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P R E F A C E

Writings on Dance 3: O f Bodies and Power brings into focus some of the 
political attitudes and agendas which are shaping dance today. In present­
ing this issue we are conscious of the fact that there is little history of 
political discourse within or about dance in Australia. However, as the 
articles presented here amply demonstrate, there are many points of depar­
ture from which a politics of dancing and a dancing of politics can proceed. 
O f Bodies and Power will we hope provoke a wider awareness of the politi­
cal and ideological nature of dance and more particularly, will stimulate 
further analysis and debate concerning the function and action of politics 
in Australian dance practice.



P H I L I P A  R O T H F I E L D

H A B E U S  C O R P U S
F E M I N I S M ,  D I S C O U R S E  

A N D  T H E  B O D Y

There are many different fields which have produced texts 
on the body — religion, sport, philosophy, feminism, medi­
cine, dance. More recently, some of these texts have ques­
tioned the kind of body which has been represented, either 
in writing or in various cultural forms such as TV or maga­
zines. In some of these texts, it has become possible to talk 
of the production of the body. No longer do we aim for  
the most correct or true account of the body, but we are 
trying instead to identify the institutions, the discourses, 
and the historical/actor5 which go towards shaping partic­
ular forms of the body. This implies that there is no given, 
neutral body, hut rather, bodies are always located in par­
ticular socio-historical contexts. This enables an analysis 
of the factors which have brought about the kind(s) of body 
we experience today e.g., the various representations of 
the body we see in art, the media, advertising, the social 
practices in which we and our bodies move, and finally 
the social institutions within which and in relation to which 
we act.



T his discourse of the  body has historically been  influenced  by psychoanalysis, M arxism , fem inism , c u ltu r­
al analysis and  semiotics. T h e  usage of the term  ‘p roduction ’ comes from  two contexts, sem iotics and  
M arx ism : (1) F rench sem iotic theory grew ou t of the  view th a t m ean ing  an d  language are socially creat- 
ed /co n stru c ted  ra th e r  th a n  th a t they m erely reflect reality^. Semiotics an d  s tructu ra lism  grew ou t of 
Saussure’s linguistics w hich were developed a round  the tu rn  of the  century. In  the  50’s and  especially 
the 60’s, his ideas were seized u pon  by Levi-Strauss in  anthropology  an d  B arthes in  literary  criticism . 
O riginally  abou t signification in  language, semiotics was la te r app lied  to any cu ltu ra l form , e.g ., art, 
social behaviour, advertising or pornography. (2) M arxism , a socio-political theory, focuses on the way 
in  w hich p roduction  is organised in  p a rticu la r  societies. Taken narrowly, this m eans work, b u t M arxist 
theory looks a t m any aspects of the  social practices and  structures w ith in  w hich work is organised. It 
is a p a rticu la r  form  of social analysis, concerned  w ith questions of society an d  culture, as they exist 
u n d e r capitalism . P u ttin g  the  two historical usages of p roduction  together, in  the  context of the body, 
leads to an  analysis o f the social an d  cu ltu ra l ways in  w hich the body is socially constructed  (produced), 
its m eaning(s) and  the form s of power an d  politics w hich influence it. T h ere  is an  em phasis on representa­
tions o f the body in  contrast to the idea th a t there is an  objective body ‘ou t there’ w hich we all have 
— a n a tu ra l, given entity. O ur experience of ou r bodies is always m ed ia ted  by social an d  sem antic 
factors. T he m ovem ent away from  the conception of an  objective, n a tu ra l reality towards a socio-historically 
inform ed perspective has parallels in  a variety of areas. For instance, fem inism  traces the social p ro d u c ­
tion  of m asculin ity  and  fem ininity  ra th e r  th a n  appeals to n a tu re  or biological essence. Or, in  the area 
of cu ltu ra l studies, there are num erous analyses of differing  social them es — e.g ., youth, colour, race, 
hooliganism  — whereby the politics of the ir rep resen tation , and  therefore the  rep resen ta tion  of the ir 
politics, is traced .

