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Pina Bausch, German Choreographer, Dies at 68  
 
By DANIEL J. WAKIN 
Published: June 30, 2009  

Pina Bausch, the German choreographer who combined potent 

drama and dreamlike movement to create a powerful form of dance 

theater that influenced generations of dancemakers, died on Tuesday 

in Wuppertal, Germany. She was 68. 

The cause was cancer, her company, 

Tanztheater Wuppertal, announced. 

She received the diagnosis just five 

days ago, said Ursula Popp, a 

company spokeswoman. Ms. Bausch’s 

family did not release the exact nature 

of the illness, Ms. Popp said. As recently as June 21, Ms. 

Bausch stood on stage after a performance of a new work, 

which is untitled, Ms. Popp said. 

Ms. Bausch, whose roots were in prewar German 

Expressionism, helped change the perception of what 

could be brought into a dance performance. Her shows 

featured a deep sense of theatricality; disconnected and 

sometimes absurd episodes; and elaborate, unusual sets, 

like carpets of carnations and peat moss or a collapsing 

wall. 

Her base was in Wuppertal, an industrial city near 

Düsseldorf in northwest Germany, but the company was 

often at Sadler’s Wells Theater in London, the Théâtre de 

la Ville in Paris and festivals around the world. This 

summer, the company is to appear at the Spoleto Festival 

in Italy. 

In the United States, Ms. Bausch has been a regular at the 

Brooklyn Academy of Music since 1984. The academy’s 

executive producer, Joseph V. Melillo, said he had 

attended a performance of Ms. Bausch’s new work in 

Wuppertal on June 12. She seemed tired, he said, but no 

more so than usual after creating a new piece. 

“She was Pina, loving and enjoying the company of all of 

us who had come to be at the premiere, celebrating with 

the dancers who had worked so hard,” he added.  

Mr. Melillo described Ms. Bausch as having created a new 

dance form — tanztheater — by transforming a pure formal dance background through 

“her own passions and technique and discipline.”  

“The whole scale of Pina Bausch’s tanztheater no one had ever seen before,” he added. 

Ms. Bausch established a method of creating dances that was widely copied. She would 

begin rehearsals by asking specific questions of the dancers: about memories, about their 

daily lives. She would ask them to act out the recollections, and create minidramas from 

their responses. The dance would grow out of that work, as well as a sense of place 

derived from foreign residencies. 
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“I don’t know where the beginning or the end is,” she said in an interview with The New 

York Times last year. “You have to digest. I don’t know what will come out.” 

The ideas and feelings were often harsh, like frustration and alienation, cruelty and pain, 

but the works were frequently suffused with humor. Ms. Bausch was quoted as saying she 

was “not interested in how people move but in what moves them.” 

Pina Bausch was born on July 27, 1940, in Solingen, also near Düsseldorf. She started 

dance study at 14, at the Folkwang School in Essen, which was directed by Kurt Jooss, a 

major figure in German dance before World War II whose antiwar masterpiece “The 

Green Table” (1932) is still performed. After graduating in 1958, she received a 

scholarship to continue her studies in the United States, working with José Limon, 

Antony Tudor and others at the Juilliard School.  

She soon joined Tudor’s company at the Metropolitan Opera and also worked with Paul 

Taylor. In his autobiography, Mr. Taylor described Ms. Bausch back then as a Tudor 

favorite, homesick for Germany and “one of the thinnest human beings I’ve ever seen.” 

As a dancer, he said, she could “streak across the floor sharply, though a bit unevenly, like 

calipers across paper.” 

“She’s also able to move slower than a clogged-up bicycle pump,” he added. 

In 1962, Ms. Bausch returned to Germany and joined Jooss’s Folkwang Ballet as a soloist. 

She took up choreography, making her first work, “Fragment,” in 1968. She succeeded 

Jooss as company director the next year.  

In 1973, she took over a company in Wuppertal, which was quickly renamed Tanztheater 

Wuppertal, and created her first work there, “Fritz,” with music by Wolfgang 

Hufschmidt. But what really captured the dance world’s attention was a 1975 production 

of Stravinsky’s “Rite of Spring” on a stage covered with soil. She revived “The Rite of 

Spring” for the Paris Opera Ballet in 1997. 

One of her most important early works, “Café Müller,” was based on memories of 

growing up in the restaurant and hotel run by her parents.  

Ms. Bausch is survived by her companion, Ronald Kay, and a son, Salomon Bausch, 27.  

Her influence is clear in the work of European choreographers like Jan Fabre, Anne 

Teresa De Keersmaeker, Sasha Waltz and Alain Platel. Her work has also been a major 

influence on American contemporary-dance choreographers who question the 

boundaries between theater and dance. 

Yet her work provoked sharp divisions among critics. Her “greatest and most terrifying 

works are unified by place and ambience,” wrote Deborah Jowitt in The Village Voice. 

“Bausch builds our expectations with brilliant theatricality.”  

Others saw her as a purveyor of over-emotive and manipulative patchworks. Arlene 

Croce, the dance critic of The New Yorker, was notably scathing, calling her choreography 

“glum, despondent, dabblings in theatrical Dada,” pointlessly repetitive, marked by “thin 

but flashy shtick” suggestive of the “pornography of pain.” 

In the mid-1970s, Ms. Bausch staged two Gluck operas, “Iphigénie en Tauride” and 

“Orfeo ed Euridice.” Her work was also featured in several films, including Fellini’s “E la 

Nave Va” (“And the Ship Sails On”) and Pedro Almodóvar’s “Hable con Ella” (“Talk to 

Her”). 

Ms. Bausch restaged “Orfeo” at the Paris Opera Ballet in 2005. In an interview with Le 

Figaro at the time, she said the dancers had plenty of technique.  

“I look for something else,” she said. “The possibility of making them feel what each 

gesture means internally. Everything must come from the heart, must be lived.” 

Roslyn Sulcas contributed reporting. 
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