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Special Issue: Rhythm, Movement, Embodiment

Rhythm and its
Importance for
Education
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Abstract
Rudolf Bode’s text Rhythm and its Importance for Education (published by Eugen
Diederich, Jena, 1920) has both a theoretical and a practical aim: to clarify the
nature of the rhythm phenomenon in order to lay down the foundations of
‘Rhythmic Gymnastics’. Bode engages with the work of his contemporaries, such as
Emile Jaques-Dalcroze, Karl Buecher and Ludwig Klages, and comes to identify
rhythm with a continuum devoid of rationality. The text is unique in its ability to
meaningfully connect such diverse fields as philosophy, gymnastics, anthropology
and politics and shows, in this way, the potential of ‘rhythmanalysis’.
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Preface

The aim of the present work is twofold. First, it should help to remove

the serious ambiguity currently inherent in the word ‘rhythm’ that we

use so often; this work should resolve a fundamental problem con-

cealed within the word. The second aim is more practical; it should pro-

vide a theoretical background to ‘rhythmic gymnastics’, a form of

education for young people that will become more prevalent than has

been possible until now. Part of this work has already been published,

before the war, in the pedagogical collection of essays of the Leipzig

Bugra,i entitled: The Rhythmic Problem and the Jaques-Dalcroze

Method. This method has also been a subject of discussion since the

war, because from it, more than from anywhere else – so to say, ab ori-

gine – has unfolded the activistic-mechanistic principle which marked

the previous decades and is no longer tenable in the future in Germany.

The essential content of this work counters this principle, as found in the

Jaques-Dalcroze method. However, other issues which could not be

developed further are also raised between the lines.

I would like to thank the sculptor Ludwig Eberle for his active par-

ticipation in my endeavours in the field of gymnastics; I share his

conviction that the apparently insuperable boundaries dividing art

and physical education today will soon be a thing of the past.

Source: Ludwig Eberle.
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Nymphenburg, October 1919, Rudolf Bode

*

If you follow the development of intellectual life of our time closely,

you will notice that a certain issue is slowly – but consistently and

increasingly – being brought to the fore: the issue of rhythm. The

economist Buecher1 of Leipzig attracted the attention of wider scho-

larship to a field of study overlooked thus far by science, and his

work became a springboard for further investigation into the conun-

drum of rhythm. Meanwhile, in the field of education, when ‘rhyth-

mic’ gymnastics devised by Emile Jaques-Dalcroze appeared, the

winds of change started to blow. In the biological field there reigns

supreme the work and discoveries of the Berlin physician Wilhelm

Fliess,2 who has shown how rhythmic correlations can reveal pat-

terns in what until now have seemed to be merely the random effects

of blind luck. These discoveries speak in such a simple and clear lan-

guage that it is only a matter of time before rhythm becomes the guid-

ing principle of biological research.

The last member of the group of scholars of rhythm is Ludwig

Klages. With him, the science of rhythm has taken a decisive step

forward. Both Buecher and Jaques-Dalcroze tried to define rhythm

conceptually, but they followed the routes laid out by contemporary

psychology, which stood – and in part still stand – under the spell of

rationalism if not atomism as well. Buecher attempted in all serious-

ness to derive rhythm from the rational-economic principle of labour,

and Jaques-Dalcroze laid emphasis on automatism (i.e. the fact that

with practice movements gradually become easier and more uncon-

scious, so that they become automatic), an essential theoretical cor-

nerstone of his educational endeavours. The general rationalistic

tendency dominating both arguments finds its strongest expression

in a fundamental error, and the recognition of this, even if not deva-

luing Buecher’s entire book, certainly undermines its theoretical

foundations. This fundamental error consists in the constant misper-

ception of rhythm for rule. In our current times we are completely

under the spell of this fallacy; Klages’ achievement is to have

detected this in even the highest of scientific scholarship.

There are three main points of view that, being essentially new,

will stimulate all future research in the field of psychology. The first

is the view that will allow the foundation of the atomistic approach of
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psychological data to be abandoned; it consists in understanding that

interconnectedness – the totality of existence – cannot but constitute

the starting point of psychological enquiry,3 and that, consequently,

only a decomposition, and never a composition, of this cohesion can

have scientific validity, because we can never conceive of the totality

from its parts. From this directly depends the second point of view. If

we cannot conceive of the totality, then all totality is irrational. The

merit of Klages’ work consists in the fact that he does not put this

irrationality back into the circle of the research on consciousness, but

that he is able to present it positively, not with the help of new con-

cepts but with those ancient linguistic notions that constitute the most

ancient inheritance of humanity. Moreover, Klages carries out a

penetrating analysis of the forces that generate the decomposition

of the totality. His investigation culminates in a new theory of the

will and in the realization that the decomposing forces are concep-

tually graspable in the acts of judgement and will. Klages also argues

that the extremes of rational and irrational generate the dualistic

components of our consciousness, and that a synthesis of these

dualistic components is not possible – because they are mutually

antagonistic. The dualism pervading the languages of all people and

their religions and myths enters the realms of contemporary psychol-

ogy, not in the guise of shimmering catchphrases, but in the use of a

sharper analysis of the facts related to consciousness. In the following

text I will continuously mention the line of thought found in Klages’

work, and I refer anyone with an interest in clarifying the rhythmic

issue to it.4

That said, we can start dismantling the concept of rhythm and try-

ing as far as possible to capture its essence. The word ‘rhythm’ is

derived from the Greek r ’eo (reo) ¼ to flow. We can infer, then, that

rhythm is imprinted with the quality of what flows, that is, of the con-

tinuum. In this way we can extract a first characteristic: true rhythm

is a continuum. According to whether we are perceiving this conti-

nuum spatially or temporally, we speak of space or time rhythm.