T h e  focus u p o n  various discourses on the body, ra th e r  th a n  u pon  the  body per se, calls for 
com m ent. T h e  term , discourse, has gained  m uch  currency th ro u g h  the influence of F rench semiotics. 
A t one stage, la n g u ag e  was the cen tra l figure for all m a n n e r of social exp lanation , from  anthropology 
to psychoanalysis. T h e  linguistic em phasis was a t its greatest w hen s tructu ra lism  was a t its height. Since 
then , ra th e r  th a n  look a t language systems, com posed of words, no t really re la ting  to o the r levels in 
society, m any have tu rn ed  towards looking a t form s of discourse. D iane M acdonell writes of a crucial 
difference betw een language an d  discourse.

In taking up the historical conditions of meanings, work on discourse has questioned the idea 
of an abstract and general system or structure of language... A crucial argument concerning 
discourse is that meanings are to be found only in the concrete forms of differing social and 
institutional practices: there can be no meaning in ‘language’.̂

T h e difference is th a t discourse is always understood  w ith in  its social context, i.e ., as a form  of social 
practice. Discourse is abou t w riting, rep resen tation  and  com m unication , an d  is located  w ith in  in s titu ­
tional structures of power. T hus, an  em phasis on the various kinds of discourses on the  body is two-fold; 
th a t our own bodies are always to be found  w ith in  p a rticu la r  discursive contexts — le t’s see w hat they 
are — and  w hat the possibilities are for chang ing  them .

H aving traced  the history of some of the term s, in w hat follows I will briefly m en tion  some 
of the d ifferent recent approaches to the  body, and  then  try  to say som eth ing  on re la ting  these areas 
to dance. My in ten tion  is to relate h ith e rto  un re la ted  fields of discourse, w riting  an d  theory. T here  is 
no sense here of any com plete or exhaustive account — I am  just a ttem p tin g  to rela te  some views on 
the body to others, and  to give a b rie f exposition of recent F rench th o u g h t on discourse and  the body.

H  a b  e u s  C o r p u s

1. Semiotics incorporates a view of language which sees it as a social system whereby meaning is created within particular 
language systems. Meaning is relative to particular languages, and is a product of such languages. This differs from the 
view that somehow language incorporates reality, that meaning ‘mirrors’ the world.

2. Diane Macdonell, Theories of Discourse, an Introduction, Blackwell, 1986, page 12.
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D I S C O U R S E S  O N  T H E  B O D Y

T h ere  has been a spate of w riting  on the body recently, w ithin fem inist texts, an d  m ore generally, in 
French social an d  po litical theory. Issues a round  wom en’s bodies have been at the forefront of fem inist 
politics since the em ergence of the W om en’s L ibera tion  M ovem ent in  the late sixties. A bortion , co n ­
tracep tion , w om en’s h ea lth  an d  sexual assault represen ted  a ttem pts to achieve a certa in  bodily  integrity  
for wom en, w hether in  term s of au tonom y (choice), availability  (education  an d  cost) o r security  (from  
a ttack  or in trusion). A lthough  the focus on the body d id  not initially  explore the n a tu re  of the body, 
it led to a fu n d am en ta l d istinction  betw een kinds of bodies. T h e  m ost basic difference here being  th a t 
betw een m ale  an d  fem ale bodies — sexual difference. M oira G atens writes.

Concerning the neutrality of the body, let me be explicit, there is no neutral body, there are 
at least two kinds of bodies; the male body and the female body.®

T his need no t suggest there are differences w hich transcend  tim e an d  traverse all social contexts, th a t 
is, th a t there are essen tia l differences betw een m ale an d  fem ale bodies. T here  are a good m any fem inist 
analyses w hich locate sexual differences in  specific social an d  historical contexts — they argue th a t the 
body is always m ed ia ted  by social factors an d  th a t one can  never experience the body as if it were in 
a social vacuum.'^ In  The Sadeian Woman, A ngela C a rte r writes th a t.

But our flesh arrives to us out of history, like everything else does. We may believe we fuck stripped 
of social artifice; in bed we even feel we touch the bedrock of human nature itself. But we are 
deceived. Flesh is not an irreducible human universal.®

Such questioning of sexual difference has p u t the body on the agenda for social an d  political 
discourse. In  his a ttem p t to generate  a sociology of the body, a general absence in  social theory, Bryan 
T urner writes.

