pina Bausch’s most frequently performed 
choreography so far and has been shown in almost every country 
to which the company has ever traveled.77 It was performed more 
than 300 times in total in 74 cities, 30 countries and on four conti­
nents between 1976 and 2013. Sixteen couples, a total of 32 dancers, 
dance in every performance. A total of almost 300 dancers have 
performed this piece onstage so far; many more have rehearsed it. 
Some of the dancers who have been dancing the piece for years have 
performed it together with more than 100 other people. 
	 	 For some time now, The Rite of Spring has been performed 
by three groups of dancers: the dancers of the Tanztheater Wupper­
tal, members of the Folkwang Tanzstudio (fts) and dance students 
at Folkwang Universität. All third- and fourth-year students at Folk­
wang Universität and all fts dancers learn the piece, not in a work­
shop or as a part of the curriculum, but with view to actually per­
forming it. Since Pina Bausch’s death, those in charge of rehearsals 
have met with the artistic director of the Tanztheater Wuppertal and 
professors at Folkwang Universität to jointly select the group of 
students and fts dancers who will be allowed to dance the piece.78 
	 The quantitative data on this piece is relevant as it reveals 
an abundance of material and methodological approaches. In light 
of these ‘facts’ and the rich accompanying rehearsal and performance 
material alone, how can we access this ‘masterpiece of the century’ 
if it is not enough to examine just one performance or a single re­
cording of the performance because the piece has been danced by 
so many dancers?
	 There is clearly an abundance of production material relating 
to The Rite of Spring: countless videos of rehearsals and perfor­
mances; notes written and sketches drawn by the choreographer, 
rehearsal directors and dancers; correspondence between local 
organizers regarding, for example, the required supply of peat; stage 
managers’ lists, technical directions, program booklets, reviews and 
interviews, mostly in foreign languages; countless photos by various 
photographers with different aesthetics; and films such as the  
German television documentary (zdf) first broadcast on March 11, 
1979,79 and the excerpts shown on Franco-German free-to-air tv net­
work Arte in 2013 to mark the 100th anniversary of Stravinsky’s 
composition and Nijinsky’s choreography.
	 Given the profusion of materials, which are largely stored in 
the Pina Bausch Archive in Wuppertal, it may at first seem like it 
would be more than enough to analyze this material alone – if it were 
accessible, that is. But even if the materials were to be ‘released,’80 it 
would not be possible to adequately answer certain questions using 
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just the materials at hand. Additional empirical material would be 
important for a praxeological production analysis (–› theory and 
methodology) that also takes into account the artistic work prac­
tices: how were rehearsals run? How did new dancers learn the piece? 
How were dancers selected? How were pieces translated to other 
companies, for example, to the dancers of the Opéra national de 
Paris or the English National Ballet, to which the piece was passed 
on in 2019? How did the four generations of dancers who have now 
danced the piece in Wuppertal learn it?
	 Barbara Kaufmann, member of the Tanztheater Wuppertal 
since 1987, dancer in 28 pieces and one of Pina Bausch’s artistic 
assistants, managed the restaging of The Rite of Spring as rehearsal 
director. She has talked about how rehearsals were run,81 allowing 
us to gain insight into the specific practices of studying The Rite of 
Spring. These practices follow intersubjectively shared orders of 
knowledge and routines that have been practiced for years: first, the 
movement vocabulary is learned without music. The dancers learn 
the music by heart, listening to it on headphones over and over again 
and counting the beats. For unlike in the early years, when the piece 
had not yet been counted out and rehearsals were accompanied by 
music right from the start, the steps have now been meticulously noted. 
The piece is arranged in 30 sections, which are first learned sepa­
rately. Sequences are rehearsed first, then formations, then sections. 
	 In order to better communicate the individual parts (or “Stellen,” 
as Pina Bausch called them) of the dance, they have been given 
names such as: “Little Solo,” “Cloud,” “Big Part,” “First Men’s Diago­
nal,” “Ground Part” “Circle,” “Chaos,” “First Lifts” and “Pune Part.”82 
The movements are learned in a synthetic process. After rehearsing 
the movement phrases and matching them up to the timing of the 
music, dancers clarify and rehearse the arrangements of the groups 
and their paths through the space. Men and women first rehearse 
separately with a male or female rehearsal director. Later, they re­
hearse together, especially the sequences that involve lifting.
	 Although the movement material is generally passed on by 
the rehearsal directors, media also play a central role in the re- 
hearsal process. They have always been important, but now they have 
taken on a more decisive role, since Pina Bausch is no longer alive 
to make the final decision. The last version of the piece as recorded 
on video before Pina Bausch’s death has become the gold standard 
for restagings. Other media include written materials such as the 
prompt book and video recordings, which are mainly used to de­
cide who will adopt which dancer’s position and who will take 
which paths through the space. Finally, dancers make their own 
notes about their paths in order to visualize the spatial dimensions, 
whose three-dimensionality cannot be recognized on video. 
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	 The Rite of Spring deals with the controversial discussions 
about the relationship between community and the individual that 
took place in the 1970s during a renewed surge in individualization. 
This is also a recurring theme in other pieces by Pina Bausch, for 
example, in the first part of 1980 (–› pieces), where all of the dancers 
stand facing one other as they stage various individual, habitual and 
culturally specific farewells. This moment is repeated in the final 
scene of the second act, but without it ending in a farewell or any 
