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Water Study Doris Humphrey: Exploring the Flow of Movement and Emotion

water study doris humphrey is a fascinating exploration into the fluidity and expressiveness of dance,
pioneered by one of modern dance’s most influential figures. Doris Humphrey, an American dancer and
choreographer, was renowned for her innovative approach to movement, particularly her studies on
dynamics and the interplay between tension and relaxation. The water study in her work exemplifies her
deep understanding of natural forces and their metaphorical connections to human emotion and physicality.

When we talk about Doris Humphrey’s water study, we are delving into a unique blend of artistry and
technique where the qualities of water—its flow, resistance, and rhythm—become a lens for understanding
dance movement. This article will take you through the significance of her water study, how it influenced
modern dance, and why it remains relevant for dancers and choreographers today.

The Essence of Doris Humphrey’s Water Study

At its core, the water study by Doris Humphrey investigates the principles of flow and resistance, concepts
she believed were fundamental to the natural movement of the human body. Rather than focusing solely
on rigid form or predefined steps, Humphrey’s study emphasized how dancers can embody the
characteristics of water to create dynamic and expressive performances.

Water is never static; it moves with intention, adapting to obstacles while maintaining continuity.
Similarly, Humphrey encouraged dancers to explore movement as a living, breathing force rather than a
mechanical execution. This philosophy gave rise to her famous technique centered around “fall and
recovery,” a concept deeply inspired by water’s natural ebb and flow.

Fall and Recovery: The Dance of Gravity and Fluidity

One of the most groundbreaking contributions from Doris Humphrey’s water study is her concept of fall
and recovery. She observed that just as water succumbs to gravity and then regains its form, the human
body naturally falls and recovers in dance. This idea is not only a physical exploration but also an emotional
one, symbolizing the human experience of vulnerability and resilience.

In practical terms, fall and recovery teaches dancers to use gravity as a partner in movement, creating a
push-and-pull dynamic that mimics the fluidity of water. This approach allows for smoother transitions and
a more natural flow in choreography, breaking away from the stiff, linear movements that dominated early
20th-century dance.



How Water Study Influenced Modern Dance Techniques

Doris Humphrey’s water study was more than a metaphor; it was an analytical tool that shaped the way
modern dance evolved. Her emphasis on natural forces and expressive movement helped shift the focus
from purely technical precision to emotional storytelling through the body.

The Legacy of Humprehy’s Movement Philosophy

Humphrey believed that every movement should have meaning and that dancers should feel connected to
the natural rhythms around them. The water study embodied this philosophy by encouraging fluidity and
adaptability in dance. This perspective paved the way for other modern dance pioneers to explore
improvisation, dynamics, and emotional depth in their work.

Moreover, Humphrey’s exploration of water as a movement principle inspired choreographers to consider
environmental elements as integral to their creative process. The idea that dance could reflect the natural
world, like the flow of water or the sway of trees, helped modern dance become a more holistic and
immersive art form.

Incorporating Water Study in Contemporary Practice

Today, dancers and educators still draw from Doris Humphrey’s water study to enhance technique and
creativity. Understanding the dynamics of flow and resistance can help dancers improve balance, control,
and expression. By practicing fall and recovery exercises, dancers develop a better relationship with
gravity and momentum, leading to more grounded and expressive performances.

For choreographers, the water study offers a rich source of inspiration for creating pieces that embody
natural rhythms and emotional nuance. Integrating water-like qualities into choreography—such as smooth
transitions, changing tempos, and varying intensities—can make performances more engaging and
relatable.

The Symbolism Behind Water in Humphrey’s Work

Water is not only a physical phenomenon but also a potent symbol in art and literature. Doris Humphrey’s
water study taps into this symbolism, using water as a metaphor for human emotions, transformation, and
continuity.



Emotional Fluidity and Expression

In Humphrey’s choreography, water represents the ever-changing landscape of human feelings. The
fluidity of water mirrors the ebb and flow of emotions, from calm serenity to turbulent passion. By
embodying water’s qualities, dancers can convey subtle shifts in mood and intention, making their
performances more emotionally resonant.

