
Interview with Anna Halprin 

Ilene A. Serlin 

This interview was done in honor of Anna Halprin's 75th bir thday 
at her home in Kentfield, California. Anna Halprin is one of the early 
pioneers of therapeutic dance, and is still working with people who 
have life-challenging illnesses, by developing rituals, and training 
people from around the world. The following interview focuses 
specifically on questions of her own teacher and lineage, and of the 
role of spirituality in her movement  work. 

S erlin: Your  w o r k  h a s  in f luenced  m e  du r ing  the  l a s t  25 yea r s ,  a n d  I a m  
only  stil l  g rowing  into an  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of i ts  power .  B u t  a t  th i s  

po in t  the  ques t ion  I ' m  a s k i n g  h a s  m o r e  to do w i t h  the  sp i r i t ua l  t h a n  the  
psychologica l  a spec t s  to you r  work .  In  m y  own w o r k  w i th  w o m e n  w i t h  
b r e a s t  cancer ,  I h a v e  obse rved  how the  body  can  be such  a source  of spir-  
i t ua l  wisdom,  a n d  how m o v e m e n t  can  open  people  to th i s  a spec t  of spir -  
i tua l i ty .  So I ' m  e x t r e m e l y  i n t e r e s t e d  in h e a r i n g  how o the r  m o v e m e n t  
t e a c h e r s  descr ibe  how sp i r i t ua l i t y  shows up  in t h e i r  work.  M y  ques t ion ,  
the re fo re ,  is: H o w  do you  w o r k  w i th  spir i t ,  t h r o u g h  the  body,  in y o u r  
work?  Is  t h e r e  a sp i r i t ua l  c o m p o n e n t  in y o u r  w o r k  and,  if so, how would  
you  descr ibe  it? 

An n a:  T h a t ' s  a diff icul t  ques t ion  in the  sense  t h a t  t he  word  s p i r i t u a l  
t e n d s  to be  isola ted,  a n d  I don ' t  t h i n k  of it  as  be ing  i so la ted  a n y  m o r e  
t h a n  I t h i n k  of t he  mind ,  body,  or sp i r i t  in isolat ion.  I f  you ' r e  t a l k i n g  
a b o u t  s t u d y i n g  m e c h a n i c a l  a spec t s  of t he  body  a n d  m o v e m e n t ,  w h e t h e r  
i t 's  a n a t o m y  of m a s s a g e ,  focus ing on a m e n t a l  r e s p o n s e  or a p u r e l y  
phys ica l  r e sponse ,  t h e n  I t h i n k  you can  look a t  s epa ra t i on .  B u t  w h e n  I 
t h i n k  of dance,  I t h i n k  of i t  as  a hol is t ic  exper ience ,  And, if  in fact, it is 
a holistic experience, then I think the spiritual component is intrinsic to 
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Anna Halprin 

the experience. In my own experience as a dancer, I feel this connection 
in the feedback process between movement, feeling and association (im- 
agery). The integration of those three acts takes me to another level, like 
a symbiotic relationship. Hopefully, it can take you to another level 
where you would feel the universali ty of your experience and how tha t  
universal i ty  connects you to the context of everything around you, 
whether  it is elements in nature,  or human  compassion, or the sadness 
or grief you feel not only for yourself but  for the larger world. Your total 
resources are being activated, whether  the activation is init iated by a 
movement,  or whether  it's init iated by an association. It doesn't matter ,  
so long as the feedback process between all of those components works 
in harmony.  

