
Born in 1909 in Chicago, Katherine Dunham is an American dancer-choreographer who is 

best known for incorporating African American, Caribbean, African, and South American 

movement styles and themes into her Modern Dance Choreography. 

 
What role does a strong back play in Locomotor movement (traveling steps)? 
In order to get through even half of the exercises in class, your back and stomach have 
to have the strength and stamina to hold you up. After studying how African cultures in 
the Caribbean danced, Miss Dunham knew her performers had to be strong enough to 

execute whatever exercises she threw at them. “When students first come into my class, I can tell right 
away whether they have a strong back or not. When they present a step, you can see if there’s any 
strength behind it.” The essentials of Dunham technique are having a strong back, relaxed knees, and 
body rolls in order to move strongly and fluidly across the floor. Miss Dunham isolated body parts based 
on principles she learned from traditional Afro-Caribbean dance. She introduced modern dancers to the 
relaxed back and knees that she saw in Haiti. 
 
For strengthening the back we practice waves through the upper body and flattening of the back. For 
the knees and legs we do a lot of pliés and relevés. If your back and knees are stiff, it’ll be hard for you 
to do any kind of movement. Once your body is open, you can move more easily.  
 
The exercises in class isolate different body parts, but how does a student put it together when going 
across the floor (locomotor movement)?  
Think back to all the things you’ve done in center: working the back, working the stomach, working the 
legs, and all that. If I tell students while doing traveling steps, “Straight back, plié,” but they don’t 
remember to use their stomach muscles to hold their back up, they’ll just be hopping across the floor 
with no strength behind their movement. They have to think of it all at the same time. That’s why you 
hear me say things over and over until you want to scream, but then all of a sudden it’s imbedded and 
you don’t have to think so hard about it.  
 
How do you encourage students to safely push their bodies when they might want to give up?  
When the body starts hurting or you start getting tired, you have to keep the thought in mind, “If I keep 
working at this, my body’s gonna get stronger and I won’t feel this badly later.” You’ve gotta fight to 
keep those legs up during the exercise. Then when you’re done, shake them out and just breathe. 
Eventually it won’t hurt as much as it does right now. And remember you’re going to need that strength 
to really move later and let yourself go to the drumbeats. 
 
From the very beginning I tell students to be careful doing this or that, and that caution stays in their 
head—even when they get tired. They remember, “Oh, I’m supposed to be pulling up here to keep the 
weight out of my knees so I don’t injure them, or I’m supposed to tighten in the middle so I don’t injure 
my back.” 
 
 
What qualities do you like to see in a dancer?  
I get really excited when I see dancers giving something of themselves to the audience. When you can 
see them giving out everything they’ve got from in here [touches her chest], you can’t miss it. You know 
that it’s from inside. 
 