Transformation and Renewal

Water’s ability to change state—from liquid to solid to vapor—parallels themes of transformation and
renewal in Humphrey’s work. Her water study encourages dancers to embrace change, both physically
and emotionally. This approach supports a dance practice that is dynamic, evolving, and deeply connected
to the cycles of life.

Practical Tips for Exploring Water Study in Dance

If you’re intrigued by Doris Humphrey’s water study and want to incorporate its principles into your own
dance practice, here are some helpful tips:

Focus on Breath and Flow: Like water, your movement should be continuous and connected. Pay
attention to how your breath influences your movement’s rhythm and smoothness.

Experiment with Fall and Recovery: Practice controlled falls and recoveries to understand how
gravity affects your body. Notice the tension and release in muscles as you move between these
states.

Use Resistance as a Tool: Imagine moving through water or air resistance. This mental image can
help you modulate force and create more nuanced dynamics in your movement.

Observe Water Movements: Spend time watching water in nature or videos—how it flows, splashes,
or ripples. Try to translate these qualities into your body language and choreography.

Incorporate Emotional Awareness: Connect your movements to emotional states, allowing your body
to express shifts in mood just as water changes with its environment.

Exploring these practices can deepen your understanding of movement and enhance your ability to



communicate through dance.

Water Study Doris Humphrey in the Broader Context of Dance
History

Doris Humphrey’s water study stands as a milestone in the evolution of dance. It represents a shift from the
rigid, classical ballet forms toward a more organic and expressive modern dance language. Her work helped
establish the importance of dynamics—how movement changes in speed, force, and quality—as a
fundamental element of choreography.

Furthermore, Humphrey’s emphasis on natural forces and emotional depth inspired generations of dancers
and choreographers to explore movement as a form of storytelling deeply connected to human experience.
The water study remains a relevant and powerful tool for understanding how physicality and emotion
intertwine in dance.

The legacy of water study doris humphrey continues to ripple through the dance world, influencing
contemporary practices and reminding artists that movement, like water, is a living, evolving
phenomenon shaped by its environment and the emotions that flow within us.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Doris Humphrey in the context of water study?
Doris Humphrey was a pioneering American modern dancer and choreographer known for her
exploration of movement principles, including the study of water and its flow in dance.

What is the significance of water study in Doris Humphrey's
choreography?
Water study in Doris Humphrey's choreography refers to her investigation of the fluidity, resistance, and
flow of water to inspire and inform movement dynamics and body coordination in dance.

How did Doris Humphrey incorporate water study into her dance
techniques?
Doris Humphrey incorporated water study by emphasizing the principles of fall and recovery, mimicking
the natural ebb and flow, weight, and resistance of water to create expressive and organic movements.



What are the main principles of movement Doris Humphrey derived
from her water study?
The main principles include balance between tension and relaxation, the natural rhythm of fall and
recovery, and the dynamic interaction between the body and gravity, inspired by the qualities of water.

Can you name a dance work by Doris Humphrey influenced by water
study?
One notable work influenced by water study is "Water Study," a solo piece choreographed by Doris
Humphrey that explores the qualities of water through movement.

Why is Doris Humphrey's water study important in modern dance
history?
Doris Humphrey's water study is important because it introduced innovative concepts of movement
inspired by natural elements, helping to advance modern dance as an expressive and experimental art
form.

Are there contemporary dance techniques that continue Doris
Humphrey's water study principles?
Yes, many contemporary dance techniques and choreographers continue to explore principles of flow,
resistance, and natural movement dynamics rooted in Humphrey's water study, emphasizing organic and
expressive movement qualities.

Additional Resources
Water Study Doris Humphrey: Exploring the Fluidity of Movement in Modern Dance

water study doris humphrey stands as a seminal work in the history of modern dance, embodying the
innovative spirit of one of the 20th century’s most influential choreographers. Doris Humphrey, a pioneer
in modern dance, created Water Study in 1928 as an exploration of the principles of movement inspired by
the natural element of water. This piece not only showcases her unique choreographic style but also
reflects her profound understanding of rhythm, gravity, and human expression. Analyzing Water Study
offers valuable insights into Humphrey’s artistic philosophy and her lasting impact on contemporary dance.