The body is at once the most solid, the most elusive, illusive, concrete, metaphysical, ever present 
and ever distant thing — a site, an instrument, an environment, a singularity and a multiplicity.®

T urner argues th a t several paradoxes cluster a ro u n d  ou r experience of ‘the’ body, ou r bodies, the ir im ­
m ediacy an d  alienation, and  adm its th a t his own enterprise left him  ra th e r unsure as to w hat the body is.^ 

A no ther po in t of en try  for questions a round  the body has been th ro u g h  psychoanalysis, and  
the recen t extension of such theory to social an d  po litical form s of exp lanation . T his is partly  because 
F reud ian  theory  m akes m uch  of the genital (bodily) differences betw een the m ale an d  fem ale — the 
possession o r lack of a penis is the cen tra l figure in the C astra tion  Com plex an d  hence for the developm ent 
of sexual iden tity  — b u t also because, for F reud, the body is an  orig inary  source of pleasure. In  his 
‘T h ree  Essays on  Sexuality’, F reud  gives an  accoun t of in fan tile  sexuality. H e claim s th a t the genitals 
are only the final focus of sexuality, an d  th a t sexual pleasure arises th rough  the p leasure w hich acco m p a­
nies instinctual experiences, the first being  sucking at the breast. A t first, h u nger satisfaction an d  pleas­
ure are a ttach ed  b u t subsequently  the child  desires a repe tition  of the p leasurab le experience beyond 
m ere hunger. T his is the b ir th  of sexual desire, an d  it is associated w ith, b u t separab le from , p a rticu la r  
regions of the body — the ch ild ’s m outh , lips an d  tongue. This could  explain  thum b-suck ing  as the 
a ttem p t to rep roduce the pleasure gained  from  sucking. As a result of this pleasure, F reud  writes th a t

3. Moira Gatens, ‘A Critique of the Sex/Gender Distinction’, in Beyond Marxism? Interventions After Marx, edited by Judith 
Allen and Paul Patton, Intervention Publications, 1983, page 148.

4. See Gatens. Op. Git., page 150.

5. Angela Carter, The Sadeian Woman, Virago, 1979, page 9.

6. Bryan Turner, The Body and Society, Blackwell, 1984, page 8.

7. Ibid.



the m ou th  becom es an  erotogenic zone, w ith the  anus and  the  genitals no t fa r beh ind . T h e  place of 
the  body in  the constitu tion  of desire here is cen tral, though  no p a rticu la r  regions are essential to the 
developm ent of sexual desire. I f  we sucked m ilk  th rough  our ears, these w ould becom e the  first source 
and  focus of sexual pleasure.

P leasure and  areas of the body are linked in  F reud ’s accoun t of the developm ent of sexual id e n ti­
ty. A ccording to psychoanalytic theory, sexuality an d  the unconscious are the cen tra l (in te rre la ted ) ele­
m ents w hich go to m ake-up  our identity.® T h e  re la tion  betw een fem inism  an d  psychoanalysis has been 
highly controversial, and  m uch  has been w ritten  on the politics of sexual difference.^ As far as the 
body is concerned, the m ark  of sexual difference, being  the  genitals, is purely physical. However, the 
physicality of the body is never experienced in  a social vacuum . W ith in  F reud ian  theory, it is the meaning  
of our bodies and  the ir parts  w hich is cen tral, and  this is affected by o u r unconscious fantasies. Biology 
is always socially m ed iated . For exam ple, it is the ch ild ’s interpretation  of w hat it m eans to have or 
no t have a penis w hich lends it special significance (see F reud ’s C astra tion  Com plex). In  o ther social 
contexts, it m igh t be the ow nership of breasts w hich lead  to a fu n d am en ta l m ale  envy ra th e r  th a n  F reud ’s 
infam ous penis envy.