An architectural work, for example, is experienced mainly through

spatial rhythm – we say ‘mainly’ because, as long as it is architec-

tural, a work can always contain elements which can also be per-

ceived through time – for example, the transformation of a line, or

a change from light to shade, as it unfolds during the course of a per-

ambulation around the building. At this point, we emphasize that
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spatial rhythm cannot exist without temporal rhythm – rhythm that is

solely spatial is no longer rhythm – and the same is true of rhythm

that is mainly temporal. The rhythm of physical movements is per-

manently connected to the rhythm of the form itself. A structure

[Gebilde] that does not have spatial rhythm inherent within itself

does not have temporal rhythm either, and vice versa.

Even if we gain nothing new in a definition of rhythm from the

above, at least we are broadening and consolidating our original

point, that is, that rhythm expresses a continuum. But a continuum

is not rationally graspable at all; it can only be looked at and expe-

rienced: therefore, rhythm has to be part of the irrational. Rhythm is

irrational, that is, it is not subject to the judgemental, comparative,

measuring functions of the intellect. And now we can understand

why everything spatial and temporal happens at the same time in

rhythm, because our experience is at once a continuum in space and

time. If one divides space and time, one is immediately outside of

what is lived, outside rhythm, because each division is a coming into

play of the rational functions [of the intellect]. The continuum or, if

we prefer, that which is not divided, is the fundamental characteristic

of rhythm. Now we are reminded of a word that is often used but sel-

dom understood, the word ‘individuum’. We notice that this word

also describes solely something that is literally ‘not divided’. So

thanks to language we have connected the concept of rhythm with

that of individuality. Both have in common the fact that they are

indivisible, that is, they cannot be dissected by the intellect without

losing their essence, their indivisibility, because every act of under-

standing is a de-cision, a separation.ii

We are left with an attempt to understand what the necessary con-

ditions are under which a rhythmic entity can be said to possess the

characteristic of indivisibility. The answer is: when its form is contin-

gent on the totality of life. However, because everything that exists

has an individual form, it can also be said that all forms owing their

emergence to the totality of life are rhythmic. The totality is, how-

ever, again, not graspable rationally, for the same reason that what

is indivisible is not: rhythm, the individuum, are not graspable. The

totality of life is irrational, and all forms, as long as they are contin-

gent to this totality, are irrational. All rhythm is connected to the flow

of life, and because everything that pours out of life has a form, we

can conclude also that the totality of life has a form; we call it
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‘cosmos’, and the law governing it is rhythm. It is simply because

everything that exists is tied to a form contingent on the totality of

life that nothing is the same in Nature. As the totality of the sea gives

a shape to each wave, so the totality of life confers individuality on its

living forms. No leaf is the same as any other, no two faces have

identical characteristics! How perverse it is to derive from such an

individuality of form the right of individuals to diversity, freedom

and free will. We say rather that all diverseness, all freedom and all

free will is the complete opposite of individuality, because every-

thing that is individual is coupled to the rhythm of life. We step into

the territory of the rational every time we want ‘un-relatedness’ – or,

more positively, ‘freedom’. The price we have to pay for such a

departure from the irrationality of life is rhythm, because the princi-

ple of the rational is not rhythm, but rule, Takt, order. When I com-

pare two individuals, that is, I examine their similarities, I take away

what is most unique, fundamental and rhythmic about them. I isolate

it. As I subsume a series of living sensations beneath a concept, I

Source: Ludwig Eberle.
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deprive each impression of its uniqueness. All rule, all Takt, all order

is based on the fragmentation of living by means of reason. Fragmen-

tation provides the mind with the building blocks to build a system,

be it a system of concepts or of movements, in the same way as the

fragmentation of an original riverscape makes it possible to turn the

river into a straight canal. The instrument, however, of the intellect’s

impact upon reality – be this impact extended to spatial forms or tem-

poral processes – is the will. The deeper insight into the relationship

between will and life we owe to Klages: ‘It is one of the oldest

heresies of humanity [thinking that] the will moves, the will even

accomplishes, when in reality on the contrary it constricts the crea-

tive self-transformation and hinders the vibrations of the living

movement.’ ‘The regularity of movement is the decisive indication

of the supremacy of the will.’5 The more a movement – including the

movement of our bodies – incorporates the signs of regularity, and

Source: Ludwig Eberle.
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the more it is under the influence of the will, the more – in equal pro-

portions – the rhythmical element recedes.