The Artistic Context of Water Study Doris Humphrey

Water Study emerged during a period when modern dance was evolving rapidly, moving away from
classical ballet’s rigid structures toward more expressive and organic forms. Doris Humphrey, alongside
contemporaries such as Martha Graham and Charles Weidman, sought to establish a new dance language
rooted in natural human gestures and emotional authenticity. Water Study is a manifestation of
Humphrey’s theory of “fall and recovery,” which emphasizes the body’s relationship with gravity and
momentum.

The choreography of Water Study is noted for its smooth, flowing movements that mimic the undulating
and continuous motion of water. This work diverges from the angular and percussive styles favored by
some of her peers, instead embracing a lyrical quality that conveys both strength and fluidity. Humphrey’s
choice to base a dance on a natural element reflects a broader modernist trend of drawing inspiration from
nature to communicate universal themes.

Choreographic Features and Innovations

Water Study’s choreography is characterized by several defining features that highlight Humphrey’s
mastery:

Fall and Recovery: The core technique underpinning Water Study involves the controlled yielding
to gravity (fall) followed by an arresting of descent (recovery). This interplay creates a dynamic
tension, mirroring water’s ebb and flow.

Group Synchronization: The piece often employs ensemble movement, where dancers move in
unison or complementary patterns, reflecting the collective yet unpredictable nature of water
currents.

Use of Space and Timing: Dancers utilize the stage with fluid spatial transitions and varying tempos,
enhancing the sensation of water’s continuous motion and varying energy.

Minimalist Aesthetic: Costumes and staging are typically understated, placing emphasis squarely on
the dancers’ bodies and their movement quality without distraction.

These features collectively create a poetic interpretation of water, not as a literal element but as an abstract
principle governing flow and balance.



Comparative Analysis: Water Study and Other Modern Dance
Works

Situating Water Study within the broader repertoire of modern dance highlights its distinct approach to
movement and thematic content. While Martha Graham’s works often delve into psychological drama and
angular, intense contractions, and Charles Weidman’s choreography incorporates humor and character-
driven narratives, Doris Humphrey’s Water Study remains more abstract and elemental.

Humphrey’s emphasis on the physiological mechanics of movement contrasts with Graham’s focus on
emotional tension and release. Water Study’s fluidity aligns more closely with Lester Horton’s technique,
which also values holistic, natural movement, yet Humphrey’s work is more minimalistic and meditative
in tone.

This comparison illustrates how Water Study paved the way for later explorations in dance that prioritize
the body’s intrinsic relationship to natural forces. It remains a reference point for choreographers interested
in the integration of physical dynamics and thematic subtlety.

The Role of Music and Rhythm in Water Study Doris Humphrey

Music plays a crucial role in Water Study, serving as both a structural and emotive guide for the
choreography. Humphrey often collaborated with composers who could complement her vision of rhythm
as an extension of natural forces. The score for Water Study typically features flowing, undulating melodies
with fluctuating tempos, mirroring the movement qualities of water.

The rhythmic patterns in the music align with Humphrey’s concept of "rhythm as movement," where
changes in tempo and phrasing directly influence the dancers’ energy and timing. This synergy between
music and movement enhances the immersive experience of the piece, making the audience feel the
cyclical and transformative nature of water.

Legacy and Influence of Water Study on Modern Dance

Water Study’s contribution to modern dance extends beyond its initial performances. It is frequently cited
in dance pedagogy as an exemplar of movement principles that emphasize balance, momentum, and group
dynamics. Humphrey’s work has inspired generations of dancers and choreographers who seek to blend
technical rigor with expressive freedom.

The study of Water Study in academic and professional settings underscores its relevance in understanding
human kinetics and choreographic structure. It also serves as a case study in how abstract concepts can be



effectively embodied through dance, a lesson that remains pertinent in contemporary choreography.

Pros and Cons of Water Study as a Pedagogical Tool

Pros:

Enhances understanding of fall and recovery principles.

Promotes awareness of group coordination and spatial dynamics.

Encourages exploration of fluidity and rhythmic variation.

Accessible for dancers of varying technical backgrounds due to its focus on natural movement.

Cons:

Abstract nature may challenge dancers unfamiliar with non-narrative choreography.

Minimalist staging requires strong interpretative skills to convey depth.

