Anarchic Dance: Billy Cowie's Legacy of
Rebellion and Revolution

Billy Cowie was a firebrand in the world of dance. As a choreographer,
performer, and teacher, he challenged conventions and pushed the
boundaries of what was considered acceptable in the art form. His anarchic
approach to dance was a reflection of his own personal philosophy, which
rejected authority and embraced individualism.
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Early Life and Influences

Cowie was born in Scotland in 1940. He began dancing at a young age,
and by the time he was in his early 20s, he was performing with some of
the most cutting-edge dance companies in London. However, he soon grew
disillusioned with the traditional ballet and modern dance forms that
dominated the dance world at the time. He felt that these forms were too
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restrictive and did not allow for the kind of free expression that he was
seeking.

In the mid-1960s, Cowie met the American dancer and choreographer
Merce Cunningham. Cunningham was a pioneer of postmodern dance, and
his work had a profound influence on Cowie. Cunningham's emphasis on
improvisation and chance appealed to Cowie's anarchic sensibilities, and
he began to incorporate these elements into his own work.

Judson Dance Theater and Grand Union

In 1962, Cowie moved to New York City, where he became involved with
the Judson Dance Theater. The Judson Dance Theater was a group of
experimental dancers who were pushing the boundaries of dance in New
York City. Cowie quickly became a leading figure in the group, and his work
was instrumental in shaping the Judson aesthetic.

In 1970, Cowie co-founded Grand Union, a dance company that was even
more radical than Judson Dance Theater. Grand Union's performances
were often provocative and political, and they frequently challenged the
audience's expectations. Cowie's work with Grand Union helped to
establish him as one of the most important figures in the postmodern dance
movement.

Solo Work and Later Career

In the 1980s, Cowie began to focus on his own solo work. His solo
performances were often highly personal and introspective, and they
explored themes such as identity, mortality, and the nature of reality.
Cowie's solo work was widely acclaimed by critics, and it helped to solidify



his reputation as one of the most important and influential dancers of his
generation.

Cowie continued to dance and teach until his death in 2017. He was a
tireless advocate for dance, and he dedicated his life to pushing the
boundaries of the art form. His legacy is one of rebellion, revolution, and
innovation.

Cowie's Anarchic Philosophy

Cowie's anarchic philosophy was central to his approach to dance. He
believed that dance should be free from all forms of authority, including the
authority of the choreographer. He also believed that dance should be
accessible to everyone, regardless of their background or ability.

Cowie's anarchic philosophy was reflected in his teaching methods. He
encouraged his students to experiment and to find their own unique voices
as dancers. He also believed that dance should be a collaborative process,
and he often worked with his students to create new works.

Legacy and Impact

Billy Cowie's legacy is one of rebellion, revolution, and innovation. He was
a pioneer of postmodern dance, and his work helped to shape the course
of the art form. He was also a tireless advocate for dance, and he
dedicated his life to making dance accessible to everyone.

Cowie's work continues to inspire dancers and choreographers around the
world. His anarchic philosophy is a reminder that dance is an art form that
can be used to challenge the status quo and to create a better world.
Further Reading



Billy Cowie obituary (The Guardian)

Billy Cowie, a Pioneer in Postmodern Dance, Dies at 77 (The New
York Times)

Remembering Billy Cowie, Anarchic Pioneer of Postmodern Dance
(Dance Informa)

Billy Cowie: Shaman of the Dance (The Free Library)
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