other resolution of the situation: the final, closing image is that of 
a tension-laden confrontation between the individual and the group. 
	 In The Rite of Spring, this theme unfolds on the choreograph­
ic, dance, dramaturgical and narrative levels as a relationship be­
tween perpetrators and victim, between men and women, but also 
between women themselves. From a choreographic point of view, 
it takes place in line with the music, interweaving the polyphony 
of the music with various variations on the movement motifs.  
On the level of dance movements, the balance between stability, 
strength and tension on the one hand and instability, weight and 
relaxation on the other creates the tense sensation of being thrown 
back and forth. There are sequences in which the movement motif 
is prescribed, but not who dances the motif when or where, thus 
providing the individuals with a certain range of motion while  
also imposing constraints and duties on the community. There is  
a sense of connection, but also of exclusion. There is individual 
‘freedom,’ but the group also makes certain demands.
	 The dramaturgical structure illustrates the relationship be­
tween individual and society by mixing group scenes, dances in 
unison and individual actions. Ultimately, it builds on a narrative 
widely understood in patriarchal societies: a man is chosen to select 
a woman to be sacrificed in the presence of all. The radical division 
between male and female dances and the sacrifice of the woman 
enact a specific relationship between the sexes: women and men 
are separated from the outset, not only in the piece itself but also 
during the rehearsal process. 
	 “Standing as close together as possible and making the move­
ments as big as possible”83 – these words by Pina Bausch probably 
best sum up the relationship between individual and society. The 
figure of the sacrificial victim embodies the social repositioning of 
the individual: on the one hand, the individual longs to be chosen, to 
stand out from the community, to free herself from it and to occupy 
center stage – specifically: to be allowed to dance a great solo. On 
the other hand, being chosen also means giving oneself up for the 
community, the fear of being the chosen one, experiencing responsi­
bility and its consequences, and dancing oneself to death for the 
good of the community.		
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	 The habitus and the incorporated knowledge of the dancers 
of the Tanztheater Wuppertal are specific and differ from those of 
other dancers and dance companies. This is also evident in the dance 
techniques used in The Rite of Spring, which are characterized by 
driving actions like pushing and whipping, by body curves and waves, 
by pulsating and sculptural movements, and by the interplay between 
central and peripheral movements. Therefore, when the classical 
dancers of the Opéra national de Paris learned “the Sacre,” as the 
dancers call the piece, it was not surprising that they were not only 
unfamiliar with Pina Bausch’s movement vocabulary but also real- 
ized that their bodies were not ‘formed’84 for these movements. Even 
just running barefoot on the flats of one’s feet – over peat at top speed, 
as required by this piece – is something that classical dancers are 
not accustomed to.	
	 The reasons behind Pina Bausch’s dance aesthetics are the 
motifs and themes of the piece,85 but the work of the dancers con­
centrates on the form and the quality of movement (–› solo dance), as 
emotion is generated by the form of the movement. Only when the form 
is danced precisely, only when the dancer finds a balance between 
controlling the form (their body, their breath, the distribution of weight) 
and experiencing the movement and its flow does emotion emerge – 
for the dancers, as well as for the audience. It is therefore of elemen­
tary importance for the rehearsal process that the dancers work in 
detail on form.86 The dancers develop this form through the relation­
ship between their body parts and the dynamics of the movement.	
		  However, form is not just created in the movement of the 
bodies, but also in the way that they encounter materials, space 
and light. The stage floor is covered with peat. This peat turns the 
stage into an action space where every dancer has to struggle 
with resistance. The peat symbolizes communion with nature, 
roots, an intimate love of nature and down-to-earthness. But above 
all, it does something: it provokes struggle, it makes the movements 
more difficult, it resists, it is unpredictable, it confuses the trained 
form. This is why dancers often cry when they dance “the Sacre” 
for the first time on the peat87 – because they have to find a new 
form. The peat forces the dancers to do more than simply repeat 
the movements they have learned, to dance them ‘beautifully,’ to 
re-present these movements. Instead, it makes demands on the 
performativity of the situation, its eventfulness, momentariness 
and uniqueness, which the dancers experience with the audience: 
being in the (performance) situation, generating the form over and 
over again in a corporeal confrontation with the peat.
	 Dancers consider The Rite of Spring to be an extreme piece, 
uncompromising, strenuous, an “inner earthquake.” The physical 
exertion that it induces is the result of the fast tempo and immense 
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energy that it requires. The emotional exertion comes when, as Bar­
bara Kaufmann says, “you let it happen,”88 when you let yourself be 
carried away by the movement sequence, when you experience it. 
Only then do the dancers encounter the full emotional range of 
the piece: struggle, passion, limitations, horror, compassion, grief, 
insecurity, loneliness, fear, death.	
	 The side lights narrowing the stage, the costumes that become 
heavy with peat during the 35 minutes, sticking to the body and 
smelling of earth, peat on naked, sweaty skin, poignant music, the 
immense speed of the performance – all of this makes a significant 
contribution to the dancers actually being in the situation, not just 
performing the spring sacrifice, but truly experiencing it. It is no 
wonder that many dancers feel that the piece is a performative ritu­
al: executed in that specific moment and not for the umpteenth time.	