Less emphasis on dramatic storytelling could limit engagement for some audiences.

Despite these limitations, Water Study remains a vital work for those interested in the foundational
techniques of modern dance.

Exploring the Symbolism and Themes in Water Study Doris
Humphrey

Beyond its technical aspects, Water Study embodies rich symbolism associated with water as an elemental
force. Water represents change, adaptability, and the cyclical nature of life—all themes that resonate
through the choreography’s continuous movement and shifting dynamics. Humphrey’s interpretation
avoids literal miming; instead, it evokes the essence of water’s qualities through abstract motion.



This thematic depth invites viewers and performers alike to reflect on broader human experiences such as
resilience, harmony, and transformation. The universality of these themes contributes to the enduring
appeal of Water Study within modern dance repertoire.

In sum, Water Study Doris Humphrey stands as a landmark work that exemplifies the intersection of
natural inspiration and choreographic innovation. Its nuanced exploration of movement principles and
thematic richness continues to influence the trajectory of modern dance, encouraging practitioners to seek
beauty and meaning in the fluidity of motion.
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  water study doris humphrey: Doris Humphrey, the Collected Works: Water study. Shakers.
Partita V Doris Humphrey, 1978
  water study doris humphrey: Doris Humphrey Naomi Mindlin, 1998 The Arthurian legend
closes with a promise: On a distant day, when his country calls, the king will return. His lost realm
will be regained, and his shattered dream of an ideal world will, at last, be realized. This collection
of original essays explores the issue of return in the modern Arthurian legend. With an Introduction
by noted scholar Raymond H. Thompson and 13 essays by authors from the fields of literature, art
history, film history, and folklore, this collection reveals the flexibility of the legend. Just as the
modern legend takes the form current to its generation, the myth of return generates a new legend
with each telling. As these authors show, return can come in the form of a noble king or a Caribbean
immigrant, with the mystery of an art theft or a dying boy's dream.
  water study doris humphrey: The Shapes of Change Marcia B. Siegel, 1985-05-17 What is
strikingly new about Miss Siegel's achievement is that she goes beyond the usual kind of historical
reassessment. . . . She performs on behalf of this most evanescent of the arts an act of significant
recovery. By tracking down--often in rare stage revivals, on film or on videotape--as many of the
works by major creators of the last half century as survive, and by describing them . . . in a manner
that combines accuracy and imagination, she has enriched our knowledge of the past and added
immeasurably, to our resent stock of critical resources.--Dale Harris, New York Times Book Review
Siegel has a gut feeling for dance and a razor-sharp intelligence about it. It's an irresistible
combination.--Margaret Pierpont, Dance Magazine After you've seen and felt dance this deeply--even
vicariously--your way of looking at dance will never be the same.--William Albright, Houston Post
She sees, acutely, with her muscles as well as her eyes. She thinks about dance as much as she
experiences it. . . . This is dance choreography reconstituted. Dances leap off the page. . . . The
ability to do that is extraordinary.--Jean Bunke, Des Moines Sunday Register The sections in which
she describes the dances themselves make up the bulk of the book and they are profoundly
illuminating. . . . These descriptions represent an amazing literary, as well as critical,
accomplishment, for they are both accurate and resonant, both objective and enlightening, both
formal and personal.--Laura Shapiro, The Real Paper Siegel draws on her years of experience as a
working dance critic, a profession she has helped to shape, and brings to a range of American dance
a sense of honesty and a mind that wants to understand the antecedents of what is currently in
vogue as the dance explosion.--Iris M. Fanger, The Christian Science Monitor
  water study doris humphrey: The Doris Humphrey Legacy: Water Study , 1998 This is one of
the first works Doris Humphrey composed as an independent choreographer. Imagistic conceptions
performed in silence, the dance calls for subtle yet complex ensemble work.
  water study doris humphrey: Water Study Doris Humphrey, Odette Blum, Ruth Currier, 1966
