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ABSTRACT 

The article analyses the challenges of online teaching modern dance syllabus, namely, 
the José Limón technique.  It describes the way the exercises and movement sequences 
are being taught, the musical meter, phrasing and tempo, variations for beginner or 
more advanced students, and the adaptations that were made in order to fit these 
exercises into a small space (when dance education moved online).  

The Limón syllabus is a modern dance tool that shapes and strengthen the dancer’s 

body, working both with specific elements, such as fall, rebound, successional arms, 

bounces, etc…), and with elements from the classical technique (plié, tendu, 

développe, passé ) – all transformed and adapted to serve the modern dance purposes.  
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INTRODUCTION: PRINCIPLES OF ONLINE TEACHING: CHALLENGES, LIMITATIONS, 
ADAPTATIONS 

During the year 2020, as we all know, the arts were hit hard (both in their performative 
aspect: all performances, festivals, rehearsals were canceled, but also in their 
pedagogical side: all schools, big and small, and all universities, were forced to move 
online or close for undetermined period of time).  
Although I am not the most technically-skilled person, and I had a number of arguments 
against online dance teaching, I have decided to try to move a part of my activity online, 
to adapt, as a sign of love for my field of research and of course, out of love for my 
students. This article is an analysis of my online teaching activity, and I will list a number 
of arguments for and against this form of teaching. 
My arguments against online dance teaching are: 

 It is impossible to physically correct a student movement; 

 The space is in most cases not proper for the class (the floors are not dance 
floors, the length and width of the space are smaller than an actual studio, the 
students don’t have loud speakers, maybe some experience troubles with the 
internet connection, etc..); 
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 The teacher’s authority is somehow diminished, and the class can get to be 
quite noisy, if not all students turn their microphones off; 

 The students can (and, in my experience, will) be distracted by other factors 
(family members, pets, TV, noises, smaller siblings, etc..); 

 The only part of dance education that can be practiced online is the solo aspect 
(solo training, solo repertoire, etc..); any kind of group choreography or group 
exercise is impossible to teach, because, in my experience, most of the times a 
lag appears (due to internet connection?), therefore, the music is not heard at 
the exact same second, the movement is not initiated simultaneously, and, in 
my opinion, it is a low quality practice. So, all group sequences must be 
postponed until the dancers can physically meet. 

Although in the beginning I was against online dance teaching, I have, with time, come 
to experience a few positive traits, such as: 

- It is sometimes more comfortable for students to be in their homes, to have all 
at hand, to be in their environment. Some of them open up more during the 
improvisation sequences, and seem to enjoy more the dance training;  

- We have access to a lot of resources, that force us somehow to adapt to the 
situation: for instance, I have used the situation to tell my students about some 
ballets and view together (through the share screen option) some excerpts 
from dance shows, or even old videos of them dancing;  

- Students, in some cases, can become more motivated into implementing a 
personal, daily, individual training routine (which I have tried to do for each 
student individually, and the follow up with small individual video sessions, to 
check if they understand and to ask them what they feel they must work on). 
Therefore, they grasp more deeply the meaning of personal responsibility for 
our body and our training in such challenging times, the teacher being merely 
a guide, someone who corrects the students. Some dancers became more 
motivated than ever, and discovered that dance means much more to them 
than they taught, and it is hard to let it go;  

- More importantly, we could keep up some of our training habits and our spirits 
up, be together in this unusual/uncanny situations, and, as I never get tired of 
saying to my students, something is better than nothing; therefore, online 
dance teaching is better than no dance education, and it gives up the 
opportunity to work more on individual needs (stretching, turning, extensions, 
balance, etc…), and to work differently (more information in dance history, 
dance repertoire, information about famous dancers, etc..). All in all, I think 
both I and my dancers have gained some perspective in this period, and I am 
glad I agreed to teach online dance classes.  

