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A very soft dialogue with William Forsythe

by Alanna Lockward

“It is my view however that simplicity is purity, purity is beauty and beauty may one day save the  

world”. 

Vladimir Dokoudovsky* 

It is a half-hour past the time to start a dialogue with William Forsythe at the American Academy 

in Berlin, and the doors are still closed as glasses of water and orange juice wander around the 

lobby and terrace, like transparent, golden butterflies waiting for the Sun King. This prelude 

admits no distraction; if we are always performing, then this is the right moment to watch others 

exhibit glamour and savoir-faire.

A battalion of teenage dancers disrupts the ceremonial soft-silence, that unique German way of 

interacting in public, of voicing their deepest thoughts  in absolute tranquillity. The girls are late 

and notoriously young, they tiptoe around the connoisseurs with embarrassment, as if the ground 

were covered with silk cocoons and old roses. 

But there is no need for the nymphs to be so shy, they will soon enjoy the splendid attention of 

William Forsythe, a thinker and choreographer who is equally at home with doctoral matters of 

Euclidian repercussions, and giving insight to this young dancers explaining that if ballet is not 

fun it is not their fault but that of their teachers: “Your vision of ballet should not become your  

vision of yourselves”.

His legs are wide open, his torso leaning slightly forward in the sober green leather armchair. A 

very lean woman -not a dancer, but a critic- shares with him the simplicity of a double chaired 
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podium with wireless microphones that playfully scratch our ears for the first half-hour. Pictures 

and recording are forbidden. Raising the arms, closing and opening the space between the 

middle finger and the thumb, while chanting “point-line,  point- line” is not. Geometry in the 

imagination starts with simple exercises like this one.  Somewhere in the middle of such a 

context, a dance critic could be easily elevated to spontaneous performer in a blink. This is 

exactly what happened. These organics demonstrations served to illustrate one of the many 

dance definitions that erupt from him with the prolific ease of formulas in Einsteins´ diary, namely: 

“Ballet is the experience of the body´s geometry, you can never do ballet, you can only  

experience it”.  To further amplify this lapidary statement, Forsythe goes on explaining that the 

arabesque has as many possibilities to be defined as every moment any dancer performs it. For 

him there is not such thing as ballet, only dancers.

Presenting dance as extremely dialogical due to its constant exchange with gravity, Forsythe 

noted falling as the prime component of the act of walking: “Walking is based on controlled  

falling”. At this point he once again rose to his feet to execute an all-wrong passé, with the 

working foot completely turned-in, to prove as well that there is no such thing as a static 

choreographic lecture. Regardless of his self-professed admiration for the classics, or maybe 

because of it, he openly mocked the concept of contemporary ballet: “I do not think that ballet  

needs more help”. He then revived the nostalgia for Madame Boscowich´s methodology, in direct 

lineage with prima ballerina Olga Preobrajenska´s pure academicism. This revolutionary training 

started with grand-battements and most of the exercises in the centre emphasized backwards 

motion, a pattern he openly admits to copy from Boscowich´s teaching. That generation of 

Russian émigrés are the lost avant-garde classical technique has forever lost, including 

Balanchine, he stated, taking a pause to lament the sterile mummification of the latest. 

Forsythe engaged the audience to imagine his childhood in a North Shore Manhattan kitchen, 

where the smooth floor signed a contract with the fridge to prevent his limbs from reaching an un-

glorious future. Popular dance culture in America nurtured his native talent for moving and 

despite his family inclination toward a traditional career, he ended up in a Martha Graham 

technique class at Jackson University, in Florida, following the steps of a roommate, an organ 

student. “I can do that”, he said while watching a rehearsal of A Chorus Line. He then continued 

with classical training and later returned to his hometown. New York´s brutal abuse of dancers, 

the humiliation and shame that they endure, became the antithesis that inspired the later 

foundation of his company in Europe. In most of his choreographies the performers enjoy the 

freedom of choosing their own costumes, because: “If you are conscious you can not repeat your  

past”. The teenagers returned his firm stare with giggling embarrassment. 
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With the introduction of dance critic Wiebke Hüster, the dialogue started approaching the 

parallelism between Forsythe´s innovative naked stage  with Brian O´Doherty flagellation of the 

white cube. After agreeing that Forsythe´s introduction of  unadorned spaces allowed parts of the 

non-theatrical reality to somehow “invade” the performance for the first time, the discussion 

swiftly turned into a passionate account of his motivations for dancing. A change as subtle as the 

one witnessed by a breathless audience two nights earlier at the Haus der Berliner Festspiele. 

Not a cough, not a whisper. Everyone was receiving the gift of their own attention; Forsythe´s 

flawless description of the role of contemporary choreography. So if society is a collection of 

memories -quoting Mrs. Dalloway´s perception of it- then the memory of the falling hand of a lone 

dancer, which serenely evolves into a complex orchestration of breathing together with another 

three impeccable soloists, will undoubtedly become one of the most treasured examples of 

absolute brilliantness in theatrical achievement. (N.N.N.N), which opened the anthological 

programme of the night, is an essay on purity. The portion of time a movement needs to fulfil its 

task is the only referential unit. Every note is drawn by the intellect of a soft-clock, the 

choreographer´s self-coined term to describe this Duchampian metre. The score of intricate 

synchronized patterns of shared breathing gives room for almost anything, except improvisation.

Overlooking the magnificent Wannsee, a lake with a beautiful marina, Forsythe focuses once 

again on the students for a significant amount of time after the meeting. The impossibly gorgeous 

weather signals the end of summer, as if by postponing an inevitable change of temperature, the 

enchantments of the world could be magically crystallized in this intimate communion between 

knowledge and admiration. They are silent butterflies, he is the master, and we all shine.

Note:

(*) Vladimir Dokoudovsky speech for the opening of his legendary New York Conservatory of 

Dance. He then added: “Since dance is a part of that beauty, I would like to help conserve that  

pure unadorned academism which in the past has fostered so many outstanding artists. My  

dream is to conserve the Maryinsky-Preobrajenska method”. New York, 1977.
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