We can summarize what we have said so far by saying that we

have set the particular properties of rhythm in opposition to the prop-

erties of Takt, order and rule. Rhythm is a vital principle, whereas

Takt is intellectual. – The rhythmic object is linked to the continuum

of life, whereas Takt has an isolated existence. – Each rhythm is an

entity sufficient unto itself; if we change it in any way by force of the

will, we destroy it. Takt is composed of elementary particles, whose

permutation merely produces a new combination of those particles. –

Rhythm is a function of time and space, while Takt is independent of

space and time; we can generate the ‘same’ Takt here and there,

today and tomorrow. – All rhythmic forms merge into higher organic

assemblies, whereas single measures become connected within

higher-order systems. – The organism informed by rhythm always

transforms itself in its entirety. – Rhythm is a qualitative principle,

and Takt a quantitative one. – In the same way as it is impossible

to explain the experience of colour by measuring the wavelengths

of light, so it would be impossible to derive rhythm from Takt. How-

ever, Buecher attempted to do precisely this in his well-known work

Arbeit und Rhythmus. Here it is not called ‘Takt’, but ‘regulated

labour’, and it is taken throughout to be synonymous with ‘rhythmic

labour’. The fact that Buecher makes no distinction between [Takt

and rhythm] is proved by, for example, the following sentences:

‘We can then claim that the ways of performing work involving reg-

ular repetition tend to involve rhythmic movements’ (p. 30). ‘In the

history of engineering industry it is a notable fact that many of the

oldest machines (!) run rhythmically (!)’ (p. 438). And there are many

more examples.

Buecher’s fundamental error lies in his having overlooked the dua-

listic opposition of rhythm and Takt, the irrational and the rational.

Thanks to its rich collection of material his book will remain a valu-

able work, but its theoretical section should be considered disproved.

This is not the place to reveal the numerous fallacies following from

his fundamental error of confusing rule and rhythm; [we will discuss]

only a few of them. Many ethnological accounts bear each other out:

‘What the Naturmenschiii dreads is tense regular6 labour.’7 – ‘Their

whole way of living is completely incoherent’ (this is an inaccurate

interpretation of a natural rhythmic interconnectedness: the
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Naturmensch cannot be considered disconnected from his surround-

ings, as civilized man is) ‘and they have no intention of regulating8

their activities by assigning certain schedules to them’.9 – ‘Only the

instincts of self-preservation and the strict laws of Nature induce

them to perform certain work-related activities, which they cannot

load their women with . . . The Indian does not want to and will not

perform any kind of work involving a routine; I think, too, that he

is actually unable to do so.’10 Such a dread of work, especially of rou-

tine work! This is, however, contradicted by a quantity of accounts

attesting to the most enhanced cheerfulness of native people at work;

innumerable work chants demonstrate this directly. How can this

contradiction be resolved? But are we actually dealing with a contra-

diction? – Maybe we are in fact dealing more with the following

development process: first, at a primitive level, every type of work

is rejected, especially routine work. As work becomes necessary, the

unregulated form is preferred to the routine. When routine work can-

not be avoided, we witness the extinction of the Naturmensch,

because their rhythmic system is still extensively related to the

rhythm of Nature – although it is already more isolated than is the

rhythmic system of the primitive, who still lives like an animal,

embedded in a wider rhythmic connectedness. The more their rhyth-

mic system is isolated, the more it changes; their rhythmic impulses

lose their originality in favour of a more intellectual approach to

movement. And at this stage, routine work can be carried out in the

form of rhythmic work. But rhythm prevails and this rhythm runs

parallel to the joy of living. Any work directed towards a goal

becomes part of the rhythmic flow of the events too, and it is the

vibration of the inner rhythm that expresses itself in those numerous

work chants. Work is, however, only the supporting structure which

allows those songs to endure over time; in no way is it their origin.

We can use work as principle of explanation only for the variation

of pure metric qualities. The essence of a poem is its inner rhythm,

its entirety, its irrationality, through which it becomes part of the

totality of the individuals, as a folk song. A continuous dynamic state

of intoxication, which always becomes apparent in proper rhythmic

events, such as dancing, confirms the veracity of this point of view;

the true Nature-dance is not an activity at all, but a rhythmic event!!
Buecher also often comes close to this basic fact – for example, he

says: ‘But we failed to notice what the Naturmensch realized with
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reliable instincts11(!), that our culture is unable to enhance their

physical wellbeing’ (p. 6). With reliable instincts! And we add to

it: it is with equally reliable instincts that primitives feel that work

cannot enhance their physical wellbeing – that is, their intact rhyth-

mic system – because all work is a deviation from the flow of life and

consequently minimizes its rhythmic qualities. For this reason in

many different languages the expressions for ‘work’ originally bore

with them a sense of misery, hardship and plague. When work is nec-

essary the rhythm of the Naturmensch overcomes it, even the mea-

sured task, because the rhythmic power dissolves any act into an

event, so that work can from now on be involved in the flow of

events, in the flow of the universal rhythm. ‘The work performed

in a regular manner and accompanied by songs proceeds smoothly,

as if speeded up by magic hands’ (p. 432). ‘As if speeded up by

magic hands’ – so, without our intervention! We can explain move-

ment as poorly as we can explain rhythm. But it is indeed, as Goethe

says, an Ur-phenomenon. That inner joy is the most trustworthy sign

of the rhythm with which Nature gilds all acts; the visible evidence of

it are the ‘work’ chants, ‘as we wrongly baptize the poetry of

ploughs, of sowing, of flax-breaking, of spinning, weaving, plaiting,

threshing, towing, rowing, forging’.12 A particularly striking piece of

evidence of the application of the rationalistic point of view to vital

processes is contained in the following sentence by Buecher: ‘The

activity of lungs and heart, and the movement of legs and arms whilst

walking are accomplished under ordinary circumstances in a rhyth-

mical way, or they have a tendency to do so, and it is already possible

that the regularity of the breath demands the rhythmical configura-

tion of the continued homogeneous movements of the muscles’ (p. 31).