T h e  work of M ichel F oucault has done m uch  to draw  a tten tio n  to the body. Foucault sees the 
body as a central site fo r  the operations o f social and political fo rm s o f  power. In  contrast, M arxist 
theories of ideology explain  the  politics of people’s beliefs an d  a ttitudes as in  some way connected  to 
econom ic/productive forces. T h e  effects of ideology then  are to be found  in  people’s m inds, whereas 
Foucault is interested in the effects o f  power upon and within our bodies. Foucault looks a t the  history 
of various institu tions w hich regulate  the social o rder an d  how they affected the  body. For instance, 
in  Madness and Civilisation, he looks a t the history of m adness, an d  the in stitu tionalisa tion  of the  insane. 
In  Discipline and Punish, Foucault traces the chang ing  n a tu re  of pun ishm en t u pon  the body of the 
crim inal — from  torture, th rough  the public  spectacle of the  scaffold, to im prisonm ent, an d  its a tten d a n t 
form s of social control. In  an  interview, F oucault discusses the social body (which, in  the n ine teen th  
century, succeeded the K ing’s body as the place of Sovereign power) an d  the idea of society as form ed 
by a universal consensus.

Now the phenomenon of the social body is the effect not of a consensus but of the materiality 
of power operating on the very bodies of individuals.^®

W h a t is significant ab o u t F oucau lt’s work is th a t he regards power as m ore th a n  som ething ex ternal 
or repressive, for he also looks a t the ways power is b o th  positive an d  productive, an d  p a r t of w hat 
is p roduced  is the body.

What makes power hold good, what makes it accepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t only 
weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure, 
forms of knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be considered as a productive network which 
runs through the whole social body, much more than as a negative instance whose function 
is repression.. .‘Sexuality’ is far more of a positive product of power than power was ever repression 
of sexuality.

So in the History o f Sexuality, he looks a t the  ways sexuality has com e to be constructed , understood  
and  experienced from  the n ine teen th  cen tury  to today. H e asks why an d  how sexuality has com e to

H  a b e u s C o r p u s

8. See Mitchell and Rose (eds.), Feminine Sexuality, Jacques Lacan and the Ecole Freudienne, Macmillan, 1982, page 2.

9. See for instance, Juliet Mitchell’s Psychoanalysis and Feminism, Penguin, 1974, Gallop’s Feminism and Psychoanalysis, the 
Daughter’s Seduction, Macmillan, 1982, and Rose’s Sexuality in the Field of Vision, Verso Books, 1986.

10. Foucault, ‘Body/Power’ in Power/Knowledge, edited by Colin Gordon, Harvester Press, 1980, page 55.

11. Foucault, ‘Truth and Power, Ibid., page 119.

12. ‘Truth and Power’, in Body/Knowledge, Op. Git., page 120.
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have the social an d  personal roles it does, an d  argues th a t F reud ’s focus on in fan tile  sexuality, h ad  the 
consequence of sexually exciting the bodies o f ch ild ren , sexualising the p aren t-ch ild  rela tionsh ip  an d  
sexualising the fam ilial d o m a in .F o u c a u l t  looks a t the bodies produced  by F reud ian  discourse, not 
a t w hat F reud  is said to have discovered.

T h ere  has been  a classical tendency to equa te  bodies, expecially w om en’s, w ith n a tu re  as if 
they are objects outside of cu ltu ra l forms. T h ere  are several wom en artists who have critically  explored 
the cu ltu ra l n a tu re  of w om en’s bodies.^’* F oucau lt’s work, w ith its focus on the body, power, discourse, 
knowledge an d  tru th  w ould deny th a t bodies are n a tu ra l o r outside social influence. Indeed , he wants 
to argue th a t they are in tegral to the operations of power.

D epending  on w hat bodily theory one holds, ra th e r  d ifferen t approaches to the m oving body 
will follow. If  the body is p rob lem atised , the d ifferent theore tical resolutions w ould clearly have som e­
th ing  to say, for they say som ething abou t w hat it is th a t is m oving th rough  space an d  tim e. Also, m any 
of these approaches h igh ligh t the socio-cultural se tting  in  w hich we find  ourselves an d  ou r a rt. If, on 
the one h an d , bodies were seen as wholly natural organisms which are the same throughout all social 
settings, this would say one th ing  ab o u t dance com positions involving people’s bodies — th a t basically 
they are the sam e an d  have been  th ro u g h o u t history an d  across d ifferen t genres of dance. O n the o ther 
h an d , if  we understand  the body as always produced within certain social and historical contexts, our 
a ttitu d e  to dance pieces will incorporate  reference to those p a rticu la r  socio-historical factors w hich p re ­
condition  perform ance. Such discourses also question  the  re la tion  betw een the body an d  identity. It 
is no t a m a tte r  of e ither A or B. T h ere  are a m ultip lic ity  o f understand ings of the  body as of subjectivity.