Then there's another aspect tha t  is important  to me, and tha t  is who 
you dance for. Why are you dancing? I tend to look at  spiri tuali ty 
through tha t  lens as well. If you are dancing to bring about positive 
change in yourself, between people, or between people and the environ- 
merit, I consider tha t  a compassionate action, and compassionate actions 
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have a spiri tual  dimension. I would define spir i tuali ty from a pragmatic  
level as well. The purpose of your  dance goes beyond your  own personal  
gratification and that 's  par t  of your in tent ion-- i t  may  not be spiritual, 
but  it has a spiri tual  intention, and whether  it is, in fact, spir i tual  is 
very subjective. The cri teria would have to be very different than  our 
contemporary  at t i tudes about performance. The cri teria would need to 
be, whe the r  the dance did, in fact, create change. Did the dance change 
the dancer? Are people able to feel tha t  their  hea l th  level has changed, 
t ha t  they were somehow or other  able to face some aspects of the i r  own 
dark  sides, or a l i fe-threatening illness, be it cancer, AIDS, or whatever  
it is, and are able to face it with a greater  sense of aliveness, a grea ter  
sense of living thei r  lives more fully? Are they able to bring tha t  alive- 
hess into thei r  lives? Tha t  would be a criteria of whether  or not  the im- 
pact  of the dance fulfills spiri tual intentions. It's not whe ther  the dance 
looks p re t ty  or receives good reviews; those are not  the cri teria t ha t  one 
would use. The cri teria would be a very different criteria if the intent ion 
is one of spirit. 

On the other  hand, sometimes people th ink of dance or spir i tual i ty  as 
being too special, too esoteric. Being embodied, and being spiritual,  
real ly  also has to do with everyday life. It  is about very ordinary things. 
For  example, we were doing the Planetary Dance on Eas te r  Sunday. We 
came down from the peak of the mountain,  having welcomed the rising 
of the sun, and then  we walked in a circle, just  below the peak, where  
we could look out in all four directions. Each direction had its own sym- 
bology. The South is where life comes from, and the North  is where 
death  comes from, and the West is where light goes, and the Eas t  is 
where the light comes from. So, after  we did this, people began to share  
in small groups. I noticed tha t  this friend of mine was in tears.  I knew 
tha t  he had been deeply moved by something. I was curious, so I went  
over to l isten to wha t  he was saying. What  he was saying was tha t  he 
had a sudden realizat ion about the spiri tual aspects of his life. He's al- 
ways been looking for spirituality,  something special, so tha t  when he 
found it, it would be like a great  enlightenment.  What  he suddenly re- 
alized at tha t  moment  as he faced one of the directions was tha t  what  
was real ly spir i tually impor tant  to him was the way he was able to re- 
late to his workers  at the res taurant .  I thought:  That  is so beautiful! Be- 
cause I've always thought  the struggle is always about how you connect 
the spiri tual  with the material ,  the everyday with the extraordinary.  
And he said it in such a simple way, he was weeping. "That 's wha t  it is. 
It's the way I t rea t  my co-workers, the way we relate, the way we touch 
each other, the way we talk to each other, how we get our work done, 
how we cooperate." 

Ser l in:  Anna, when we were talking before you said before something 
tha t  I'd love to follow up on about being Jewish. So often spir i tual i ty  is 



1 18 Ilene A. $erlin 

seen  as an  inne r  exper ience ,  medi ta t ive ,  or contempla t ive .  I t  has  to do 
wi th  qu ie t  or c lear ing space, and  some of the  schools of dance  t h e r a p y  
look a t  i nne r  impulses  as a focus. Bu t  the  dis t inct ion b e tw een  i n n e r  and  
ou te r  is an  art i f icial  and  old Ca r t e s i an  one, and  no longer  r e l e v a n t  to a 
hol is t ic  way  of looking at  e i the r  an  embodied  psychology or sp i r i tua l i ty .  
Your descr ipt ion,  on the  o the r  hand ,  has  v e ry  m u ch  to do wi th  a to ta l  in- 
v o l v e m e n t  in the  world.  You've t a lked  abou t  social action, you 've  t a l k ed  
a bou t  a r e l a t ionsh ip  wi th  na tu re ,  and  I t h in k  I h e a r d  you  say  t h a t  the  
purpose  of dance is to cross all those  dimensions .  Holis t ic  r ea l ly  m e a n s  
to be whol ly  alive, t h a t  a l iveness  isn ' t  j u s t  as an  inner  feeling. In  rela-  
t ion  to o the r  people,  it  could be polit ical  or social action, care  for  the  en- 
v i ronmen t ,  t ak ing  specific actions.  

You're  t a lk ing  abou t  e n g a g e m e n t  and  social change,  b u t  in a w ay  you 
would  ha ve  been  a h igh  pr ies tess  or r i tua l  m a k e r  in a n o t h e r  era.  T h a t  
t r a d i t i on  m a y  be found  in Juda i sm ,  bu t  it 's not  in the  m o d e r n  Mosaic  Ju -  
da i sm we commonly  see. Do you t h ink  it's in the  mys t ica l  or the  Chas-  
sidic t rad i t ion?  