We, however, maintain that each time the breath is controlled this

disturbs its natural rhythm. ‘The secret of the uniqueness of life con-

sists in the ever-new resemblance which it often so clearly creates

around identity, without ever falling victim to it.’13

What has made ‘that world of joyful labour’ disappear? Buecher

attempts to give an answer to this at the end of his book; he thinks

the reason lies in the development of the work tools culminating in

our highly complex machines. He says: ‘The tools are differentiated.

They have been customized to each type of material (distribution of

practices),14 and with this process a similar process of customization

of the workforce began as well, which is generally known as
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‘‘distribution of labour’’’ (p. 436). ‘But they were incomparably

more productive than the tools which were used before; the work

itself was in particular more productive; its immediate application

to the individual products took much less time’ (p. 436). ‘[The

worker] no longer had complete freedom of physical movement and

in the duration of the movement of the muscles, the tool . . . began to

exercise a certain technical sovereignty over the person. And from

that technical sovereignty there developed, in time, the economic

sovereignty of the owner of the means of production’ (p. 435). ‘With

the further development in the construction of work tools, attempts

were made to bring to a halt the fatal (!) deterioration generally con-

nected with the rhythmic timing of the mechanism, and to prevent a

loss of strength by, where possible, changing movements from the

horizontal or vertical to the circular’ (p. 438). ‘The worker is no lon-

ger master of his own movements . . . the work tool has become his

master; it dictates to him the extent of his movements; no longer can

he choose the pace and length of his work; he is inextricably bound to

the dead yet living machinery’ (p. 439). Let us pause for a moment.

On looking at the words we have shown in italics above, one might

notice with astonishment that they are all without exception derived

from the rational sphere, so that they could all without exception be

filed under the categories of analysis, measurement and so on. But we

see even more. It is the increase in production that is the final goal of

all preparation, and it is also a logical consequence, when we say: the

intellect when directed towards the quantitative overthrew the quali-

tative life principle. The same principle which Buecher invoked for

the emergence of rhythm was precisely that which destroyed rhythm,

in the measure in which it converted well-shaped movement into the

‘dead yet living machinery’, namely into regulated work performed

for economic interests.15 The intellect focused on the quantitative

aspects evolved, out of economic interests, not only the machine, but

also the person involved with the machine, insofar as it – again seek-

ing quantitative advantage – converted the living movement into a

movement without qualities, that is, robbed it of its rhythm. All

rhythm is a function of continuously flowing time, and all regulation

finds itself outside time. And the faster the machine goes, and the

faster the person works, the bigger the economic effect and the more

destroyed the – rhythm. About the native, he says: ‘Because he can-

not estimate time16 properly, so it is for him a matter of total
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indifference when this or that is accomplished.’17 But it is not

because the native cannot estimate time properly that he is indiffer-

ent, but because the forces of life are strong in him. And these operate

in time! Because his acts are not dictated by the economic advantage

but by the rhythm of life, ‘we see that everything, even the smallest

thing, is carried though with a triumphant liking!’ (p. 14). And solely

because of this, ‘work is no burden, no life sentence, no market com-

modity, its organization no result of cold calculation of costs. . . .
Everywhere are play and air, drums a-drumming and pipes a-

piping, conviviality and willingness to help’ (p. 434). ‘The exhaus-

tion and the oppression of factory work lie in the fact that the human

is a servant of the means of production which never rest and never get

tired; he nearly becomes part of the machinery, which he has to coop-

erate with at any given moment. And with this the work chants also

disappeared’ (p. 439). It was not the machinery that killed the work

chants, but that timeless, rational power of which the machine, work-

ing at a constant rate, is just a symbol.

And so we come face to face with the next fact: that rhythm has

apparently been irretrievably lost. We understand the context, which

is that a culture searching for its salvation through achievements in

technology and science alone cannot but grow apart from rhythm. That

the process of de-rhythmization has developed is proven by many

signs, such as the degree to which pride in the natural ties of life – race,

nationality, clan, family – has lost its inner strength; internationalism

expands and with it the entire cohort of rational concepts and rootless

feelings. Very few signs indicate that a reversal of this process could

be waiting in the wings; indeed understanding cannot alone bring

about such a reversal, because it is only something rational that can

be accomplished, never something irrational. Also, willpower cannot

[help], because the will is indeed precisely that function through which

the predetermined movement is transformed into a movement directed

towards a goal. We can want rhythm as little as we may wish for ebb

and flow, because the wave overturns the will. The only thing that we

can do is to free the pathway, in the event that the wave of life should

come rushing up against the stronghold of rationality, overpowering it

with forms of life which move rhythmically. Whether the wave will

come, and whether if it does it will impact strongly enough, we do not

know. We can only indicate signs which may suggest that the tide is

rising. We identify four signs: the establishment of an antagonism
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between life and intellect and the concomitant irruption of the irra-

tional in science triggered by it (Klages); the increasing need for qua-

litatively valuable work; a stronger, embracing feeling for the beauty

of Nature; finally, the sudden emergence of gymnastics. The last sign

is, however, ambivalent. We can conceptualize this ambivalence with

the following question: do we do gymnastics because we have within

us an urge to move which becomes powerful and that takes its impulse

from the formative principle of the organism? Or do we do gymnastics

because this formative principle has been lost by the organism so com-

pletely that now even the organism itself threatens to become a servant

of the will? To reply immediately to the question: the signs speak for

both possibilities. Because two directions are taken in gymnastics: one

form, which is directed towards performance, towards the regulated

utilization (!) of the body’s energies as far as possible, with the aim

of achieving quantitative measurable ‘records’ (nearly all sport per-

tains to this form); and another form, which tends to seek a specific

ideal of the form, that is, the rhythmic gymnastics founded by

Jaques-Dalcroze. It remains to us to investigate how far the Jaques-

Dalcroze method actually serves rhythm, that is, life.

