
3 33

Surveying Your Body  
at Work

Lesson 1.1  Stand on Your Own Two Feet

Lesson 1.2  Body Mechanics: Matching 
Movement to Muscles and 
Bones

Lesson 1.3  Dancing at the Joint

Lesson 1.4  Personal Physical Survey
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Q: How can 
you discover and 
improve on the 
strengths and 
weaknesses of your 
body, your own 
instrument?

From chapter 1 you will

• explain healthy, vertical alignment and demonstrate your own vertical 
alignment;

• recognize major bones, muscles, and joints and how they interact to 
make movement possible;

• create a dance phrase based on your knowledge of types of joints and 
the types of movement possible at each joint; and

• analyze your body, noting its strengths and limitations.

Overture
Have you ever thought of your body as an instrument? A musician takes 
very good care of his instrument, recognizing both its strengths and 
limitations. When you dance, just as when you play sports, your body is 
the instrument. Taking care of your instrument and knowing its strengths 
and limitations will help you gain confidence in your abilities. To better 
understand and make improvements, first you have to know about bones, 
muscles, and joints.
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Stand on Your Own Two Feet

LeSSOn 1.1

vOcabulary

alignment
anterior iliac superior 
spine

backspace
demi-plié
kyphosis
kyphosis-lordosis
lordosis
overmuscling
port de corps
portfolio
relevé
tour en l’air

Move It!
Tuck your hips under, push them forward, and tighten your buttocks muscles. 
Now try to walk. How easy or difficult is it to walk? Now start over by lifting 
your abdominal muscles up toward your rib cage. You will notice that your 
buttocks can now relax. Again, try walking. How does the walk feel to you 
now? What do you think makes the difference?

curtain up
Physics and gravity dictate that for every job there is a most efficient posture, 
one that will give the mover power, ease, and control. When you pick up a 
heavy package, you can do a better job and protect yourself from injury if 
you bend your knees, keep your hips under you, and use your legs to lift the 
weight. Likewise, when you do a port de corps to the back (hyperextension 
of the spine, or moving the spine into a curve into the backspace), you will 
be able to go farther into the backspace (spatial area behind the body) if you 
start with a neutral, supported lower back. If your lower back is already in a 
swayback position (the pelvis is tipped forward), your spine is already curved. 
This will limit how far into the backspace you can go with the upper spine.

One of the functions of the skeleton is to provide support and structure. A 
teacher once told students to “stack their bones” in order to stand in vertical 
alignment with ease and to just “move their bones” when dancing. The best 
dancers make difficult movements seem easy. A dancer will last longer in the 
short run (during an energetic dance) and in the long run (throughout a career) 
if he can move with the least amount of effort. Overmuscling a movement, 
or straining, could be damaging. One of the reasons a dancer overmuscles 
a movement is that she does not use good alignment. Alignment is proper, 
healthy, functional posture. More muscle energy is required when the body 
is not aligned correctly. A tour en l’air (a turn in the air) is not easily started 
or completed without a proper demi-plié (a bend of the knees with the knees 
aligned over the toes). Also important is to have the skull, rib cage, and pelvis 
stacked one on top of the other during the preparation, jump, and landing.

Injuries can occur when a dancer does not use proper alignment. The body 
is not stupid. If body parts are not stacked properly on one another, the body 
will automatically work to keep from falling over. Muscles will tighten to hold 
the improper posture. This tensing of muscles could cause soreness or injury. 
A spine with either too much or too little curvature is in danger of being dam-
aged. Ankle and knee injuries can occur when the knees are not aligned over 
the toes. Efficient body mechanics require proper alignment; just as an engine 
needs a tune-up, so does a dancer’s body. Every so often, dancers should take 
some time to check and correct their alignment (see figure 1.1).
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Experiencing Dance

take the Stage
As you learn about correct alignment, you will want to make sure that you can 
achieve it yourself. By going through the following process, you will be on the 
right track.

Figure 1.1 Skeletal align-
ment: (a) ideal vertical align-
ment, (b) kyphosis-lordosis 
posture (the spine has an 
exaggerated S shape when 
viewed from the side), (c) 
flat-back posture, (d) lordosis 
(swayback) posture.