	

Passing on and inheriting

The performative aspect of passing on is particularly relevant in the 
case of immaterial cultural heritage such as dance, which, as an ‘art 
of the moment,’ evades definition. The meaning of dance heritage is 
also contingent. People, performances, rehearsals, company constel­
lations and audience reactions are all subject to the laws of percep­
tion and interpretation, which are constitutively open and incomplete. 
The meaning of Pina Bausch’s artistic legacy is not clear. It has to 
be renegotiated each time it is passed on, in different places at diffe­
rent times, between the dancers themselves and between the dancers, 
the audience and the critics, while also being reinterpreted in re­
search. Here, different individual interests, cultural-political power 
constellations and research policies play a significant role. Given the 
possibilities, conditions and limits of passing on choreography and 
in light of the state of existing materials, these acts of communication 
constitute a difficult and fragile process of learning and understanding 
that is performative and can be successful, but can always fail, too. As 
a process of translation, its productivity lies in its very potential for 
failure, for missing the mark, in the (im)possibility of preserving a lega­
cy in a way that is ‘true to the original’ and thereby musealizing it.	
		  In his book Specters of Marx, French philosopher Jacques 
Derrida writes: “That we are heirs does not mean that we have or 
that we receive this or that, some inheritance that enriches us one 
day with this or that, but that the being of what we are is first of 
all inheritance, whether we like it or know it or not.”89 This inheri­
tance refuses to put itself at our disposal: it cannot be chosen, you 
cannot ‘be’ an heir, and what has been passed on does not belong 
to you. However, Derrida does not relieve the heirs of their respon­
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sibilities. On the contrary: for him, responsibility is not conceivable 
outside of inheritance. Respons(e)-ibility always means: giving a 
response. Inheritance thus obliges us to constantly respond to the 
question of what it means to us here and now and how we can use 
it to shape the future. This responsibility is especially present in 
the passing on of dance as art, of a corporeal art form. It is not a 
compulsive act of ‘keeping the pieces alive’ nor a standstill, but a 
movement: a fragile transformation at the intersection between iden­
tity and difference. And this transformation takes place against the 
backdrop of what is culturally, socially and politically relevant, and 
(also economically) acceptable in order to promote contemporary art.
	 For What Tomorrow… is the promising title of a collection 
of conversations between Jacques Derrida, who died in 2004, and 
the psychoanalyst and historian Élisabeth Roudinesco.90 In the 
section “Choosing One’s Heritage,”91Derrida situates heritage at the 
crossroads between tradition and the critique of conservatism. For 
him, heritage is always an ambivalent process, one that oscillates 
between actively approaching something that has always come be­
fore and passively accepting it. On the one hand, it is the finitude of 
life that requires both giving and accepting inheritance. On the other 
hand, it is precisely the imbalance between the brevity of life and 
the longevity of art that calls for the well-considered selection and 
critical exclusion of certain kinds of inheritance. By linking the re­
ceived gift with autonomous continuity, and external commission 
with self-determined responsibility, Derrida, making recourse to 
Emmanuel Levinas, opens up a conceptual realm of thought in which 
inheritance/heritage, tradition and responsibility are caught up in 
a tension between the dignity of the Other and the singularity of the 
individual, in other words: a tension where the attitude toward in­
heritance is an ambivalence between preserving tradition and desir­
ing change. 
	 How is it possible to feel responsible for a legacy when that 
legacy issues contradictory instructions? On the one hand, Pina 
Bausch was a pioneer, and she revolutionized dance history in many 
respects. Her legacy could therefore be precisely this bold innovation 
and courage to overcome boundaries. On the other hand, her pieces 
should be preserved and her work maintained. In legal terms, Salo­
