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Understanding Water Study: Doris Humphrey's Innovative
Contribution to Dance

Water Study is a seminal work in the realm of dance created by the renowned choreographer Doris
Humphrey. Known for her innovative approaches and unique philosophies, Humphrey's exploration of
movement and emotion has left an indelible mark on the world of modern dance. In this article, we will
delve into the significance of Water Study, its historical context, the artistic principles behind it, and the
broader implications of Doris Humphrey's work in the field of dance.

Historical Context of Water Study

Doris Humphrey created Water Study in 1928, during a time when modern dance was beginning to
establish itself as a legitimate art form, separate from classical ballet. Influenced by the cultural shifts of the
1920s, including the rise of the avant-garde movement in art and literature, Humphrey sought to express
human emotions and experiences through the medium of dance.

1. The Evolution of Modern Dance:
- Modern dance emerged as a reaction against the rigidity of ballet, allowing for greater expression and
experimentation.
- Choreographers like Martha Graham, Isadora Duncan, and Doris Humphrey were pivotal in shaping this
new art form.

2. Humphrey's Background:
- Born in 1895, Humphrey trained in various dance styles before developing her distinct approach.
- She co-founded the Doris Humphrey Dance Company and later contributed significantly to the
establishment of the Humphrey-Weidman School of Dance.

The Concept and Creation of Water Study

Water Study is not just a dance; it is an exploration of movement that reflects the fluidity and
unpredictability of water.

- Choreographic Intent:
- Humphrey aimed to capture the essence of water through the movements of the dancers, emphasizing



qualities such as flow, rhythm, and spontaneity.
- The piece serves as a metaphor for human emotions, highlighting the connection between nature and the
human experience.

- Structure of the Work:
- Water Study is characterized by its improvisational nature, allowing dancers to respond intuitively to the
music and each other.
- The choreography is devoid of a formal narrative; instead, it creates a visual representation of water in its
various forms—gentle ripples, powerful waves, and stillness.

Artistic Principles Behind Water Study

Doris Humphrey's work, including Water Study, is grounded in several key artistic principles that reflect
her philosophy regarding movement and emotion.

1. Fall and Recovery:
- One of Humphrey's signature techniques, "fall and recovery," plays a crucial role in Water Study. This
principle emphasizes the natural dynamics of gravity in movement.
- Dancers use their weight to create a sense of falling, followed by a controlled recovery, mirroring the ebb
and flow of water.

2. Emphasis on Breath and Rhythm:
- Humphrey believed that breath is the foundation of movement. She encouraged dancers to find rhythm
within their breathing, which adds a layer of emotional depth to their performance.
- The connection between breath, rhythm, and the natural world is evident in the fluidity of Water Study.

3. Collaboration with Musicians:
- The collaboration between dancers and musicians has always been a hallmark of Humphrey's work. In
Water Study, the music complements the choreography, enhancing the overall experience.
- Humphrey often worked with composers to create scores that reflect the emotional landscape of her
dances.

The Impact of Water Study on Dance and Beyond

Water Study has had a lasting impact on the world of dance, influencing generations of dancers and
choreographers.

1. Legacy of Modern Dance:
- Water Study is often cited as a pivotal work in the canon of modern dance, showcasing the potential of
movement as a means of expression.



- It laid the groundwork for future explorations of improvisation and abstract choreography, encouraging
artists to push the boundaries of traditional dance forms.

2. Educational Influence:
- Doris Humphrey's teachings and choreography have been incorporated into dance education programs
worldwide, inspiring new generations of dancers to explore the emotional and physical aspects of
movement.
- Many contemporary dance companies continue to draw from her techniques, emphasizing the
importance of breath, weight, and improvisation.

3. Cultural Reflections:
- Water Study, like much of Humphrey’s work, reflects broader cultural themes, including the relationship
between humanity and nature.
- The choreography serves as a reminder of our connection to the natural world and the emotions that arise
from it, resonating with audiences on a profound level.

Conclusion

Doris Humphrey's Water Study stands as a testament to the power of dance as an art form. Through her
innovative choreography, she captured the essence of water and its inherent qualities, while also
addressing deeper emotional themes. The principles of movement she established continue to resonate
within the dance community, making her contributions to modern dance invaluable.

As we reflect on Water Study and its significance, it becomes evident that Doris Humphrey's legacy
extends beyond the stage, influencing not only the practice of dance but also the way we perceive
movement and emotion in our lives. The fluidity and grace embodied in Water Study remind us of the
beauty of human expression and the universal connection we share with the natural world.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Doris Humphrey and what was her contribution to water
studies?
Doris Humphrey was a pioneering American dancer and choreographer known for her innovative work
in modern dance. Her contributions to water studies include her exploration of movement dynamics and
fluidity, which she articulated in her theories on fall and recovery.



What is the significance of the 'Water Study' in Doris Humphrey's
career?
The 'Water Study' is significant as it showcases Humphrey's exploration of the natural elements and their
influence on human movement. This work is crucial in understanding her artistic vision and her approach
to modern dance.

How did Doris Humphrey's 'Water Study' reflect the principles of
modern dance?
Doris Humphrey's 'Water Study' reflects modern dance principles by emphasizing natural movement and
emotional expression, utilizing the fluidity of water as a metaphor for the human experience and the body's
relationship with gravity.

What themes are explored in Doris Humphrey's 'Water Study'?
The themes explored in 'Water Study' include the interplay of weight and lightness, the concept of flow,
and the emotional states associated with water, such as calmness and turbulence.

In what year was Doris Humphrey's 'Water Study' created?
Doris Humphrey's 'Water Study' was created in 1928, marking a significant moment in her career and in
the development of modern dance.

What techniques did Doris Humphrey use in 'Water Study' to convey
the essence of water?
Doris Humphrey used techniques such as smooth transitions, undulating movements, and dynamic contrasts
in her choreography to convey the essence of water, highlighting its fluidity and adaptability.

How has 'Water Study' influenced contemporary dance?
'Water Study' has influenced contemporary dance by encouraging choreographers to experiment with
natural elements and to incorporate themes of fluidity and emotional dynamics into their work.

Are there any notable performances of Doris Humphrey's 'Water Study'?
Yes, notable performances of 'Water Study' have been showcased by various modern dance companies,
including the Humphrey-Weidman Company, which continues to celebrate her legacy through revivals of
her work.



What was the original context or setting for 'Water Study'?
The original context for 'Water Study' was a concert dance piece, designed to be performed in an intimate
setting where the audience could closely observe the subtlety of movement and expression reflective of
water.

What legacy did Doris Humphrey leave behind in the field of dance and
water studies?
Doris Humphrey left a legacy of innovation in modern dance, particularly through her exploration of
movement dynamics and emotional expression. Her work, including 'Water Study,' continues to inspire
dancers and choreographers to integrate natural elements into their art.
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