E5623/Scheff/Fig.1.1a/477020/JG/R1
E5623/Scheff/Fig.1.1b/477021/JG/R1

E5623/Scheff/Fig.1.1c477022/JG/R1
E5623/Scheff/Fig.1.1d/477023/JG/R1

SpOtlIght

Lulu Sweigard
Lulu Sweigard (1895-1974) thought of using the imagination to enhance alignment and movement 
potential. Although she was not the first, she was responsible for organizing the works of her teacher, 
Mabel Todd. Todd used imagery as a teaching tool, and Sweigard organized and created new 
visualizations in the teaching of dance and postural alignment. All this took place in the mid-1920s 
and into the early 1930s. Two good resources for this subject are Dynamic Alignment Through 
Imagery and Dance Imagery for Technique and Performance, both by Eric Franklin (Human Kinetics 
2012; 2014).

a b c d
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Surveying Your Body at Work

1. Look at the four types of 
alignment (postures) in 
figure 1.1. Try copying each, 
making sure that you look 
carefully at where the bones 
are in relation to a vertical 
line. For instance, in the 
swayback posture, lordo-
sis (posture d), the head is 
thrust forward, the pelvis 
is tilted back, the hip joints 
are thrust forward, and the 
knees are jammed back. 
Lordosis is in the lower 
spine. Kyphosis is in the 
upper spine. Kyphosis-lor-
dosis is misalignment in 
both the upper and lower 
segments of the spine.

2. Now try walking in each 
position. In which position 
are you looking straight 
ahead and swinging your 
arms and legs easily? You 
are right if you said posture 
a, which is the healthy ver-
tical alignment.

3. To make certain you can 
establish and maintain your 
vertical alignment, look 
at where the vertical line 
runs down the side of the 
body in posture a. It runs 
just behind the ear lobe, the 
center of the shoulder joint, 
the anterior iliac superior 
spine (the front part of the 
pelvis), the knee joint, and 
finally just in front of the 
outside ankle bone.

4. Another way to establish 
vertical alignment is to imagine circles around the skull, shoulders, hips, 
and ankles (see figure 1.2). The midpoints of the circles should all line up.

5. Try using this image of stacked circles, the line down the side of the body 
image, and the suggested action for the abdominals in this lesson’s Curtain 
Up. Which one works best for you?

E5623/Scheff/Fig. 1.2/477024/JG/R1

Figure 1.2 Establish vertical 
alignment by imagining cir-
cles around the skull, shoul-
ders, hips, and ankles.
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take a bow
Do the following exercises to improve your vertical alignment:

1. Without losing your vertical alignment: (1) do a knee bend 
(demi-plié), (2) straighten your legs, and then (3) rise up 
onto the balls of your feet (relevé). Use a mirror or ask a 
partner to critique your alignment in this exercise. Try this 
in parallel first and second positions and in turned-out first 
and second positions.

2. Ask a partner to critique your alignment when you prepare 
for, during, and at the end of a jump and then while you 
do a small 180-degree tour en l’air. Use these comments 
to improve your jumps and turns.

3. In a journal, write about any changes you have made to 
improve your alignment. This journal contains (1) reflec-
tions on your work; (2) thought processes and feelings; (3) 
observations; and (4) notes on lessons, skills, and concepts 
learned. This journal may also become part of your port-
folio. A portfolio is an ongoing collection of your work.

DID yOu KnOw?

Cross-Training
There was a time when ballet dancers 
were not permitted to take modern 
dance classes, and conversely, modern 
dancers weren’t permitted to take 
ballet. It was similar thinking that kept 
dancers from taking part in sport com-
petition and training and kept athletes 
from taking dance classes. In the 1950s 
Robert Joffrey (1930-1988) and Gerald 
Arpino (1928-2008) danced with the 
May O’Donnell Dance Company doing 
modern dance, though they were 
trained in ballet. New York City’s High 
School of Performing Arts had their 
dance students taking both ballet and 
modern (with guest teachers occa-
sionally teaching jazz and world dance 
forms). The instructors found that the 
ballet majors had much to learn from 
studying modern, and the modern 
majors had much to learn from studying 
ballet.

About the same time, athletic coaches 
were looking at the way dancers trained. 
They thought that their athletes would 
sustain fewer injuries if they used similar 
dance warm-ups in their training. They 
also recognized that dancers were very 
fast on their feet and could make very 
quick changes in direction. Cross-train-
ing leads to good alignment, efficient 
use of muscles, and protection of 
bones. Some popular televised dance 
competitions clearly demonstrate the 
effectiveness of cross-training in various 
dance forms and styles.