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  water study doris humphrey: Exploring Dance Forms and Styles Helene Scheff, Marty
Sprague, Susan McGreevy-Nichols, 2010 This text and DVD package helps you to introduce students
to a variety of dances without having to leave the classroom! It includes 39 dance performances and
resources for 21 more dance forms.
  water study doris humphrey: Water Study Doris Humphrey, Odette Blum, Ruth Currier, Lucy
Venable, Els Grelinger, Karen Brown, 1971
  water study doris humphrey: Directing the Dance Legacy of Doris Humphrey Lesley Main,
2012-06-04 Directing the Dance Legacy of Doris Humphrey looks inside four of Doris Humphrey’s
major choreographic works—Water Study (1928), The Shakers (1931), With My Red Fires (1936),
and Passacaglia (1938)—with an eye to how directorial strategies applied in recent contemporized
stagings in the United States and Europe could work across the modern and contemporary dance
genre. Author Lesley Main, a seasoned practitioner of Doris Humphrey choreography, stresses to the
reader the need to balance respect for classical works from the modern dance repertory with the
necessity for fresh directorial strategies, to balance between traditional practices and a creative role
for the reconstructor. Drawing upon her own dance experience, Main’s book addresses an area of
dance research and practice that is becoming increasingly pertinent as the dancer-choreographers
of the 20th century modern and contemporary dance are no longer alive to attend to the re-stagings
of the body of their works. Insightful and thought-provoking, Directing the Dance Legacy of Doris
Humphrey calls for the creation of new forms of directorial practice in dance beyond reconstruction.
The radical new practices it proposes to replace the old are sure to spark debate and fresh thinking
across the dance field.
  water study doris humphrey: The Doris Humphrey Legacy Doris Humphrey, 1997
  water study doris humphrey: Dancing Naturally A. Carter, R. Fensham, 2011-12-02 A renewed
interest in nature, the ancient Greeks, and the freedom of the body was to transform dance and
physical culture in the early twentieth century. The book discusses the creative individuals and
developments in science and other art forms that shaped the evolution of modern dance in its
international context.
  water study doris humphrey: Identity and Diversity Wang Yunyu, Stephanie Burridge,
2020-11-29 Reflecting the breadth and diversity of dance in the Asia–Pacific region, this volume
provides an in-depth and comprehensive study of Taiwan’s dance history. Taiwan is home to several
indigenous tribes with unique rituals and folk dance traditions, with an array of eclectic influences
including martial arts and Peking Opera from China, and dance forms such as contemporary,
neo-classical, post-modern, jazz, ballroom, and hip-hop from the West. Dance in Taiwan, led by
pioneers such as choreographers Liu Feng-shueh and Lin Hwai-min, continues to have a strong
presence in both performance and educational arenas. In 1973, Lin Hwai-min created Cloud Gate
Dance Theatre, the country’s internationally acclaimed modern dance company, and simultaneously
produced a generation of dancers not only trained in modern dance and ballet, but also in Chinese
aesthetics and history, tai-chi and meditation. Including the voices of dance professionals, scholars
and critics, this collection of articles highlights the emerging trends and challenges faced by dance
in Taiwan. It examines the history, creative development, education, training, and above all, the
hybrid practices that give Taiwanese dance a unique identity, making it central to the renaissance of
Asian contemporary dance. In describing how the intersections of dance cultures are marked by
exchanges, research and pedagogy, it shows the way choreographers, performers, associated artists
and companies of the region choose to imaginatively invent, blend, fuse, select and morph the
multiple influences, revitalising and preserving cultural heritage while oscillating between tradition
and change.
  water study doris humphrey: The Body, Dance and Cultural Theory Helen Thomas,
2017-03-14 This book takes its point of departure from the overwhelming interest in theories of the
body and performativity in sociology and cultural studies in recent years. It explores a variety of
ways of looking at dance as a social and artistic (bodily) practice as a means of generating insights
into the politics of identity and difference as they are situated and traced through representations of



