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ABSTRACT

Bella Lewitzky made important contributions to the advancement of modern dance as an art 
form through her teaching, performance, and movement explorations. In this article, I relate 

my experiences dancing in the final days of the Bella Lewitzky Dance Company, examine 
Lewitzky’s professional relationship with Lester Horton, and discuss aspects of Lewitzky’s 

technique. I end by describing how Lewitzky’s legacy is extended through my teaching practice 
and call for renewed examination of her career and contributions to the dance field.

Heather Harrington 
School of Fine and Performing Arts, Kean University

Bella Lewitzky at Idyllwild, 
California. Photo courtesy 
of the Lewitzky Dance 
Company Archive.
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I 
was a member of the Bella Lewitzky Dance Company in 
1996, and Lewitzky has had a profound impact on me 
as a person and an artist. It all began in 1995, when I 
saw an audition notice for the Bella Lewitzky Dance Com-

pany on the bulletin board at the Martha Graham Studio in 
New York City. Those interested in auditioning were asked 
to send a video of themselves dancing, and then await an 
answer from Lewitzky as to whether she wanted to see them 
in person. Although I had not heard of her before, I sent 
in my video. Lewitzky asked me to come to Los Angeles to 
audition, so I scraped up enough money to fly to California.

Before flying across country for the “in-person” audition, 
however, I went to the New York Public Library for the Per-
forming Arts to do research on Lewitzky. I found out that 
she had danced with Lester Horton from 1934 through 
1950, and that in 1966, she formed the Bella Lewitzky 
Dance Company. Her company had received international 
recognition, touring nationally and internationally to forty-
three states and twenty countries. The company was gener-
ally operating on a thirty-week season.

The night before the audition I could not sleep, so I 
arrived at the audition tired but also really excited. The 
audition consisted of a class given by Lewitzky, a cut of some 
auditioning dancers, repertory, another cut, and more rep-
ertory. In the last moments of my audition, I could not 
complete a movement from her piece Kinaesonata (1970). 
The movement goes like this: A man stands in a hinge with 
his left leg forward in a lunge while a woman runs up his 
body and places herself in a hinge standing on his thigh 
and shoulder. I attempted the movement but I fell out of 
it, lacking the core strength and more important, the sheer 
will that I needed to perform this feat—climbing up a per-
son and throwing myself out into space. Lewitzky, seventy-
nine years old at the time, got off her chair in the corner of 

the studio and performed the movement for me, and then 
she took my hand. I cannot remember what she said to me; 
all I remember is how she held my hand and the way she 
looked at me. I knew at that moment that I could learn so 
much from her.

DANCING WITH THE LEWITZKY DANCE 
COMPANY
Lewitzky offered me a job that included an annual salary and 
health insurance. I accepted ecstatically. This was my first 
dance job that I could live solely on—no more catering on the 
side until 12 a.m. The excitement about starting this new jour-
ney was overshadowed by the fact that the end was close. It was 
to be the last tour of the Bella Lewitzky Dance Company; the 
last of everything—last class, last piece of new choreography, 
last residency, last performance. I was learning a technique 
and a repertory that might never be performed again. I made 
a pact with myself to absorb as much as I could.

When I took my first company class at the Lewitzky stu-
dio, I noticed there were no mirrors except one in the back 
of the studio, a small mirror on wheels that could be easily 
turned around. No music was played during class. Lewitzky 
did not like indulgences or filler; she pared material down 
to its essence. She wanted dancers to experience the body 
without the external tool of the mirror or music dictating 
movement or timing. The rhythm and shape should come 
from within. Deep concentration led to finding connec-
tions between transitional moments.

Lewitzky’s studio was a place where one explored, 
rehearsed, and created movement, but with a great serious-
ness. Dramas, games, or egos were not welcome. If you did 
not know how to do a movement, she would help you, but 

it was ultimately your responsibility as a com-
pany member to figure it out on your body. 
Larry Warren (1977), author of Lester Horton: 
Modern Dance Pioneer, wrote, “When Lewitzky 
was unable to satisfy Horton or herself, she 
went off to a corner to work, sometimes for 
hours, on a single phrase or a portion of a 
phrase” (63). She passed down this work ethic 
to her dancers. Lewitzky recorded rehearsal 
notes into a handheld tape recorder. In the 
next rehearsal, she expected the notes to be 
fixed, and I learned to expect this of myself. 
Fred Strickler (2012), who danced with Lewit-
zky from 1968 through 1976, said, “Bella was 
fierce in the classroom. If your leg was sup-
posed to be at a right angle, and you had 89 
degrees, you got it up to 90.” She embodied a 
clear relationship between discipline and art-
istry and expected her dancers to do this, too.

