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Form is that which organizes and makes boundaries for your material, making it repeatable and 
specific. 

4 Essential Forms of Dance 

- ABA 
- The Form of Climax at the End 
- Theme and Variations 
- Rondo Form 

ABA 

The first A is an opening statement, a coherent theme, that is a series of phrases dealing with 
the same idea, image or activity, grouped together to form a whole.  A whole, in our terms, 
means that it has about it a sense of a beginning, middle, and end. 

B is a second, contrasting statement, another group of phrases built around a different theme.  
Back to back, these sections complement each other.  This section builds until it must inevitably 
return to the opening theme, A. 

There is a satisfying feeling this return.  This A, the ‘returned-to’ A, should in some way be 
different from the initial A.  It can be richer, simpler, slower with punctuated additions, it is up 
to you, but it must be altered, as both the dancer and the onlooker have been through the 
experience of B. 

All that is needed now is a resolution, a lasting moment when things are brought to a rest, a 
conclusion, a revealing finish.  Don’t introduce new material in your opening theme that, 
treated sensitively, can be used in some finalizing way. 

Climax at the end 

The development in this form is everything.  Intensity must be built to such a peak that the 
breaking point is relief enough: nothing else is required.  While development like this is going 
on, we sense that the end will reveal everything; we are held in suspense, we sense that 
everything will be revealed in an instant. 

The ending to a form like his is often a surprise; at the same time it must contain inevitability or 
it will not satisfy us.  The object in any work of art is not to offer a thrill alone, but to offer some 
form of deep recognition. This study will not be successfully accomplished until you have come 
up with a memorable ending to a little series of movements that is begging for one.  Be careful 
that your ending still relates to your material somehow. 
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Theme and Variation 

We watch a theme travel through different guises and alterations.  An initial theme is altered 
repeatedly, enriched, made thinner, put into space differently, etc. until a group of related 
sections exists.  The task is to make these changes not feel like a long string of things. Like any 
form, these transformations must have about them a feeling of beginning, middle and end, of 
development. 

Rondo Form 

It is related to ABA but it not innately meta-physical or all-conclusive.  It can be coded 
ABACADA, etc.  A folksong or any piece of music or poem with a recurring chorus or refrain is 
in a rondo form.  As you can probably detect, there is a definite feeling of return in this form.  I 
find rondo form always apparent and clear-cut, and therefore I warn you that it can sometimes 
override your material. 

“My fear in making students distinctly aware of forms, and practiced at their creation, is that 
this consideration will become stronger than the intent of the dance.  I want you to work with 
inspiration and emotional involvement every time you set out.  I am not interested in teaching 
craft without art.  It is much simpler, craft.  All you have to do is obey the rules.  Art requires 
more.  It insists on the cooperation fo your spirit.  You must carve your dance out of your entire 
self, not construct it from your brain, or even your body alone.” 

- Patricia Beatty 
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A dance for two people is a duet, for three a trio, and everything else is a group. 

Groups  
All group movement is organized between the boundaries of unison and randomness.  
Mathematics will tell you all the possibilities of division within the number that you have to 
work with.  The end result of all this dividing and grouping and regrouping should give off the 
feeling that your sensibilities have been at work, not just your brain. Something that could be 
identified as arithmetic from the heart is what people need to see. 

Unison/Randomness 
Unison is everyone performing the same movement at the same time.  One can move away 
from the power of such sameness gradually.  Dancers with the same movement perform it at 
different times, ranging from tightly organized times as in canon form (a certain number of 
beats apart from each other) all the way to whenever it strikes them to perform it.  We will hold 
on to the sameness of the movement, and will move into different feelings by having the 
activity broken up.  The of course certain people only can carry on in unison while others take 
on freer activity, or hold still, or disappear. 

The opposite end of the pole for complete unison is complete randomness, different 
movements happening at different times to different people. 

Concerto Form 
Concerto form very quickly isolates a soloist from a group.  In a sense, it is a kind of duet, one 
side being much larger, richer and more anonymous, the other more specific, personal, and 
isolated.  The main point to grasp is that your group must have to it a unity of purpose, no 
matter how you have divided it up.  We will sense this and make ourselves vulnerable to your 
dance.  We will feel on solid ground, and know that the dance has something to do with us, 
even if we cannot identify what it is until later. 

Dancers working together can do a great variety of things.  They can share phrases, for 
instance.  One dancers will take the first movement, the next on the next two movements, two 
more can add two more, and everyone can finish off the phrase together.  Stillness will be 
required to show this off clearly, but it is a lovely thing in itself. 

Movement can be used the way words are in a conversion: back and forth, or with one dancer 
seemingly commenting on, or interrupting another or a group of dancers.  Narratives benefit 
from these last two devices.  Random movement can give off a feeling of huge, expansive 
unity, as well as a seeming unrelatedness, as in a lot of self-involved dancers all busy at the 
same time with something different.  Also remember that everyone in your dance should be 
used for a good portion of the piece.  Sudden solo appearances from dancers who vanish 
never to be seen again are confusing and extra, and chances are that audiences will forget 
then, which means that they haven’t been used skillfully, and probably shouldn’t have been 
there in the first place. 