mon Bausch is the only heir to his mother‘s work. Although she had 
already told him that she wanted a foundation to care for and protect 
her work, her death came suddenly and unexpectedly. It radically 
changed his life. He accepted his inheritance, interrupted his studies 
and, together with his father Ronald Kay, founded the Pina Bausch 
Foundation, which he still manages today. Although he had previ­
ously had little involvement in his mother‘s artistic work with the 
Tanztheater Wuppertal, he honored her wishes and, just one year 
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after her death, developed the archive concept “An Invitation from 
Pina”92 with a small team that included Marc Wagenbach, research 
and development manager of the Pina Bausch Foundation; Dirk Hesse, 
general manager of the Tanztheater Wuppertal at the time; and Nataly 
Walter. This concept laid the programmatic groundwork for further 
activities. Bernhard Thull, Professor of Information Design at the 
Darmstadt University of Applied Sciences, supplied the software for 
the archive in Wuppertal, which houses all of the materials pertaining 
to Pina Bausch’s work. The archive’s first and most important goal 
is to keep the work alive, to make restagings possible and to make 
the pieces available to other companies.	
	 Pina Bausch herself began setting up the archive. Bénedicte 
Billiet and Jo Ann Endicott had already started examining the video 
material that had been stored in a video archive looked after by 
Grigori Chakov for decades. Nevertheless, the digitization of the 
archive since Pina Bausch’s death has been a Herculean task: 7,500 
videos of performances and rehearsals, technical stage instructions, 
lighting plans, gema lists,93 stage managers’ notes, the documenta­
tion of stage sets, costumes, props, program booklets, and posters 
of performances in Wuppertal and of guest performances in 47 
countries and in 28 languages, press kits, reviews, interviews, 
speeches, film and television documentaries, 30,000 photos, Pina 
Bausch’s private archive and much more – all of this is still being 
digitized and organized using the linked data method. Years of 
work still lie ahead just to deal with the materials that already 
exist. There are also plans to generate more material, for Salomon 
Bausch knows that in addition to the written, audio and visual 
documents that can be digitized, it is above all the dancers and 
long-standing employees of the Tanztheater Wuppertal who carry 
a treasure trove of memories within them. They are the “living  
archives.”94 Collecting their memories with the help of oral history 
techniques, translating them from communicative into cultural 
memory and thus making them accessible to future generations 
are other tasks that the archive has always considered to be an 
essential part of its work.
	 Salomon Bausch is aware that the legacy of Pina Bausch only 
truly becomes visible when her choreographies are being performed. 
He considers it his responsibility to create conditions that make this 
possible. “I am neither a dancer nor a choreographer,” says Salomon 
Bausch in an interview, “so others have to take responsibility for the 
rehearsals. I can just be grateful that there are people at the Tanz­
theater Wuppertal who can make the pieces come alive, who do so 
and want to do so, and who can inspire audiences all over the world. 
We want to collect and process their experiences for the archive. 
We can’t predict what will happen in fifty years’ time.” 95 
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	 What is the best way to store the materials? How and when 
should they be made public? How should which pieces be passed 
on to other companies? There are no already trodden paths for the 
foundation to walk down in any of these respects, there are no clues 
from the choreographer and no predecessors who have paved the way.	
	 A legacy so great that it shaped the dance history of the 20th 
century has many heirs: the dancers and collaborators, the audience, 
the city of Wuppertal, the state of North Rhine-Westphalia, the Ger­
man cultural landscape, the global dance community. Lutz Förster, 
born in Solingen like Pina Bausch, a dancer with the Tanztheater 
Wuppertal since 1975 and a permanent member since 1978 (with 
brief interruptions) as well as its artistic director from 2013 to 2016 
does not like the word ‘legacy.’ “I don‘t like to talk about legacies; 