T H E O R Y  A N D  D I F F E R E N C E

(1) From  one perspective, to draw  together d ispara te  fields of discourse an d  rela te  them  to dance is 
an  illegitim ate move. Given th a t the in stitu tional settings an d  theoretical spaces are distinct, an d  th a t 
we are no t ta lk ing  abou t some singular ‘tru th ’ of the body, how is it possible to cross disciplines w ith 
gay abandon?

(2) W h a t is the rela tion  betw een theory  an d  artistic practice?

To restric t discourses to the ir origins is to lim it the ir im pact. I’ve argued  for the  im portance of trac ing  
the socio-historical se tting  for all m a n n er of social phenom ena, b u t this is no t to p ronounce ‘everything 
in  its p roper p lace’. M ichael N ew m an cites bricolage as a te rm  used to describe ‘the com bination  of 
fragm ents of quo ta tion  from  o ther works in  a single work of a r t’,^^ a p a rticu la r  exam ple; the  usage 
of found  objects in  sculpture. T h e  ‘found  objects’ of various discourses on the body can  be arranged . 
T his is no t to efface the ir histories, b u t to ex tend  them  in o ther dim ensions. Shelley Lasica has w arned  
us no t to im pose parad igm s from  o ther regions of a r t criticism , an d  use them  as tem plates for dance 
criticism.^® T h e  a ttem p t to subsum e all a r t form s w ith in  the sam e critica l language was expressed in 
A dorno’s m odern ist enterprise, an d  has been sub ject to Lyotard’s a ttack  on all g ran d  narratives. T h e  
consequent reg ionalisation  of discursive dom ains is im p o rta n t as a move away from  a singular totalising 
discourse — en ter the age of heterogeneity. Yet the d iffering  fields can  rela te  (inform  each  o ther) w ithout 
indu lg ing  in  the b la n d  qu o ta tio n  of e c le c t ic is m .L y o ta rd  argues th a t the cu ltu re  of ‘anyth ing  goes’ 
is subject to the realism  of money, pu rchasing  power an d  the interests o f cap ita l. A nd so we need  to

IVrz t i n  gs  o n  D a n c e  5

Ibid.
14. See the work of Barbara Kruger, Cindy Sherman and Mary Kelly. See also, Lisa Tickner, ‘The Body Politic: Female Sexuality 

and Women Artists Since 1970’, in Looking On, Images of Femininity in the Visual Arts and Media, Pandora, 1987.
15. Michael Newman, ‘Revising Modernism, Representing Postmodernism: Critical Discourses of the Visual Arts’, in ICA Docu­

ments 4, Postmodernism, Institute of Contemporary Arts, London: 1986, page 45.
16. Shelley Lasica, ‘Writing the Past Dance Ideologies’, in Writings on Dance, Issue 2, Spring 1987, page 25.
17. Jean-Francois Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Manchester University Press, 1986.
18. Lyotard, Ibid.
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bew are politically b lind  hom ogenisation . B ut this is no t to foreclose u pon  critica l com m unication . I ’ve 
com e to praise discursive intercourse, no t to bury  it. T h e  infusion of d ifferen t fields of discourse can  
create new ones.

T h e  classical separation  of theory from  practice, of criticism  from  art no  longer dom inates. 
Postm odernism  refuses the dichotom y betw een theory  an d  practice, whilst fem inist a r t is a critica l p ra c ­
tice inter alia. C raig Owens writes also abou t postm odernism  and  fem inism .