An n a:  I r e m e m b e r  doing a r i tua l  for Be th  Sha lom in Oakland .  T h e y  
asked  me  to come and  do someth ing  to r ec rea t e  a F r i d ay  n ig h t  service.  
I t  was  a ve ry  n a t u r a l  experience.  The  congregat ion  took to it  v e ry  read-  
ily, so I t h ink  dance has  a lways  been  accepted  in Juda i sm;  it 's in the  
Bible. We danced  to the  t imbre  and  the  d r u m  before the  Ark. B u t  also 
m y  backg round  in J u d a i s m - - I  suppose people's backgrounds  in J u d a i s m  
can be d i f f e r e n t - - b u t  my  J u d a i s m  is not  based  on supe rna tu ra l i sm.  The re  
is no such  th ing  as the  Holy  Ghos t  and  the  idea of Mary;  t h a t  is ve ry  for- 
e ign to my  way  of th inking ,  being ra i sed  in a J ew i sh  t rad i t ion .  I t  is more  
abou t  you are  w h a t  you do; you are  your  deeds. I t h in k  the  whole  idea of 
J e w i s h  guil t  is ve ry  real .  If one person  is suffering,  I suffer,  too. This  has  
i ts good points .  As I say, the  J ewi sh  guil t  p a r t  is k ind  of humorous ,  b u t  
it 's t he re .  I t 's  t h a t  feel ing t h a t  I 'm responsible .  I 'm respons ib le  to deal  
wi th  this.  I can ' t  j u s t  see people in t rouble .  I t h i n k  sp i r i tua l i ty  in Ju-  
da i sm is based  on a mi tzvah ,  a deed. I t h in k  tha t ' s  v e ry  t rad i t iona l .  I 
don ' t  t h i n k  it 's a n y t h i n g  un ique  to me  a t  all. Ram  Das is J ewish ,  b u t  he  
is also v e r y  m u c h  into the  H indu  theology.  His  whole shtick now is ser- 
vice and  compassion.  

S e r l i n :  Tha t ' s  t he  sp i r i tua l  for you. 

An n a:  Yes. I was  t ak ing  it  to t h a t  level. I would define it, as I cal led i t  
before,  compass iona te  action, a concern  for o the r  people and  a real iza-  
t ion  t h a t  wholeness  canno t  be an  isola ted scheme.  Tha t ' s  no t  real ,  or 
even  n a t u r a l  to our  species.  We are  a social species. We' re  no t  i so la ted  
ind iv idua ls  in the  world,  so our  sense  of whol i sm needs  to expand  f rom 
the  self  to others ,  to the  many ,  to the  plant ,  to the  world.  We n eed  to 
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begin to have a vision of ourselves being interconnected with all life 
forms. Tha t  is the vision that ,  for me, the challenge for us to work to- 
ward. It  is not  enough to sit in our own space and find personal gratifi- 
cation. Tha t  may  be step one, but  it doesn't  mean  it's far  enough. 

Ser l in:  I agree with you so much. Somehow dance and movement  ther-  
apy and creative education can actually move beyond the studio. It's not  
real ly just  about  wha t  you do around the studio; it's about wha t  you do 
in the world. 

A nna :  That ' s  right.  I don't necessari ly th ink  it has to take  the form of 
performance in the tradi t ional  sense. It  can take the form of taking your  
work out into areas where you're dealing with abused children or ecol- 
ogy movements .  In very real ways you are bringing about changes and 
influencing people to make changes, and you put  yourself  out  into the 
world where  you're needed. So there  is a sense of service in the  work 
tha t  goes beyond your  personal cause. You need to deal with collective 
cause as well for the balance to be there. 

Ser l in:  Anna, when you ta lk  about this with such wholeness, such au- 
thority,  what  comes through is tha t  you obviously find this t ru th  within 
yourself  and your  own search, or tha t  your own dancing brought  you to 
this unders tanding.  Could you say a little something about your  own 
past? What  you got to dance? What  did dance teach you and how it can 
still teach you? And finally, who has been your main teacher,  and wha t  
has been your  lineage? 