 

ADAPTING MODERN DANCE SYLLABUS: WORK INSTRUMENTS: JOSÉ LIMÓN STUDIES 
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Figure 1. – José Limón in class 

The purpose of the training dance class is to warm up the body and prepare the 
limbs for the effort, to train and develop endurance and strength, and also, to learn 
the specific dance technique being taught (in this case, modern dance – José Limón 
technique).  Each exercise prepares the next one and, one by one, the sequences 
become more complex and challenging.  
The Limon technique class has a fixed structure, divided into 3 sections: floor 
exercises, center exercises, and across the floor. Their order has been structured 
and re-structured throughout the years, mostly by José Limón’s continuator, Daniel 
Lewis. Lewis had an excellent artistic and pedagogic accomplishment by publishing 
the comprehensive manual, The illustrated dance technique of José Limón. The 
following descriptions are based on the manual and the DVDs he so generously 
filmed for the students and the teachers to come. 

 Of course many variations have appeared throughout the years, but, for the scientific 
accuracy, it is vital that we refer to the primary source (which is Lewis, since sadly Limón 
himself did not put into written or video any of his pedagogic and technical work). 
I am currently describing and discussing both the ones I did online (so, the ones the 
students could work on in a confined space), but also the exercises and sequences I had 
the opportunity to teach in the studio, before the pandemic moved us online.  

The José Limón exercises (like most modern techniques) can be divided into two parts:  
1. Exercises that were inspired by classical ballet exercises, and also take their names 

(Piqué, Plié, Tendu). However, these modern dance exercises are not identical with the 

classical one, variations include feet position (parallel, en dehors, etc..), involvement of 

the torso (minimal or none in classical dance, but accentuated in modern dance), 

reference points in space (the 8 classical ones in ballet, versus the three-dimensional 

body in modern dance, a body that can and will dance facing the back of the stage as 

well!) 

2. Exercises specific to modern technique. Their inspiration source is not extremely 
precise, but elements and movement principles from yoga, martial arts, pilates can be 
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recognized. Of course all elements are transformed according to the Limón movement 
principles; therefore, the José Limón technique has a wonderful unity through the 
diversity of the inspiration sources, and the class, as a whole, caters the dancer’s body 
with everything it needs on the road from amateur to pre-professional to professional 
and throughout the dancing career.  

 

Exercises specific to modern technique 

Spinal Succession   

It is the first exercise of the class 

Purpose: to warm up the spine and stretch the legs. 

Meter: 4/4 

Tempo: slow 

Phrasing/counting: 1,2,3,4,/5,6,7,8 

The exercise teaches alignment in the lumbar area. It starts from the basis of the spine, 
along the back, neck and head (in some variations, even the arms are involved). The 
alignment required in the specific alignment of modern dance (found, with some 
variations, in all 4 techniques: Horton, Graham, Cunningham and Limón): head over 
shoulders, shoulders over waist, waist over hips (vertical alignment).  

Variations: sitting, alternated counts: 

  4 counts up, 4 down 

 3 counts up, 1 count down 

 1  count up, 3 counts down 

 1 count up, 1 count down (4 times) 

Luckily, this exercise requires a lot of internal work and awareness, and not so much 
physical space, so the students could safely do it at home, and we kept on improving it 
throughout the isolation period.  

Bounces  

Purpose: to use the rebound in the spine; to warm up and prepare the spine; learn to 
feel and use gravitational force, not muscular force. 

Meter: ¾  

Counting: 123/223/323/423/523/623/723/823 

Description: the exercise has a number of variations: 

 Bent knees, soles glued together (butterfly pose) 

 Legs stretched together, sitting on the floor 

 Legs in straddle (in this case, the bounce can also be lateral (on each leg, 
twisting the spine and the chest) 
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 For the advanced dancer, successional arms (a specific port de bras) can be 
included in each variation, to accompany the movement of the legs 

Benefits: the ternary rhythm takes control of the body and initiates the muscular 
movement/ reaction; the dancer’s body turns into a perpetuum mobile, in a rhythm 
that never stops. Using the rhythm and inertia, the muscles can stretch and loosen 
up, while executing the movement series. 

This exercise is part of the floor-work, it is not so dynamic, so it was (with some 
adaptations) taught and worked on online as well.  

Variation: Bounces with twist 

Meter: Elementary 4/4 

Advanced: Intermediate and advanced: 5/4 

Tempo: medium 

Phrasing:  

4/4: 1 & 2 & 3 &4 & 

5/4: 1 & 2 & 3,4,5 &  

Description: rolling the spine up and down, adding twists of the torso to the right 
and to the left. 