Many modernist artists, of course, produced texts about their own production, but writing was 
almost always considered supplementary to their primary work as painters, sculptors, photographers 
etc., whereas the kind of simultaneous activity on multiple fronts that characterizes many feminist 
practices is a postmodern phenomenon. And one of the things it challenges is modernism’s 
rigid opposition of artistic practice and theory...At the same time, postmodern feminist prac­
tice may question theory...(m y emphasis)

W h at have we got? T h e  en try  of the  body in to  the a r t object in  perfo rm ance art, the concern  
w ith the body ap p a ren t in  the  work of (some) w om en artists,^® the  presence of the body in  dance perfo r­
m ance, and  a theoretical tu rn  to the body accom pan ied  by a quizzical look. T h e  audience’s gaze upon  
the body in  perform ance, the re tu rn in g  look of the perfo rm er u pon  the  audience, upon  the  assum ed 
fram ew ork w ith in  w hich the  piece occurs. P erform ance can  in terrogate, utilize theory  as do o th er a rt 
forms. Is it h a rd e r for the dancer to avoid being  seen in  certa in  ways, th a n  perhaps the artist? T h e  
fem ale body is viewed in  such p a rticu la r  ways. Sim ilarly w ith the  m ale. T his is w hat M oira G atens m eans 
by her den ial of the n eu tra l body, an d  assertion of fu n d am en ta l sexual difference. T h e  sexualisation 
of the body to w hich F oucault refers has got to en ter the scene. Classical dance pieces w ith the ir boy-girl 
configurations overstate the case. B ut w hat o f the m ore abs trac t dances, costum ed against the g rain  
of the h u m a n  body altogether? How im p o rta n t is the gender of a d an cer in  such pieces? Does the audience 
‘register’ the d a ta  of sexual difference in  such instances? Necessarily? I was looking a t a set of images 
of a fam ous m odel, Verushka, whose body was p a in ted  to m a tch  the walls an d  surfaces she was standing  
against. O n the one h an d , the effect was a trom p d ’oeil of a wall o r door, yet h e r p a in ted  breasts and  
pub ic  h a ir  also stood ou t and  m arked  h er body as fem ale. F rance tte  P acteau  writes.

The androgynous-looking figure presents me with an impossibility, that of the erasure of differ­
ence, that very difference which constructs me as a subject. From the instant my biological sex 
is determined, my identity is defined in difference — I am either a hoy or a girl. I shall conse­
quently take up my position in society on one side of the sexual divide, behave according to 
the genderized codes, reaffirm the difference. The androgynous ‘position’ represents a denial, 
or a transgression, of the rigid gender divide, and as such implies a threat to our given identity 
and to the system of social roles which define us.̂ ^

T hreats are no t always a b ad  th ing . Sexual d ifference can  be exploited — gender reversals, transvestism , 
overt fetishization of parts  of the body, the grotesque, irony, parody. M ary Kelly uses a variety of rep resen­
ta tional form  to suggest and  question femininity. H er recent work. Interim , ‘asserts th a t desire is a m a n ip u ­
la ted  b u t m obile concept, an d  th a t m asculin ity  and  fem ininity  are a ttac h ed  to p a rticu la r  objects and  
images th rough  social convention alone. T his m akes them  inherently  unstab le categories.’̂  ̂So th a t whilst 
sexual difference, and  therefore d iffe ren tia tion , is in  some sense given, it is no t unassailable. C indy 
Sherm an’s strangely d iscom forting pho tographs of herself form s an  in trigue betw een fem ininity  and  
m asquerade. B a rb a ra  K ruger uses pho tom ontage to, a t once, b o th  address her viewers an d  challenge

19. Craig Owens, ‘The Discourse of Others: Feminism and Postmodernism’, in Postmodern Culture, Hal Foster (ed), London: 
Pluto Press, 1985, page 63.

20. See Lisa Tickner, Op. Cit.; Lucy Lippard, From the Centre, Feminist Essays on Women’s Art, New York: Dutton, 1976.
21. Francette Pacteau, ‘The Impossible Referent: Representations of the Androgyne’ in Formations of Fantasy, edited by Victor 

Burgin, James Donald and Cora Kaplan, London: Methuen, 1986, page 63.
22. Sandy Nairne, State of the Art, Ideas and Images in the 1980’s, London: Chatto and Windus, 1987, page 156.
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the effect o f th e ir /o u r gaze. She draws ou r a tten tio n  to the consum ption  of the look, the subject-position 
of the audience. These strategies b o th  work w ith, and  a ttem p t to underm ine, the givens of sexual difference. 