An n a:  The story of my dance education is a twist of destiny tha t  tu rned  
out to be the best  pa th  for me. Originally, I intended to enroll in the 
dance depar tmen t  at  Bennington College. However, because they  had 
Jewish  quotas in those days, I was not  admitted. The only other  dance 
depar tmen t  was at the Universi ty of Wisconsin, and I ended up there.  
Margare t  H'Doubler was my t rue  mentor,  and she provided the best  
dance education I possibly could have had. She was a biologist by train- 
ing, which gave her  the foundation to approach dance from a different 
perspective than  what  was being taught  by others as dance. She t augh t  
me to view dance from a scientific as well as philosophical and aesthetic 
point of view. She used to say, "Teach the objective principles of dance 
and this will enable your s tudents  to subjectify their  experience." What  
she gave me was a great  gift. She taught  me to cultivate my own cre- 
ative expression r a the r  than  imitate  some one else's style. 

The other  question you ask is how dance itself has been a teacher  for 
me. Let  me give you an example. Once I had an intuit ion tha t  there  
was something in my body tha t  needed attention.  I went  to the doctor 
and discovered tha t  I had a mal ignant  tumor.  I had drawn tha t  tumor  
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in m y  body. I t  was  l ike a diagnosis.  I t  came ear ly  enough  t h a t  I was  
able to have  i t  t a k e n  care of, bu t  t h a t  was  a grea t  r e v e l a t i o n - - t h a t  I 
could d raw a p rope r  image  of w h a t  was  inside m y  body and  h a d  n e v e r  
seen.  This  way  of work ing  is now called the  express ive  a r t s  approach ,  
a l t hough  it  wasn ' t  cal led express ive  a r t s  in those  days. I was  able to 
envis ion  a k ind  of dance t h a t  had  a purpose ,  a hea l ing  purpose ,  a soci- 
e ta l  purpose ,  an  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  purpose .  I n e v e r  rea l ly  cons idered  my- 
self  a the rap i s t ,  a l though  I m a y  be r e f e r r ed  to as a the rap i s t .  I cons ider  
m yse l f  s imply  a dancer .  I began  to t h in k  of these  dances  I was  m a k i n g  
as r i tua ls .  I found  t h a t  t he  word  ritual enab led  me  to move  more  con- 
sciously into the  r e a l m  of dancing for the  people,  dancing  for a change  
to h a p p e n  in the  life of the  communi ty ,  in the  life of the  p lane t ,  in the  
life of a re la t ionship .  This  is whe re  dance rea l ly  became  m y  men to r .  I t  
r ea l ly  led me  to moving  out  into the  wor ld  in new ways  and  b roaden-  
ing me  a t  the  same t ime as I did tha t .  So I w en t  f rom work ing  wi th  
rac ia l  issues,  and  my  own exper ience  wi th  cancer  even tua l ly  led me to 
work ing  w i th  o the r  people  wi th  cancer  and  AIDS, which  even tua l l y  led 
me  to work ing  wi th  large  communi t i e s  deal ing  wi th  fear ,  prejudice ,  and  
isola t ion a r o u n d  issues  in our  communi ty .  

One of the  issues we dea l t  wi th  was  AIDS, which  was g en e ra t i n g  so 
m u c h  fea r  and  isola t ion and  prejudice.  In addit ion,  we addres sed  the  
issue of the  Tra i l s ide  Kil ler  (who had  ki l led 7 women)  on Mt. Tamalpa i s ,  
by b r ing ing  the  c o m m u n i t y  toge the r  and  developing a dance  to rec la im 
the  m oun ta in .  Each  t ime t h a t  these  dance r i tua ls  would come to me 
w h a t  would  also come to me  was  a whole new d imens ion  of life t h a t  I 
h a d n ' t  know abou t  before.  It 's been  a con t inuous  b roaden ing  of m y  life 
to p lunge  into these  pa r t i cu l a r  concerns  an d  issues hav ing  to do w i th  
o the r  people,  to deal wi th  no t  only my  persona l  issues,  b u t  i ssues  beyond  
m y  persona l  scope. 