Purpose: to warm up the spine through rolling and twisting moves 

The exercise starts from the back of the neck (not the forehead), and it must be 
taught as a „fall” (the head falls, then the rest follows). The dancer must feel and 
apply physics principles (the fall accelerates as the body/limbs approach the 
ground; the body speed towards the floor is not the same from the top of the fall 
to the bottom).  Before the fall, there is a suspension moment, when the body 
lengthens, and the spine is straight. The movement must have a fluid and 
continuous quality; the shoulders must initiate the lateral twist.  

This exercise can be safely taught online if the student has enough space in the 
lateral sides (left and right). I always check with my students, before beginning, that 
everyone can freely move their torso and arms as required. Those students that 
don’t have enough space were given a static variation to work upon.  

Body Swings 

The movement series that makes use of the principle of „fall and recovery”, adding a 
suspension at the end of each movement. The starting position is sitting, straddle, and 
the left-right rotation movement ends with one-count-hold (pose). 

Variation: for the advanced students, the rotation movement ends with lifting the hips 
from the ground, using rather the spine (pulling up) than the hips, to lift the body 
towards the ceiling. 
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Since it is a floor exercise (implies mainly sitting positions), it is safe to be done at home; 
however, not all students have enough floor space for all variations, so in some cases, 
I had to adapt and give them options to work on. 

Body falls  

Gravity controls the movement; it gives the movement speed, rebound, and suspension 

at the end of the sequence. The exercise starts in relève, arms reaching high, then the 

whole body (arms, head, shoulders, waist, hips) falls towards the floor and rebounds in 

the initial position.  

More advanced variations include side falls, moving the entire body weight on one foot, 
360 degrees whole body spins, using falls to rotate the hips.  

This exercise was indeed a challenge to teach online, since I cannot check and/or 
control the quality and characteristics of the floors the students have at home. So, I 
taught the basic variation (fall-rebound), and not with many repetitions (if the floors 
are unfit, knee injuries can occur). 

Standing bounces 

Meter: 4/4 

Tempo: medium 

Phrasing: elementary 

Counting: 1234/2234/3234/ 

1234/5678 (intermediate and advanced) 

Purpose: using isolation, we bounce with different body parts (first the head, then the 
shoulders, then the waist, then hips (all to front, side and back). After the bounce, a roll 
of the spine follows (4 counts), and the exercise ends with relève (balance).  

This movement series makes use of kinetic energy. 

Purpose: to relax the back muscles, in order to allow the torso to fall freely, to relax. 
The body weight is equally distributed on both legs and on the entire sole (back and 
front side).  

Standing bounces helps train alignment, teaching the dancer how to minimize effort by 
using gravity inside each movement.  

Standing bounces are made front and sides; the spine rolls front and up, and twists left 
and right. Being a short and repetitive movement, it has a sharp quality, like water 
drops falling equally and precisely.  The arms movement completes and sustains the 
movement series. The body is heavy as it goes down, and light and it unwinds and lifts.  

Purpose: the exercise is done in order to learn to place the weight equally on both feet 
(even in lateral moves), and for the practice of the body alignment.  
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This exercise requires internal awareness of the body in the space, and isolation of 
various body parts. It is perfect for online teaching, since it requires very little space, 
and it is a very adaptable exercise.  

Rebounds and Rebounds in threes 

Meter ¾ 

Tempo: elementary: slow 

Intermediate and advanced: medium 

Phrasing:  

Elementary: 1 2 3/ 2 2 3/ 323 456 

Intermediate and advanced: 1 2 3/ 2 2 3/ 3 2 3/ 4 2 3/ 5 2 3  

Rebound is a signature movement for the Limón technique. The movement series 
prepares the thighs, calves and ankles, warming them up and using the „fall and 
recovery” principle to gain elevation (through balance).  

Rebounds in threes: the exercises starts in a parallel position, with long neck and spine 

(the dancer must imagine being taller, being pulled towards the ceiling). Rebounds in 

three combines bounces (front and sides) and 4 counts relève. The exercise involves 

the head, shoulder, waist and hips. The advanced variation adds the arms and a full 

torso rotation, then a full body rotation (spin). Rebounds in threes connects the 

rebound from the knees with the rebound from the spine. The knees are relaxed, and 

the body weight is equally distributed on both legs.  