But before we turn to this investigation, we need to address some

fundamental considerations. The compound ‘rhythmic gymnastics’

contains a contradiction; the ‘rhythmic’ appeals to our body, whereas

the ‘gymnastics’ appeals to our will, or, we could say, to our body as

long as it is controlled by our will. Also, it can never address the

question of whether or not rhythmic gymnastics can incorporate

rhythm in its full strength in the organism; it can only be about

whether rhythmic gymnastics is able to return the lost originality

to the rhythm of movement insofar as it still vibrates in our body.

Is rhythmic gymnastics able to re-activate the source of life? We can

only re-awaken a spring that is underground, not one that has dried

up! Even less can we create a spring if we have water alone, but the

inner ‘waterfalls’ of the human – rhythm – can create it! Each rhyth-

mic gymnastics has to presuppose rhythm as a given or it will make

the same mistake as that to which Buecher succumbed: it confuses

rhythm for rule, the rhythmic principle for the principle of measure-

ment, and it substitutes the intellect for vitality. Rhythm and mea-

surement are antagonistic. When rhythm prevails, the uniqueness

that we call ‘style’ emerges. However, if the intellectual principle

of measurement wins (which happens more often), the rhythm dies,
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and in its place we have – automatism. And with this, we come to the

concept that is about to impact on the rhythmic life even more

severely. Here also [there is] confusion! What is confused is the

organic incorporation of a continuous process of movement with the

automatic regulation of a series of discontinuous movements. This

turns out to be the same confusion that we encountered above; the

mistaking of rhythm for rule. An economical principle of order is

mistaken for a rhythmical formative principle. The regulation of move-

ment establishes itself only with the repression of more vital move-

ments, namely the more rhythmic qualities of the movement process

recede. The total repression of what is essentially rhythmic – and the

triumph of the will – that is automatism. Through it no rhythm is

‘incorporated’; on the contrary: the existing rhythm is destroyed

because ordered and measured acts of the will replace the impulses

of the senses, which move rhythmically. ‘Incorporated’, to take the

word literally, can describe only those movements that are involuntary,

Source: Ludwig Eberle.
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whereas ‘automatic’ can only be those movements that are voluntary/

intentional. It was the ‘technique’ that destroyed rhythm, and we add:

each type of technique, be it the technique of a tool, or be it the tech-

nique of mastery of the body, is antagonistic to rhythm, because each

technique consists of ‘structure’ and ‘combination’.

All great performing arts have, however, nothing whatsoever to do

with ‘technique’ in this sense. Their techniques are as original as each

work of art in itself, and each artistic achievement is subjected to

rhythmic impulses only when the technical movements produced are

themselves the vital origin. The principal mistake of Jaques-Dal-

croze’s method is that first of all it is a mechanical technique, whose

presupposition is a ‘compartmentalized’ body. All rhythm, however, is

a function of the totality, at least of the totality of the human body. This

can certainly not be disregarded. We will never be able to regain the

original rhythm as the natives still have it, because while rhythm is

in close collaboration with everything in Nature where the native lives,

as humans have become civilized this cohesion has been lost in direct

proportion with our intellectual development. Today we rely on the

rhythmic life of our bodies. A form of gymnastics that overlooks this

original rhythm of the body is hostile to life, as much as is all contem-

porary development. Such a form will also destroy original life move-

ments. If only the direction were other; if movement was previously

diverted towards a goal lying outside the body, the purpose now lies

instead inside the organism itself and it reads as follows: control of the

body through the mind. The following will provide evidence that the

Jaques-Dalcroze method is overshadowed by this fundamental mis-

take, and we should already expect it, when we read in Buecher [that]:

‘Not less gratifying was for me that practical endeavours, as those of

the rhythmic gymnastics following the Jaques-Dalcroze method, have

found a point of reference and a backing in my book’ (p. VII). And so

we will see that all the mistakes in Buecher’s theory are to be found in

Jaques-Dalcroze’s, to the same degree.

If we want to understand, preferably impartially, the exercises that

arose from Jaques-Dalcroze we have to keep two factors completely

separate: Jaques-Dalcroze’s personality and his method, including the

theoretical arguments that form its foundation. We start with the latter.

The following passages can be found in the Yearbook of the institution

(Vol. I, 1911) in a speech which Jaques-Dalcroze gave to the students

(in the following we again use italics to highlight the crucial issues).
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‘Believe me, the discipline of the feelings and the exercise of the

impulses is fundamental to any personal education. With my rhythmic

gymnastics I try to achieve this and nothing else’ (p. 36). ‘More than

anything else, we want to organize our movements in space, we want

to interlock them, connect them and put them one against the other,

broaden them, shorten them and grade them following the rules that are

valid specifically for bodily movement . . . The notation exists; why

should we not use it to record all possible conjunctions of positions and

gestures? The notation becomes space signs, and our body becomes the

most flexible instrument . . . so our body has to dispute the whole

wealth of expressions only with the rhythmic combinations (!)’ (pp.