I t h i n k  one of the  mos t  del ightful  exper iences  was  the  way  in which  
some of th i s  ma t e r i a l  has  jus t  t a k e n  off on its own. For  example ,  it  seems 
so n a t u r a l  to people  t h a t  now the re ' s  a dance called Circle the Earth t h a t  
people  do all a round  the  world  on E a s t e r  Sunday.  T h e y  know t h a t  th i s  
dance  is being done in Aust ra l ia ,  Mexico, France ,  G e r m a n y ,  Russia ,  Is- 
rael ,  and  on our  m o u n t a i n  where  it  s ta r ted .  In th is  seeming ly  magical  
way,  we are  able to connect  as p l a n e t a r y  ci t izens and  use  dance  as a w ay  
to feel our  connec t ion  and  our  y e a r n i n g  to be connec ted  to people  in a 
non -pa r t i s an ,  non-na t iona l i s t i c  dimension.  Wi th  th i s  dance,  we come to- 
ge the r  to p r a y  for the  world,  for all people eve rywhere  who a re  suffer ing,  
to be able to heal ,  and  to express  a concern  abou t  the  p l an e t  itself. 

I t h i n k  t h a t  dance  happens  to be my pa r t i cu l a r  language;  i t  a lways  has  
been.  Any m e d i u m  can  be anybody ' s  language;  dance jus t~happens  to be 
mine .  It 's  been  a way  t h a t  has  po in ted  me  to di rect ions  t h a t  I could no t  
preconceive ,  and  tha t ' s  been  the  adven tu re .  I t  was  r i sk - t ak ing  for me.  
You know, I d idn ' t  know I was going to be doing a dance  abou t  recla im- 
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ing a mountain.  I didn't  know I was going to go to Watts. These things 
just  make  themselves visible. This is what 's  needed, can you do some- 
thing? was how it came to pass. Can you part icipate in this? I've had to 
develop whole new techniques for working with large groups of people, 
small groups of people, and envisioning not  only a collective myth,  as 
main ta in ing  the personal mythology and bringing tha t  into a collective 
mythology. In other  words, how to respect  our differences and, at  the 
same time, honor our commonalities. This had led me, forced me, re- 
quired me, to create road maps which are very objective and enable us 
to fulfill our visions. So when we talk about  spirituality,  it's a lot of ha rd  
work. It's a lot of ha rd  work. 

Se r l in :  Can you give me an example of this process you've developed? 

A n n a :  I'll describe for you my workshop process out of which came Cir- 
cle the Earth. In the tradit ional  method of creating a dance, a choreog- 
r a phe r  takes  an au thor i ta r ian  position towards her  dancers: "I'll do the  
thinking,  you do the dancing." I created Circle the Earth with a differ- 
ent  approach because I want  to make dance as accessible as possible to 
everyone. I want  to create dances tha t  anybody can do, and I want  to re- 
t u rn  people to an awareness of movement  tha t  I believe is one of our 
most  essential  bir thrights.  To accomplish this, I use a process called 
"Taking Part",  which, as the name implies, enables part ic ipants  to in- 
fuse the dance with feelings and images connected directly to thei r  own 
individual stories. "Taking Part"  also allows each par t ic ipant  to collabo- 
ra te  in the creation of the collective story. I want  to tap into each per- 
former's personal  experience and story (their "personal myth") in order 
to create a group myth  which expresses a common, human  need. In a 
workshop setting, r a the r  than  the usual rehearsal  process, each person 
par t ic ipates  in this exploration, which then becomes a form of collective 
creation. 

Two principles are involved in a "Taking Part"  approach. The first  is 
t ha t  we learn a common language, and this common language begins 
with the body. The use of natural ,  intrinsic movement  is at the core of 
my approach to dance. We begin here  because na tura l  movements  of the 
body s t ruc ture  our experiences and our expression. The body's pa t te rns  
reflect and influence the pat terns  of our lives. I th ink of "the body" as a 
mul t i - layered energetic form, comprised of the physical, emotional, 
menta l  and spiri tual bodies. 