In all variations, the lift starting from the base of the spine is the force that strengthens 
the knees. The peak of the movement is in vertical position, lengthening the spine, 
knees and neck, before preparing for the next rebound (similar to a suspension, a pose 
moment).  

This exercise can be safely and fully taught in a proper dance space; however, some 
static variations can be taught online, in order to start to feel the weight of the neck 
and spine being pulled towards the ceiling, the weight of the shoulders, waist and hips. 
The turn variations, with arms and full torso rotations are not suited for online teaching.  

Slow twos, fast threes 

Meter: Slow twos: 2/4 

Fast threes: 3/8 

Tempo: Slow twos: slow 

Fast threes: medium 

Phrasing: Slow twos: 1 2 / 2 2/ 3 2/ 4 2/ 5 2/ 6 2 

Fast threes: 1 2 3/ 2 2 3/ 3 2 3/ 4 2 3/ 5 2 3/ 6 2 3 
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It means opposite energy in 5 points of the body: two arms, two legs and the head. The 
opposition means there is an equal force in all 5 points at all moments of the exercise. 
The movement is fluid and continuous (no beginning, no middle and no end). The 
exercise uses the classical 5th position, 3rd, 4th and 2nd.  The advanced variation adds 
a „fall” of the torso to the front, sides and back. Unlike classical dance, in modern dance 
the whole body is involved in every exercise, especially the upper side, with numerous 
twists and rolls of the spine (which is usually stiff in classical technique). The body 
weight does not fall on the legs, but rather, the body lifts up. The movement quality is 
fluid and airy.  

The exercise combines elements from classical dance (tendu, plié , 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 

5th position) with elements and principles from the modern dance: fall, rebound, 

opposition, successional arms.  

The balance at the end of the exercise removes the heavy weight from the working leg. 
Elevation comes from lengthening the spine, not from pushing the legs into the floor. 
The body lifts up to the ceiling through the central axis (even in lateral twists). The swing 
movement gives the body balance and strength, and a continuous and repetitive 
quality.  

Since it is an exercise that uses points in space, the space is extremely important, so it 
can only be taught if all the students are in a large living room, with non-slippery floors; 
otherwise, the balance, fall, rebound and opposition can be taught through other 
movement sequences.  

Lunge series  

Meter: 4/4 

Tempo: medium 

Phrasing: 1 2 3 & 4 

We move the weight away from the center of the body (the central axis – the spine), 

and we pull it back. The exercise is done front, lateral and back, and ends with relève 

on one leg. The hips are over the standing leg, before relève.  

Purpose: to shift the body weight from one leg to the other, to move the weight from 
the center to the front, lateral and back, and then to bring it back to the center. The 
series uses the classical 5th position.   

The alignment is extremely important for the balance: hips and shoulders must be 
facing forward. The relève starts with the head and neck lengthening towards the 
ceiling. Using oppositional forces, the dancer stretch and lengthen their muscles.  

The advanced variation adds a 180 degree static turn, using the outside arm to help 

rotate the shoulders and hips. In case of a full 360 turn, not only the arm, but also the 

spine helps (through inertia – with which it rolls back to vertical position). The roll of 
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the spine is done rhythmically, in order to be finished exactly at the end of the turn, 

before relève. The fluid and continuous arms movement helps to control the turn.  

As long as the student has enough space both front, back and sides, the exercise can 
be safely taught at home. I always check with my students, before beginning, that our 
arms and legs can fit into the space, without any accidents.  

Spiral turns 

Meter: ¾ 

Tempo: medium 

Phrasing: 1 2 3/ 4 5 6 

For the first time in class, we step outside of our center of weight.  The purpose of the 

exercise is to experience the difference between fall and suspension. The whole body 

turns around a central, stationary, vertical axis (the spine). The exercise comprises both 

classical (plié, relève) and modern elements (fall, rebound, successional arms, 

oppositional pulls, suspension). The turns can be half (180 degrees) or full (360 

degrees).  The torso is involved in each variation of the turns, as well as the successional 

arms, turning it into a whole-body sequence.  

Since no student of mine has a professional dance floor or dance carpet, this exercises 
(like all turns) were not practiced online.  