for me they have too much to do with death. Pina’s pieces are living. I pre­
fer to talk about assuming responsibility for the pieces in order to keep 
them alive. We have to be careful with this responsibility. We shouldn’t 
lose sight of the bigger picture.”96 Lutz Förster is used to resistance: he told 

me of the Tanztheater Wuppertal’s early pieces in the 1970s and 
early 1980s, about feeling certain that they were doing the right 
thing at the time, although the critics wrote scathing reviews and 
spectators slammed doors as they left the theater. From 1991 until 
2013, before he succeeded Pina Bausch as artistic director of the 
Tanztheater Wuppertal, he was head of the dance department at 
Folkwang Universität, where he defied Bologna reforms in a fight 
for more artistic freedom. After months of intensely discussing 
the future of the Tanztheater Wuppertal, the dancers decided to 
make him their artistic director in 2013. This also meant finding a 
new director at the end of his own term of office, someone who 
could take on this great task. For the future, he envisioned an 
artistic director who would create something new and give the 
dancers creative responsibility while also maintaining the pieces 
of Pina Bausch. And this required the expertise of those who 
knew the pieces from the inside.
	 In January 2019 in Hamburg, Kampnagel, Europe’s largest 
center for contemporary performing arts, presented the piece 1980. 
Almost 40 years after its premiere, the piece had been passed on 
multiple times. In Hamburg, only one dancer from the original cast 
was still performing in the piece (–› pieces), which plays such an 
important role in the history of Pina Bausch’s work: Ed Kortlandt 
was hardly recognizable as he played the organ. Rehearsals were 
managed by Dominique Mercy and Ruth Amarante, neither of whom 
had been part of the original cast, and by Matthias Burkert, who 
joined the Tanztheater Wuppertal in 1979 as a pianist and quickly 
became an important musical collaborator in all further productions 
(–› company).
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	 The piece was performed on a regular basis at home and 
abroad between 1980 and 1994, going on tour again in 2001. From 
then until the death of Pina Bausch, the piece stopped touring. The 
first artistic directors of the company, Dominique Mercy and Robert 
Sturm, decided to resume touring the piece after Pina Bausch’s 
death. Lutz Förster was in charge of the rehearsals. Can Pina Bausch 
be replaced? “People often overestimate that,” says Lutz Förster, 

“in principle, our work today is not that much different from when Pina 
was still alive. Unlike other choreographers, Pina herself had already tried 
to perform her pieces as much as possible and to keep her ever-growing 
repertoire alive. That was never an easy process, and it was wrought with 
discussion, but even today, someone ultimately has to lend the piece a face.”97	

Pina Bausch worked closely with the same people for many decades 
(–› company), and this too is a legacy in itself: a group of artists 
closely interweaving work and life, trusting and valuing each other, 
and travelling the world together. This model put into practice what 
contemporary art discourse now calls collaboration, collectivity 
and “complicity.”98 However, in the face of networked structures and 
project-based working methods, new forms of mobility and precari­
ats, this has now become a historical model. Pina Bausch assigned 
responsibilities, but there is no doubt that she had the final say and 
last word in everything. How did she master all of this – a new chore­
ography each year, in the 1970s and 1980s as many as two or three 
new pieces a year, guest performances, restagings, films, documen­
taries, speeches, interviews, etc.? She never spoke about it. It remains 
her secret.	
	 For Derrida, the secret is where inheritance and responsi­
bility overlap. “One always inherits from a secret – which says ‘read 
me, will you ever be able to do so?’”99 Inheritance always means two 
things: on the one hand, a responsibility that oscillates between tra­
dition and reform and, on the other, misgivings about whether one 
will be able to adequately carry out the task set by the inheritance. 
Doubt is part of a legacy’s interminable character: it is necessary to 
filter, classify, select and criticize. Sometimes the only way to honor 
this responsibility and remain faithful to the legacy is to use the 
inheritance to counteract the inheritance – in other words: address­
ing the legacy over and over again in different ways in order to 
keep it alive. Ultimately, nobody can say for certain what truly 
makes this great dance legacy what it is and what it has to say.
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17  Excerpt from Stephan 
Brinkmann’s notebook  

for Wiesenland

March 25, 2000

Pina thinks something “serious” is missing

She asks a new question

96. Desperate longing

Kiss with saltshaker
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