38–9). ‘[A]bove all, one should keep the body in a state of complete

relaxation whilst listening, in order to allow the arms and legs to per-

ceive the measure for themselves . . . Is not the main point that one exer-

cises and that one’s limbs get completely used to obeying the impulses of

the brain?’ (p. 40). ‘[We should add] . . . that the movements we are

concerned with are not mere Koerperkultur, but a medium through

which we can liberate our intellect’ (p. 45). ‘To begin with, without the

order conveyed by music, complete anarchy would hold sway in the

bodily movements’ (p. 47). If we want to summarize the essence of

these quotes, we would say this: complete misapprehension of the

essence of rhythm, and confusion of the rhythmic principles with the

rational-metrical. It is the task of the intellect to ‘discipline’, ‘entangle’,

‘connect’, ‘set one against the other’, ‘contract’, and ‘combine’. It is

the triumph of the rational principle over the vital-rhythmic when

‘one’s limbs get completely used to obeying the impulses of the

brain’, when ‘liberating the intellect’ is suggested as a task to be car-

ried out. Liberating it from what? From the vitally induced rhythmic

movements! ‘Complete anarchy’ would reign ‘without order’ . . .
where does anarchy reign? In Nature that moves rhythmically, in the

body of the native? No, in the body whose movements are made only

according to the rules, whose movements are not connected through

the vital principle of the linking rhythm, but through the combinatory

principle of the intellect. It is the same mistake that we make if we

label the life of the natives as illogical. The life of the natives is free

from the principle of the intellect and therefore it is rhythmical. And

so it is just a final consequence that in the Bulletin of the Dalcroze

School (no. 4/5, p. 6) we read: ‘I know that the goal of our lives is

to ensure that our mind gains absolute dominance over our body.’
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Also the last publication of this orientation, the Manual for the

Gymnastics Lessons by K. Keil, Leipzig, 1916, gives not the slightest

hint of any change from the viewpoints we have seen till now: ‘Also

through the cumulative combinations of different movements it

should be observed that every single group of movements is carried

out autonomously and independently from the others, so that for

example the 3/4 measure of the right arms can be reproduced exactly

in the same way with any combination with other movements as well

as on its own’ (p. 30). Keil should have simply added: ‘just as the dif-

ferent movements of a machine work independently from one

another’. Does he not notice at all, then, that by insisting on the inde-

pendence of the limbs he destroys the unity of the organism on which

rhythm depends? This disastrous exchange of dead measurement

with living rhythm renders the Dalcroze system worthless for every-

one who seeks to achieve goals other than those that have existed

thus far for the men of the machine age. The actual gymnastics exer-

cises, which are really dependent on rhythm, are touched on only

occasionally. On page 2: ‘Attention has to be paid to the fact that the

joints have to be completely loose, and each muscle which is not

essential for the exercise must remain inactive. This requirement has

to be inculcated into the students and its delivery has to be controlled

wherever possible.’ Wherever possible! As if it were so easy for the

students, just because the teacher demands it, to work with the correct

amount of muscle tension! Keil does not realize that it is precisely

here that the biggest difficulties lie, and that here there cannot be any

‘wherever possible’, but only a complete removal of all errors.

Unfortunately, he does not give us a single exercise, but an endless

number of metrical pieces. On page 10: ‘The study of rhythm, which

became possible recently thanks to our new method – I say this in full

understanding of the meaning of my assertion – will doubtless have

consequences also in this respect’ (he refers here to multiple mea-

surements), ‘and to future generations the pieces in five-time (1/5,

2/5, etc.) and so on will not appear ‘‘abnormal’’ any more’. Surely

not. But then in the same measure the physical sense of rhythm,

which stems from rising and falling, will have been killed off as the

intellect accepts the unsympathetic, measured combination of exer-

cises as ‘normal’. One can say something ‘in full understanding’ but

still be off track, that is, one can mistake dead timbers and poles for

soil burgeoning with Mother Nature’s life.
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It would be doing Jaques-Dalcroze an injustice if we discussed

here only the pure gymnastic aspect of his method, without mention-

ing the musical aspect. He is above all a musician, and the method

owes its initial great success to his talent in improvisation. Jaques-

Dalcroze managed effortlessly to conceal the fundamental error in

his method thanks to his personality. This error is to be found in the

fact that his method of teaching gymnastics is not constructed on the

rhythmic movement element of music, but on its metre – as shown in

the notation. Thousands of exercises can be found where this is evi-

dent. Jaques-Dalcroze evaded the dead timbers and poles of his

metric gymnastics by means of the melodious and harmonic life of

his music, with precisely the element – the rhythm – which was miss-

ing from his gymnastics method. This basic mistake manifests itself

completely, as his method appears on the scene claiming not only to

be specially relevant to musicians – very questionably so, as we have

suggested above – but also to be an educational method with general

validity. Now it was made clear that his gymnastics is not based on

anything original, but on a by-product, a recent development of the

notation system. It is undeniably meritorious of Jaques-Dalcroze to

have reunited music and physical movement. The significance of

music is, however, to be understood as essentially different. We can

stop at this point very briefly. The task of music here is indeed the

same as that of martial music or songs sung when marching: to create

a rhythm for the measured movement of the gait, that is, to allow the

entire body to participate in the marching movement. Gymnastics

expands insofar as a plethora of possible bodily movements are put

under the force [Gewalt] of music. Jaques-Dalcroze destroys this

effect, because he does not allow the music to enhance the unity of

the body, but confronts it with a system of combined structures. This

way, only an accompanying role is assigned to music in gymnastics.