Hop series 

Meter: 4/4 and 5/4 

Tempo: fast 

Phrasing: 1 2 3 4 / 5 6 7 8  

Series of jumps from one side of the room to the other, on one leg (alternating legs), 
on straight lines (from left to right).  

Variations: movement of the arms, torso falls (front and lateral – unlike the classical 
technique, where the torso stands still, and the legs are used similarly to a trampoline), 
360 degree turns with jumps, using the opposite shoulder as a kinetic force.  

The exercise was taught online in the basic, static variation.  

Exercises adapted from the classical technique 

Tendu series  

Meter: ¾ 

Tempo: slow, then fast 

Phrasing: 123 / 223/ 323456 
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Purpose: train the dancer how to move the center and the weight of the body from one 
foot to the other (from working leg to standing leg). The first four lateral tendu help the 
dancer find the center of the hips, and end with plié. The hips must be placed above 
the feet all the time. Tendu is being taught in order to warm up the feet and ankles, but 
also the knees and the hips, with an active center of weight at all times.  

Variations for more advanced dancers: twists, rebound (with the torso). The exercise 
can be taught at the barre or in the center, for an added challenge of stabilizing the 
ankles.  

Unlike the classical tendu, the modern one is executed both turned in and turned out, 
and it involves the upper body (which never happens in classical dance).  

The exercise can be done at home, since it requires very little space.  

Plié series 

Meter: 2/2 

Tempo: between slow and medium 

Phrasing: 1 2/ 3 4/ 5 6 

The movement series works with alignment, fall and recovery, elevation (relève), 

balance. The exercise is similar to the classical plié: starts in first position, and when 

stretching the knees, the torso „falls” forward, projects the body weight forward, and 

adds a spine roll to the classical variation. The exercise ends with balance; at the end, 

the hips realign over the feet.  

 The weight of the torso projects front and down, over the hips.  The „fall” of the torso 
is executed laterally as well, case in which is activated the counter-weight (pulling from 
the other side of the body): one side falls down, the other pulls up.  

The advanced variation includes successional arms (the equivalent of classical port de 
bras), a movement of the arms that completes the legs and torso effort.  

José Limón taught pliés at the barre, with an added breath technique (on exhale, the 
dancers must stretch the knees), from 1st, 2nd and 5th position, facing the barre and 
with one arm at the barre (left then right). The weight of the body, in pliés, is in the 
heels (not in the neck).  

The exercise can be taught online; I asked my students to find a replacement for the 
barre (a chair, a wall, etc..).  

Passé series 

Meter: 4/4 

Tempo: fast 

Phrasing: 4/ 1 2 3 4/ 2 2 3 4/ 3 2 3 4/ 4 2 3 4  

116



The exercise begins in first position, with both legs turned out. The exercise has an 
accent on the downbeat: up on 4, down on 1. 

Count 4: From the first position, the right leg lifts to passé, keeping both legs turned 

out. 

Counts 1, 2, 3: The right foot is brought back down to first position on count 1 and the 
legs and spine keep lengthening on counts 2 and 2. 

The exercise is repeated 4 times with the right leg, 4 times with the left leg, then 2 times 
with each leg, then 1 time with each leg.  

Variation: the entire sequence can be repeated adding successional arms (and curving 
the torso on each passe lift), for the intermediate-advanced students.   

The exercise can be practiced at home, requiring very little space.  

Développe series 

Meter: 4/4 

Tempo: medium 

Phrasing: 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

The modern approach works on the successional flow of movement through the entire 

body, and reaches a high point (where the body is pulled up towards the ceiling).  The 

movement series combines classical elements (passé, développe, 3rd position, 5th 

position) with modern ones (bending the head, curving the spine, etc..). The movement 

has three directions: front, side and back.  

Purpose: to lengthen the legs in développe and to practice standing on one foot, off-
balance.  Limon taught this exercise at the barre, with multiple arms variation and 
various rhythmic approaches and dynamics (dictated by the music). The exercise can 
also be done in center, engaging also the back and the abdominal muscles.  

In order to gain balance, shoulder alignment is essential, as well as lengthening the leg 
to the maximum point in each direction. The pace is slow, requires full control of the 
limbs, extension and balance. 

Opposition points help maintain balance, especially at the peak of the movement 
(when the limbs are extended to their maximum).  The hips are placed over the 
standing leg the entire time.  