In teaching both technique and chore-
ography, Lewitzky often pushed, pulled, or 
guided you through space. She gave move-
ment directives that were clear and precise. 

Bella Lewitzky and Heather Harrington. Photo courtesy of the Lewitzky Dance Company Archive
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For instance, if she thought the arch in your 
thoracic back as you circled from right to left 
was too “flung,” she would show you how to 
hold the humeral head in the socket, affect-
ing how you completed the circular arch. She 
had faith that you could do the movement; 
one just had to break the movements down 
to their parts and then relate it to the whole.

Lewitzky used the idea of restriction as a way 
to spur creativity both in her choreographic 
process and her teaching—giving a restriction 
that narrows one’s options can inspire find-
ing a new way. Otherwise one could be indul-
gent because anything is possible. I witnessed 
Lewitzky’s use of restriction in the last solo she 
choreographed for me in Four Women in Time 
(1996), which was based on her friend Judy 
Chicago’s feminist piece The Dinner Party (an 
installation that includes a table that has place 
settings for thirty-nine women in history, cur-
rently on view at the Brooklyn Museum).

For this dance work, Lewitzky chose four 
women: the Primordial Goddess, Sophia, 
Hypatia, and Virginia Woolf. She gave me the 
role of Woolf. She guided me through the 
restriction of creating a room with my steps, closely follow-
ing the parameters of the “room.” We worked in silence, 
carefully listening to the rhythm of the movement she cho-
reographed. The spatial design she created was so clear that 
it evoked different psychological spaces deep in me with 
each step, arm gesture, or turn of the head. The moment 
that I stepped out of this “room,” I experienced a sense of 
light and joy; she built this response in me through the care-
ful placement of movement in space. She used my technical 
facility and pushed my dynamics, creating moments of sus-
pension and delicious spirals that unwound themselves into 
reaches that caressed the space. Lewitzky picked a female 
artist, Woolf, who chose to end her life, perhaps as a paral-
lel to Lewitzky choosing to end her company. As I took an 
arch up to the sky and a blue piece of fabric covered me, I 
felt such a yearning and finality. This last piece of hers was 
performed at the last concert of her company on May 19, 
1997, at the Luckman Theater at California State University 
at Los Angeles, where her company had their first concert in 
1966. It was a death of sorts, but the year had been the birth 
of my knowledge and interest in Lewitzky. I have continued 
to expand my knowledge of her life and career as well as to 
incorporate key components of her teaching into my teach-
ing practice in an effort to share her important legacy.

THE WORKING RELATIONSHIP OF HORTON AND 
LEWITZKY
In 1934, a teenage Lewitzky found Norma Gould’s studio 
where Lester Horton was teaching. Warren (1977) quoted 
Lewitzky stating, “It was the noisiest class I’d ever heard. 

They did progressions only. There was hardly any recogniz-
able technique at that point that I can remember. Lester 
would start a movement and it would go on and on. I said 
this was for me. It was wild and wonderful” (63). Maybe a 
little too wild for Lewitzky, though, as she also felt the need 
to be more practical. William Bowne, who served many 
roles with Horton, that of “dancer, percussionist, librettist, 
costume designer, art director and—perhaps most impor-
tantly—company stabilizer” (Warren 1977, 42), described 
the relationship between Horton and Lewitzky to author 
Elvi Moore in an interview on March 28, 1974:

It was almost as if the two of them together were one organ-
ism—he the person who was more imaginative and she the 
one who was more realistic, so that he would say, “Dance 
across the ceiling,” and she would say, “Well, it can’t be done 
exactly like that, but here is what can be done.” (18)

Lewitzky is often referred to as the body of Horton, but 
she was much more than a mere body. Lewitzky helped 
Horton work out and clarify what the technique was; she 
gave herself the task of finding the movements based on 
the idea that he gave her, understanding the mechanics of 
the movements, and then the charge of figuring out how to 
teach the movements (Moore 1978, 16).