There can be only one starting point for gymnastics: the human

body. This has to be realized clearly by any gymnastics teacher. The

author and his pupils have explored this point of departure for years

in different ways.18 The aim – briefly explained – consists in a meth-

odical collection of proper movements, that is, movements charac-

teristic of a vigorous and uncorrupted organism. These have to be

recaptured and retained. When the movement of the body is correct,

the fundamental expression and the elementary feeling accompany-

ing it attune themselves automatically. Of these movements, the
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crucial and essential ones are rising and falling, or lifting and lower-

ing the weight of the human body against the force of gravity. All

variations of movement are based on variations of this process, and

we have tried to organize these basic movements alone, in close con-

nection to the observation of the living body in movement. And it is

only for these simple movements that our assertion that the feeling of

flexibility and fluidity that emerges from them is valid. When we say

that we proceed from movement and not from the experience of emo-

tions caused by movement, we are not reverting to natural relation-

ships: emotion is also, in its most intrinsic self, a process of

movement, and the interaction proceeds from internal movement to

external and vice versa. When we proceed from external movement,

we can make use of this in education; but when it is movement gen-

erated by emotions we cannot. Just as pleasure-oriented emotions

give rise to free and strong movements, so do free and strong move-

ments produce pleasure-oriented emotions, provided that these

movements include the whole organism. This is only possible, how-

ever, if we take into consideration the easiest movements and gener-

ate the respective movement emotions. I have designated these as

‘plastic’ or ‘elementary’ to characterize the physicality inherent in

them, as opposed to the inner movement of emotions whose physical-

ity is of a very ethereal nature and whose description and arousal lies

outside the methodical education of young people.

Raising and lowering: this basic movement of all gymnastics –

walking, after all, is only raising and lowering the centre of gravity –

progress into free jump and free swing/sway.

The proper sequence of all movements is based on three principles,

which I would like to briefly introduce:

(1) Each natural movement follows from the movement (possi-

bly the tension) of the whole body. In the same way as a pla-

netary perturbation affects the whole solar system, each

movement radiates outwards to the whole organism.

(2) Inherent within each intentional movement is, overtly or

covertly, a battle of the body against the force of gravity.

This battle and the corresponding fluid expression become

all the more lively as the weight of the body makes itself

felt, that is, the less that inappropriate muscle tensions dis-

rupt or interrupt the physiological process. The elimination
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of these inhibitions deriving from the wrong tensions and

transformed into habits is the aim of the system of exercises

of relaxation.19

(3) All intentional impulses have to be unconsciously directed

towards the centre of gravity, and particularly towards the

centre of gravity of the body. The greatest possible leeway

from a methodological point of view is then allocated to the

rhythm of movement. An even more enhanced rhythm –

encompassing the centres of gravity themselves – is not pos-

sible to reach by methodical means, and should be left to the

fortuitous combination of skill and disposition.

The basic idea of all physical education is to rediscover the full

extent of the movement of the body. It is necessary to give back to

people the full awareness of their bodily and mental unity stolen from

them by a rational-type education that has endured for decades. Only

when we are successful in re-awakening that artistic [plastisch] feel-

ing for form, which is immanent in all people educated naturally and

who have grown up naturally – that manifests itself in the artistic

forms [plastische gestaltungen] of farming communities, for exam-

ple in the region north of Bavaria – then can we hope to have laid the

foundations on which in the first place a new German culture can be

awakened. The old culture broke down because it lost track of bodily

sensations. The education of the people into doing truly economic

work is inseparable from the re-awakening of this artistic feeling.

(Truly economic work is a form of work that does not strive for quan-

tity in the short-sighted way that economics has achieved till now,

but is enhanced by awareness that the prosperity of the people can

be achieved only by work that is at the same time qualitative art, and

that thereby re-enters into a relation with the spirit of the worker.)

This is because the reign of the soul is not quantitatively measurable,

but qualitatively immeasurable – not immobile solidity, but a moving

flow. The quality of work is contingent on the undisturbed unity of

the energies that produce it; we can bypass the opposition of quality

and quantity only if we trace back to the body the output of all move-

ments, including movements in the course of work. From this point

arises the function of gymnastics, that is, in a nutshell to educate the

body in a way such that it works properly, that all movements

are executed in a natural way; this would entail that the movements
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are free from artificial tensions and incorrect restraints preventing the

body from fully developing its expression in movement in leisure and

work. ‘It is the positive duty of the faculty of expression, which is

what matters, and from that also arises the joy of expression, which

prompts artistic satisfaction. In addition to that there must first of all

be the common foundation of the fluency and malleability of all

articulations and connective tissues linking the innermost life of the

soul with our visible living external appearance. – Already, mime is

human art. – Our motor system, our gestures, and our mimic beha-

viours speak everywhere, even where it seems that we are uncommu-

nicative to things and things to us. As a last resort, the way our body

is constructed underlies all our perceptions’ (Schmarsow, Unsere

Verhaltniss zu den Bildenden Kunsten, Leipzig, 1903). The claim

that all gymnastics is not only education of the body but should also

at the same time be development of spiritual energies, includes the

claim that such a form of gymnastics is necessarily rhythmic, because

Source: Ludwig Eberle.
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our soul responds only to rhythmic influences, provided that it is