the body and bodily practices. These issues are addressed through a series of case studies.
  water study doris humphrey: International Encyclopedia of Dance Dance Perspectives
Foundation, 1998 Exciting and fascinating, this reference work succeeds in its goal of bringing joy
as well as enlightenment about all forms of dance in all countries of the world. An extremely useful
synoptic outline of contents with nine sections (including Ritual and Religion and Popular
Entertainment) enables the user to explore dance in its cultural and social aspects, while topical
essays complement the 2,000-plus entries. Heavily illustrated with black-and-white photographs, the
encyclopedia captures the fluid movement of dance; with its depth and scope, this outstanding work
has carved a well-deserved niche.--Outstanding Reference Sources: the 1999 Selection of New Titles,
American Libraries, May 1999. Comp. by the Reference Sources Committee, RUSA, ALA.
  water study doris humphrey: Essential Guide to Dance, 3rd edition Linda Ashley,
2012-04-13 This third edition of the bestselling text ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO DANCE is thoroughly
updated to meet the new AS/A2 specifications and relevant Applied A-levels, BTEC and other Dance
qualifications. Now in full colour, highly illustrated, and packed with tasks and activities to cover all
aspects of current courses, this text will appeal to both teachers and students. Students are brought
right up to date with clear explanations of choreography, performance and appreciation of Dance, as
well as recent examples of new set works and choreographers. With further video and photo
interactive analysis tasks, the addition of short revision tests and updated professional examples
alongside many contemporary photographs, ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO DANCE Third Edition provides
students with comprehensive support and guidance. With its emphasis on the practical aspects of
Dance and its interactive features that encourage effective learning, ESSENTIAL GUIDE TO DANCE
Third Edition will be essential for all students of Dance and their teachers. Linda Ashley has
extensive experience as a writer, choreographer, performer and teacher of Dance. Linda is currently
Dance Research Leader at AUT University, New Zealand, Linda has written several Dance titles,
published in the UK and New Zealand, including the two previous bestselling editions of ESSENTIAL
GUIDE TO DANCE, both published by Hodder.
  water study doris humphrey: Moving Words Gay Morris, 2005-06-28 Moving Words provides a
direct line into the most pressing issues in contemporary dance scholarship, as well as insights into
ways in which dance contributes to and creates culture. Instead of representing a single viewpoint,
the essays in this volume reflect a range of perspectives and represent the debates swirling within
dance. The contributors confront basic questions of definition and interpretation within dance
studies, while at the same time examining broader issues, such as the body, gender, class, race,
nationalism and cross-cultural exchange. Specific essays address such topics as the black male body
in dance, gender and subversions in the dances of Mark Morris, race and nationalism in Martha
Graham's 'American Document', and the history of oriental dance.
  water study doris humphrey: Dance Research Journal , 1998
  water study doris humphrey: José Limón José Limón, 2001-09-27 A captivating illustrated
autobiography of the early years of a major American choreographer.
  water study doris humphrey: Rhythm and Timing of Movement in Performance Janet
Goodridge, 1999 Despite the richness of the subject and the importance frequently ascribed to the
phenomena of rhythm and timing in the arts, the topic as a whole has been neglected. Janet
Goodridge writes from a practical movement background and draws on a wide range of sources to
illuminate the subject in relation to theatre, drama, dance, ceremony, and ritual.
  water study doris humphrey: Researching Dance Sondra Horton Fraleigh, Penelope Hanstein,
1998-03-15 In Researching Dance, an introduction to research methods in dance addressed
primarily to graduate students, the editors explore dance as evolutional, defining it in view of its
intrinsic participatory values, its developmental aspects, and its purposes from art to ritual, and they
examine the role of theory in research. The editors have also included essays by nine
dancer-scholars who examine qualitative and quantitative inquiry and delineate the most common
approaches for investigating dance, raising concerns about philosophy and aesthetics, historical
scholarship, movement analysis, sexual and gender identification, cultural diversity, and the



resources available to students. The writers have included study questions, research exercises, and
suggested readings to facilitate the book's use as a classroom text.
  water study doris humphrey: Willa Cather and the Dance Wendy K. Perriman, 2009 Anna
Pavlova's revolutionary debut in 1910 at the Metropolitan Opera House captivated the nation and
introduced Americans to the charms of modern ballet. Willa Cather was among the first intellectuals
to recognize that dance had suddenly been elevated into a new art form, and she quickly trained
herself to become one of the leading balletomanes of her era. Willa Cather and the Dance: A Most
Satisfying Elegance traces the writer's dance education, starting with the ten-page explication she
wrote in 1913 for McClure's magazine called Training for the Ballet. Cather's interest was sustained
through her entire canon as she utilized characters, scenes, and images from almost all of the
important dance productions that played in New York.
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