The exercise is very similar to the classical variation, with added challenge of torso 
involvement (the head and the torso lean towards the opposite direction of the 
working leg). 

The exercise can be practiced at home, requiring very little space.  

Piqué series 
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Meter: 4/4 

Tempo: elementary and intermediate: slow 

Advanced: fast 

Phrasing: 1 2 3 4 

Involves maintaining a high point and moving the body weight. Classical elements are 

used (for example, passé).  

Variations:  

 Movement of the opposite arms (which lifts at the suspension moment); 

 360 degrees turn; 

 Added jump (without turn); 

 Combined variations (arms, turns, jumps). 

It is preferable that the exercise is done facing the mirror, from the back of the room 

to the front (frontal progression). The most important element is the suspension 

(balance in passé position), with the lifted arm. 

This exercise cannot be taught online and practiced outside the dance studio, for safety 
reasons.  

Warm down (equivalent of the classical Reverence) 

At the end of the class, we realign our bodies, we release the accumulated tension. 

Warm down comprises a series of plié, involving the arms and the shoulders, an added 

relève, then the head falls front; after that, the spine rolls down and  back up (with the 

feet parallel on the ground, toes facing forward). We relax every muscle in our body 

and breathe calmly.  

BASIC CONCEPTS AND FUNDAMENTAL VOCABULARY IN JOSÉ LIMÓN TECHNIQUE  

1. Alignment or posture: the body is a whole, or, as José Limón says, an orchestra; all 
body parts are interconnected. Every movement affects all body parts. Head is over 
shoulders, shoulders over hips, hips over knees, knees heels. The spine is in the middle, 
the neck is long. This position does not require a lot of muscular effort, but it takes 
some practice to implement it in the muscular memory.  

2. Succession: a sequential flow of movement that travels through the body. More than 
one body part can initiate the succession.  A simple head fall will have effects in the 
entire body. The principle can be compared to the domino effect.  

3. Opposition: a way of using the entire body to create length or stretch without tensing 
the muscles and tissues. Opposition is established through oppositional points (usually 
the four limbs and the head). The opposition principle connects dynamically all 
opposition points in the body.  
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4. Potential and kinetic  energy - potential energy is the body’s passive energy, ready to 
be used; the kinetic energy is potential energy into motion.   

5. Fall – Total release and relaxation of the body; the body surrenders to the 
gravitational force.  

6. Weight – the weight of a body part is useful in isolation movements, while all other 
body parts maintain suspension, oppositions, and high points.  

7.  Recovery and Rebound – potential energy released in a fall is accumulated at the 
end of the fall; the fall stops, and the energy is re-directed. 

8. Suspension - a continuation of the high points, which appears at the peak of a 
movement, by delaying the gravitational effect.  

9. Isolations – a body part accumulates tension and explores its range of motion 
independently of the other body parts; therefore, the range of motion and expressive 
power enhances.  

 

CONCLUSION: ONLINE TEACHING -IMPLICATIONS FOR ARTISTIC EDUCATION   

Online teaching has been a great challenge both for me, and for my students. For me 
personally, it meant a lot of frustration (in the beginning), and some satisfaction, as I 
saw the benefits of still being in contact with my dancers, and still being able, in this 
difficult situation, to teach them and to help them learn. The satisfaction came as I 
acknowledged the fact that, even though conditions are harsh, my dancers love what 
they do and really want me to teach them further and not lose touch with dance. 
However dedicated they were, their training had a lot to suffer, and the impact was felt 
when we returned to the studios: some of them had gained weight, most have lost a 
considerable amount of their flexibility, the turns and big jumps were not practiced at 
all (so in this area we had a major seatback), partnering and group work could not be 
done. However, being together and doing the best that we could helped up come back 
smiling, with a positive attitude, patient with our bodies in our way back to our top 
shape, and with an added sense of responsibility for our individual training. Online 
dance teaching has helped us gain perspective upon all the aspects we can work on: 
individual work versus group work, theoretical aspects versus practical knowledge, 
movement sequences that require a lot of space versus variations that can work the 
same muscles and require a smaller space, etc.., and I will surely will use these aspects 
to enhance the complexity of their training and my teaching in the studio.  
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