already enjoying life in rhythmic expression. The rhythm of the

soul manifests itself only in the expression of the whole body, in the

cooperation of the body with its limbs, in the coordination of all

simultaneous movements. The accompanying drawings should be

understood in this sense; they are not of positions, but show moments

of transition of the movement process. The concern/issue is not about

combinations of trunk, head, arm and leg, but about an inner vibra-

tion of the whole body connected to rhythm coming from a single act

of the will. This singular impulse is directed towards the centre of

gravity. The subsequent movement has to be rhythmic, because it

remains deprived of will from its origin for the full length of its

evolution.

That it is possible to build a system on only the right movements,

without any imitations, is attested by the results achieved in the

courses held in Munich. It is said that it has been demonstrated that

there are original feelings that have been lost to us, which reappear as

a result of the most elementary movements once these movements

are carried out in the right way. Within these fluid feelings is a sense

of pleasure, which results in children taking part in the simplest exer-

cises with enormous enjoyment. This passage from Buecher speaks

in favour of the fact that we are on the right pathway: ‘Even if this

sounds unlikely to be true, we cannot overlook the fact that the rhyth-

mic work and work chants have remained in existence for longer

in connection with the most difficult physical tasks (such as haul-

ing and ramming)’ (p. 440). Because whilst ramming, the whole body

swings following a single impulse! And if ramming seems out-of-

time, we should not worry. Because we do not serve people, but what

lives and weaves over all people: rhythm.

Translated by Paola Crespi
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Notes

1. Karl Buecher, Arbeit und Rhythmus, Leipzig, 1909, 4th edn.
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2. Wilhelm Fliess, Der Ablauf del Lebens, Leipzig, 1906; Vom Leben

und vom Tod, Jena, 1914, 2nd edn; Das Jahr im Lebendingen, Jena,

1918.

3. The same ‘methodological’ standpoint, independently from Klages,

has been strongly advocated by Cornelius (see Psychologie als Erfah-

rungswissenshaft, Leipzig, 1897) and Krueger (see Die Theorie der

Konsonanz, Psychologische Studien, 1908/9).

4. Ludwig Klages, Die Probleme der Graphologie, Leipzig, 1910; Prin-

zipien der Charakterologie, Leipzig, 1910; Ausdrucksbewegung und

Gestaltungskraft, Leipzig, 1913; Mensch und Erde, Jena, 1913; Vom

Traumbewusstsein, Leipzig, 1914; Handschrift und Charakter, Leipzig,

1917; Geist und Seele, Langensalza (Deutsche Psychologie Band 1,

Heft 3–5, Band 2, Heft 5).

5. Ausdrucksbewegung und Gestaltungskraft, pp. 54 and 58.

6. My italics.

7. Razel: Voelkerkunde 2, p. 120 (quoted by Buecher).

8. My italics.

9. Nicholas: Reise nach und in Neuseeland (Bertuchsche Bibl. Der wicht.

Reisebeschr. XVIII), p. 442 (quoted in Buecher).

10. Joest: Ethnographisches und Verwandtes aus Supana (Suppl. Su Bd. V

d. Intern. Arch. F. Ethnogr.), pp. 83f. (quoted in Buecher).

11. My italics.

12. Klages: Ausdrucksbewegung und Gestaltungskraft, p. 85.

13. Klages: Ibidem, p. 80.

14. My italics here and following.

15. Based on other points of view, Richard Wallaschek has already

revealed the basic mistake in Buecher’s theory in his book Die

Anfaenge der Tonkunst, Leipzig, 1903.

16. My italics.

17. Nicholas a.a. D. (p. 442, quoted in Buecher).

18. See Rudolf Bode, Exercises and Aims of Rhythmic Gymnastics,

Munich, 1913; Gymnastics and Education of Youth, Munich, 1919.

19. As far as I know, Robert Leichmueller of Leipzig was the first piano

teacher to fully recognize the significance of relaxation exercises for

the advancement of physical abilities, and to implement these exercises

with his pupils.

Translator’s Notes

i. The Bugra took place in 1914 in Leipzig; it was the first international

exhibition of books and graphics of the time.
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ii. Bode plays here with the etymology of the German word for ‘judge-

ment’, ‘Urteilung’, which in its literal sense means ‘original separa-

tion’, from Ur- ‘original’ þ teilung ‘separation’, similarly to the

Latin ‘de-cidere’, literally ‘to fall off’, from de- ‘down’ þ cadere ‘to

fall’.

iii. I decided to leave the original ‘Naturmensch’ untranslated in order to

better distinguish it from the ‘primitive’.

Rudolf Bode (1882–1970) was a gymnastics theoretician and a pedagogue.

He opened the Bode School of Rhythmic Gymnastics in 1911 in Munich,

where it can still be found today. He is the author of several books on

rhythm, gymnastics and education.

This article is part of a Special Issue on Rhythm, Movement, Embodiment,

edited by Julian Henriques, Milla Tiainen & Pasi Väliaho.
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