The power dynamics between Horton and Lewitzky had 
been of a student and teacher, but it shifted through the 
years. Moore (1978) explained that it evolved to Lewitzky 
becoming a collaborator; cochoreographer for a number 
of pieces, including The Beloved (1948) and Warsaw Ghetto 
(1949); and equal partner along with Bowne and Lewitzky’s  
husband Newell Reynolds in the creation of the Dance  

Bella Lewitzky in a rehearsal for Rite of Spring at the Hollywood Bowl, 1937. Photographer 
unknown. Photo courtesy of the Lewitzky Dance Company Archive.
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Theater in Los Angeles in 1946. In many written sources, 
Lewitzky’s name is left out of the creation of Dance Theater 
even though she was an equal partner at the beginning. As 
time went on, Lewitzky began to find her own voice apart 
from Horton. According to Lewitzky,

I was beginning to develop my own materials without my know-
ing it. Lester sat in the back and watched a class one day and 
afterwards he came up to me and said, “You know, Bella, you 
are not teaching my material.” I was very surprised—I thought 
about it, and he was quite right. I had begun to develop at a 
tangent quite different from his. (Lewitzky 1973, 28)

Bowne described the divide between the two, “When Bella 
stopped thinking that she had to back everything that he 
[Horton] did, and he began to feel that she wasn’t trust-
worthy anymore … everything deteriorated at once, and 
there was a detachment that followed” (Bowne 1974, 28). 
On February 15, 1950, Lewitzky ended her sixteen-year 
relationship with Horton, and there was no more contact 
between them. Horton died of a heart attack on November 
2, 1953 (Warren 1977).

THE BELLA LEWITZKY DANCE COMPANY AND 
HER TECHNIQUE
In 1966, Bella formed the Bella Lewitzky Dance Company. 
She believed that dance should be taken seriously on all 
levels, including being able to make a living from it. Sean 

Greene (2018), who danced with Lewitzky from 1968 
through 1987, told Bridget Murnane (Professor at Califor-
nia State Los Angeles in TV/Film, who is working on a film 
about Bella Lewitzky, Bella Citizen Artist), “An important 
moment was the day she guaranteed a paycheck of $29.95, 
for maybe a week. And she cried. I did not see Bella cry too 
many times in my lifetime. She cried because Lester never 
paid her anything. It was her goal in her life—I am going to 
guarantee dancers pay.” Lewitzky took care of her dancers 
financially, physically, and mentally. Creating the company 
was an outgrowth of her developing her technique.

Lewitzky took the work that she had been doing with 
Horton from 1934 through 1950 and evolved it into her 
own technique. It contained elements from her time with 
Horton: the flatbacks, the T-positions, the coccyx balance, 
laterals, the isolations, the deep floor work, and the off-cen-
tered work, but also emphasized, according to Amy Ernst 
(personal communication, January 16, 2019), who danced 
with Bella from 1976 through 1986, “fluidity in the torso 
and a lyricism.” She tapped into not only the sagittal plane 
as in the early work with Horton, but also the transverse 
plane. Ernst described Lewitzky technique as:

Stressing proper anatomical alignment, strengthening the 
feet with one’s own bodyweight resulting in clear articu-
lation, isolation of body parts, careful balance between 
strength and flexibility, quick complicated movement 
phrases, defining clear movement initiations, deep work of 
the thigh and pelvis in floor work, rhythmic accuracy, and 
purity and simplicity of spatial intent. (personal communica-
tion, January 16, 2019)

Another company member, Lori McWilliams 
(personal communication, November 27, 2018), 
who danced with Lewitzky from 1985 through 
1997, described the technique as “a balance of 
stretch, strength, grounding, and freedom. It 
always reminded me of a tree with roots in the 
earth and branches in the sky. This helped allow 
the great variety in Bella’s work, with such a large 
vocabulary, set in an architectural space.” Iris 
Pell, who danced with Bella from 1972 through 
1983, discussed the technique as always hav-
ing elements that produce an inner awareness. 
Diana MacNeil, a dancer with Lewitzky from 
1978 through 85 and 1990 through 1995 related,

Lewitzky technique is extremely valuable, it is 
not aesthetically specific. You do not want to 
look like a Lewitzky dancer … . You want to 
look like a person that can be given any move-
ment and is equipped with all the informa-
tion and technical skills to do it the way it was 
presented to you. (personal communication, 
November 21, 2018)

By the time I came to Lewitzky, I was learning 
a technique that was fairly set. When I spoke 

Bella Lewitzky with student. Photographer unknown. Photo courtesy of the Lewitzky Dance 
Company Archive.
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to MacNeil, she told me that in earlier years, the Lewitzky 
technique was continually evolving; sometimes reflecting 
movement explorations in a new piece of choreography 
and incorporating different movement sequences from 
company members. MacNeil (personal communication, 
November 21, 2018) explained that Lewitzky expected 
that you would translate the material and make it your 
own; “she felt if you were just copying what she taught, 
you were not working on your own voice. You only truly 
understood what she was doing if you had filtered it 
through your own sensibilities. You taught the concepts, 
but not the combinations.” MacNeil continued, describing 
how that attitude changed in later years, “At the end, she 
wanted you to teach exactly what she was teaching, there 
was no translation.”

