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Understanding Time 

 

There are many ways to look at and understand the use of Time in dance. We can observe that 

Time can be examined through the lens of speed or tempo, through the intentional use of timing 

methods, through the use of retrograde (moving backwards in time), and also by making use of 

repetition and pause.  

 

The Timing Methods we explored in this video are:  

 

- Speed (TEMPO)  

- Retrograde (Moving backwards through choreography/time), Pause, and 

Repetition  

- Unison, Sequential, and Random Timing  

 

1) Speed:  

 

Fast Speed - Dancers moving quickly through space 

Medium Speed - Dancers moving at a medium tempo through space 

Slow Speed - Dancers moving slowly through space 

 

● The important thing to note is that choreographers use CHANGES in 

speed in order to engage their audience. A piece which uses ALL fast 

speed would become chaotic and hard to follow, whereas a piece that 

uses all slow or medium speed might become monotonous and 

disengaging to the audience. Chorographers use changes in tempo to 

keep the audience engaged and to draw our attention to certain aspects of 

their storytelling. 

 

2) Retrograde - Taking choreography and moving through it backwards, like 

rewinding a video. This is both an interesting way to return to the themes that 

have already been explored, and is also a means to create longer stretches of 

choreography which carry on with the same theme or intention. Finally, the use of 

retrograde is a way to demonstrate the passage of time or to reflect backwards 

through a story.  
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Pause - Is exactly that, taking a moment in the choreography where there is no 

movement at all. This can cause moments to really pop-out to the audience, and 

can also reset their attention to the preceding choreography.  

 

Repetition - When a dancer repeats the same sequence, series of movements, 

or single movement a number of times.This can be used to place emphasis on 

an emotion, feeling, moment, or idea.  

 

 

3) Unison, Sequential and Random Timing:  

 

Unison - Dancers are all moving through the same choreography, at the same 

time. 

Sequential - Dancers are all moving the same way, but at different times. This 

can be very complex and make use of many counts of 8, or phrases of 

movement, OR it can be as simple as a “cannon” or “follow-up” where only one 

or two identical movements are performed at different times.  

Random Timing - Dancers are performing different movement sequences, with 

different timing.  

 

As with speed, it is the use of a variety of timing techniques which helps to maintain 

audience engagement. A piece done entirely in unison might get boring, while a piece 

which is filled with completely random timing might appear chaotic and difficult to follow.  

 

 

LEARNING ACTIVITY #1: HANDSHAKE ACTIVITY  

 

This is a really simple way to teach students to recognize and understand Retrograde in 

dance.  

 

- Put students in groups of two and have them come up with a handshake 

that is made up of 10 moves. For an added challenge, have them do it 

without speaking! 

- Once they learn it “forwards,” have them learn it backwards 

- Put the forwards and backwards sections together and present.  

 

 

 

 

 

LEARNING ACTIVITY #2: RETROGRADE and REPETITION in simple movment 

phrases.  
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Use our concepts of SHAPE and SPACE as the way to develop a simple phrase 

of movement (Recall: Shape 1, 2, & 3 + transitions), then have students take 

their simple movement phrase and move it backwards in time - retrograde.  Have 

them find some sections to repeat - repetition. 

 

 

LEARNING ACTIVITY #3 

This can be done in groups of 4-5.  

 

- Have students create a piece that is about 2 mins in length where they 

must create obvious sections using Random, Sequential, and Unison 

Timing. Suggest that they do at least 2-4 consecutive counts of 8 for each 

of the types of timing techniques.  

- Ask students to also add:  

- One or two moments of Pause or Repetition  

- One moment of Retrograde 

- Obvious uses of both FAST and SLOW speed.  

 

 