The physical body is the material is t ic  body, comprised of muscles, 
bones, tendons, and blood. It  is the site of sensation, and an attentive- 
ness to this body gives us a continual experience of intrinsic motion. 
When working with the physical body, I stress ordinary movement  such 
as carrying, weight bearing, leading and following to help people inhabit  
all the i r  senses and create a common language for the physical body. 
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The emotional body is tha t  par t  of us which feels and responds emo- 
tionally. There  is a feed-back process between physical movement  and 
feeling tha t  both i l luminates and motivates our bodies. The profound re- 
lat ionship between how we move and how we feel forms the common lan- 
guage of the emotional body. 

The mental body is made up of the images, associations, and thoughts  
which arise from movement.  During the workshop, we take t ime to draw 
these images. The content  and meaning of our movement  surface in 
these drawings, and provide us with an externalized reflection of our 
subjective experience. This is the process I used when I discovered the 
cancerous mass in my body. 

The spiritual body is the most mysterious body of all, and it may  be 
tha t  the spiri tual  body always exists beyond the reach of words to de- 
scribe it. One way tha t  I th ink of the spiri tual body is tha t  it is the larger, 
collective body of which we are all a part.  It is the body endowed with 
the capacity to experience our connections to each other  and the na tu ra l  
world. It  is the body tha t  not only is aware of the mystery  of existence, 
but  is most  acutely part of it. The more I write about the spiri tual body, 
the less able I am to define it. The spiri tual body is, in one profound 
sense, our constant, fluctuating relationship to the divine. My deep love 
of movement stems from its ability to place me more consciously in touch 
with feelings of love, compassion, and the timelessness of being, with 
those spiritual aspects of myself. 

The second aspect of the "Taking Part" process is a method of collec- 
tive creativity practiced through the use of the RSVP Cycles. The RSVP 
Cycles was developed by Lawrence Halprin which I have been using 
since the early 70's. This method was used in creating Circle the Earth, 
which welcomed and incorporated the personal stories of each partici- 
pant. The core of the RSVP Cycles lies in the separation of the four ele- 
ments of creativity: 

R s t a n d s  f o r  R e s o u r c e s ,  which are the basic mater ia ls  we have at  our 
disposal. These include human  and physical resources and their  mo- 
t ivat ion and aims. 

S s t a n d s  f o r  Sco r e s .  The word scores is derived from its original use in 
music, which makes it possible to instruct  groups of people to carry 
out prescribed activities. They delineate place, time, space and peo- 
ple, as well as sound and other  re la ted elements. What  is significant 
about the use of scores is tha t  they can vary  from being very closed 
(in which all the actions are defied and leave little room for impro- 
visation), to being very open (in which the actions are improvisa- 
t ional and exploratory). 

u s t a n d s  f o r  V a l u a c t i o n ,  a coined te rm meaning "the value of the ac- 
tion," or the analysis, appreciation, feedback, value building and de- 
cision-making tha t  accompanies the process of creation. 
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P s t a n d s  f o r  P e r f o r m a n c e ,  the implementat ion of the scores, which 
includes the par t icular  style of the piece. 

These four component parts  are not linear. My method is to use a work- 
shop set t ing to provide opportunit ies for part icipants  to discover thei r  
own resources, thereby ensuring tha t  the performance will be a collec- 
tive one. 

Serl in:  Anna, its now t ime to end this interview. How would you like to 
end this story? 

Anna: I keep coming back to the thought  tha t  what 's  impor tan t  is not  
mastery ,  but  mys te ry  at the hear t  of life itself. When we tap into the 
deep regions of the dancing body, we have tha t  wonderful opportuni ty  
to tap into tha t  which we have no words for, tha t  which seems to go to 
a place tha t  connects us to ourselves and each other  in a harmonious 
way. 

I would say tha t  anybody who has experienced dance on a holistic 
level has l i terally touched on the mystery,  tha t  there  is an experience 
you can tap into tha t  goes beyond the rat ionale of words. There  seem to 
be moments  which are unique to the moment  when you are dancing, and 
they  don't  seem to operate in any other  context. I th ink  that 's  the most  
impor tan t  thing tha t  dance has t augh t  me: to accept the mys te ry  of life. 
There  is something beyond what  my rat ional  mind can see, there  is some 
mys te ry  to the life force, to the collective body, and to our ability to ap- 
preciate  tha t  we're all brea th ing  the same air, we're all in this, together.  