LEGACY
Lewitzky proved she was articulate both in mind and  
body, advocating eloquently for dance as an art form 
and clearly explaining her pedagogy. Lewitzky (1980) 
explained, “I have a belief that no one really is capable of 
learning anything that they have not experienced in some 
way, in other words you must have experienced a tiny 
amount of something before you can truly comprehend 
it.” For Lewitzky, dance was integral to learning about 
the world through the exploration of how one’s body 
related to time, weight, force, and space. She believed 
that educating the public, specifically the young, about  
dance would lead to appreciation and support of the art 
form.

Lewitzky believed one should always be reaching for 
their fullest potential while dancing. In 1994, she said, 
“I’ve been struggling in dance for 28 years. To exist 
merely to exist is stupidity” (Dunning 1994). This sen-
timent she carried both in and out of the studio. The 
words compromise or just were not in Lewitzky’s lexicon. 
Her integrity and courage led her to state, “I am a dancer, 
not a singer,” to the House Un-American Activities Com-
mittee in 1951 when she was subpoenaed to speak about 
Communist activities in the arts (Warren 1977, 61). By 
this, she meant that she was not going to “sing” names 
of artists involved in Communist activities. She sued the 
National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in 1990 when 
she was asked to sign an anti-obscenity clause, and she 
won because it was ruled unconstitutional to censor an 
artist’s freedom of expression. Today artists do not have 
to sign an anti-obscenity clause for an NEA grant, and 
this is because of Lewitzky.

Lewitzky has had a profound influence on me, particu-
larly in the way I teach technique and composition classes. I 
find her movement vocabulary to be clear, concise, uncon-
ventional, and powerful. It creates both a mental and phys-
ical strength. Starting at my audition when I attempted 
the phrase from Kinaesonata, her movement taught me to 
be fearless. As a woman, this was of utmost importance to 

me—engaging in powerful, daring, strong movement that 
counters societal stereotypes of women as unsure and weak.

I can feel her influence in the way I do not rely on the 
mirror, the way I use movement directives and my body to 
give corrections, and the way I see class as a daily vitamin 
for the body to find neutrality and balance. I have taken 
from her the use of oppositional pulls, the circularity of 
her movement that facilitates experiencing the full range 
of a joint, spatial holds, spiraling into and out of the floor, 
and the use of the weight of the body to strengthen the 
foot. I use specific exercises: functional stance with the roll 
down center and to each diagonal, the foot exercises on 
the demi-pointe and the progression of foot placements 
with the torso on diagonals, the back exercise with arch 
and curl, her swing series, her version of centering in sec-
ond position, the isolations, the lateral series, the flatbacks, 
the seated crossed leg series with circular arm movements, 
and her abdominal series. In my improvisation classes, I 
use tight scores to encourage movement inventiveness 
through the use of restriction. When I choreograph, I do 
not use music until after I have created the dance, and my 
relationship to it is often ambiguous. Lewitzky taught me 
the practicality of taking care of the body to keep dancing. 
Lewitzky stated, “Great control of every motion and place-
ment is a kind of self-care. It’s self-love in the best sense. 
… One must bear in mind that dancing is not normal, 
that only a strong, knowledgeable body can protect against 
damage” (Perlmutter 1997). Overall the biggest influences 
on me from Bella Lewitzky are to be fearless, individual, 
and explorative.

Lewis Segal (1995) interviewed Bella about the end of 
the company, and she said, “The only immortality I really 
believe in is the continuum between people, and at this 
point, I feel I need to transfer what was handed to me.” 
Bella died on July 16, 2004. Even though I understand 
that no one will ever be able to hold Bella’s hand again, 
I hope that future generations can experience the meta-
phorical hand of Lewitzky through those of us who con-
tinue to teach her technique and write about her life and 
work.

VIDEO AND FILM RESOURCES RELATED TO 
BELLA LEWITZKY
A forthcoming documentary on Bella Lewitzky, Bella Citizen 
Artist, by Bridget Murnane, Professor in TV/Film at Cali-
fornia State University at Los Angeles. Promotional clip: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QF1OoyVD9A

Demonstration of Lewitzky technique: “Conversations 
About the Dance,” Agnes de Mille presents Iris Pell from 
the Bella Lewitzky Dance Company, 1980. https://vimeo.
com/286982692

Bella Lewitzky reconstructing Beloved (choreographed by 
Lester Horton in collaboration with Bella Lewitzky in 1948) 
with Diana McNeil and John Pennington. https://www.you-
tube.com/watch?time_continue=3&v=sncN5sq0ONY 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4QF1OoyVD9A
https://vimeo.com/286982692
https://vimeo.com/286982692
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=3&v=sncN5sq0ONY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=3&v=sncN5sq0ONY
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