W hilst F oucau lt’s genealogy of bodies does m uch  to trace its descent:

‘Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated within the articulation of body and history.
Its task is to expose a body totally imprinted by history and the process of history’s destruction 
of the body’

Scott Lash suggest F oucau lt’s body is passive, undynam ic — the recip ien t of discursive inscription^'*. 
It is possible the body of dance is ab le to actively in terrogate, no t m erely im personate. I don’t see why 
dance canno t bo th  ap p ro p ria te  an d  distort the productions of the body Foucault is so careful to d o cu ­
m ent. T h a t elusive no tion  of em bodied  subjectivity^^ m igh t becom e real in  m ultip le  ways. To p u t the 
po in t less didactically, some of the  discourses on the body, especially F oucau lt’s work an d  w ritings on 
sexual difference, m ay depict real social effects. B ut this is no t to presen t the body as unalterab le , and  
perhaps bo th  dance prac tice  an d  criticism  could  be the scene of such change.

T h e  social an d  the cu ltu ra l is only one genre of p roductive influences on the body — th e ir  effect is 
no t final, b u t it is real. T h e  psychic an d  unconscious experience an d  perceptions we have of our bodies 
are also of g rea t impact.^® Even if, as F oucault claims, discourse an d  sexuality are p rim arily  inscribed 
on the body, this could  no t suggest th a t the whole process bypasses the m ind . O ne w ould have to hold  
to a clear m in d /b o d y  split, such th a t things could  go on in  th e  body w hich have no truck  w ith conscious­
ness. It w ould be possible to say th a t these bodily inscriptions operate via or in  re la tion  to the unconscious 
^  an  unlikely view of Foucault who is critica l, though  no t wholly rejecting, of the F reud ian  discourse. 
B ut the unconscious is also p a r t of the m ind . This is to recognize the space th a t exists for learn ing  
abou t those processes of bodily inscrip tion , an d  the co-operation  they require of ou r m inds. L earn ing  
ab o u t those realities we have adop ted  in  ou r bodies sets the groundw ork for the  possibility of change. 
T h e  positive work of the  dancer, h is /h e r  techn ique an d  characteristic  m ovem ents will have effect upon  
the body in  perform ance. Any of these m ay be able to be shaped , reshaped  or changed . Perhaps it 
is also the case th a t there are lim its, th a t the body is no t entirely  plastic. We will only find  this out 
th rough  discovering the space(s) of experim entation .

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

23. Foucault, ‘Nietzsche, Genealogy and History’, in Language, Counter-Memory and Practice, edited by D Bouchard, Oxford; 
Blackwell, 1977, page 148.

24. Scott Lash, ‘Genealogy and the Body: Foucault/Deleuze/Nietzsche’, in Theory, Culture and Society, Vol 2, No 2, 1984, page 4.
25. For a discussion of embodied subjectivity, see Allison Caddick, ‘Feminism and the Body’, in Arena, 74, 1986 and my‘Subjectivi­

ty and the Language of the Body’, in Arena, 75, 1986.
26. In alternative medical culture, there is a growing interest in the mind/body connexion and its relationship to disease. See, 

for instance, You Can Heal Your Life, by Louise Hay, Hay House, 1984.
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E L I Z A B E T H  D E M P S T E R

W O M E N  W R I T I N G  
T HE  BODY:

L E T ’ S W A T C H  A L I T T L E  
H O W  S H E  D A N C E S

“Asked what he thought of a new school principal, 
a Central African responded to Carrington:
‘Let s watch a little how he dances.’ ”
WALTER ONG (1982:55)

1. The dancing professor.
O n the inside back sleeve, w here they usually have 
the head-and-shoulders shot of the  author, there 
is a photo  of Susan Leigh Foster, au th o r an d  ac a ­
demic, dancing ... m id-flight in fact. Reading Danc­
ing  is a book abou t dance, a book abou t a theory 
of dance, and  just as som etim es a book abou t 
garden ing  features the  au th o r in  action  in  a vegeta­
ble patch , so this p h o tog raph  of the  author-as- 
dancer has, we m igh t presum e, been  chosen to es­
tablish  a certain  credibility  w ith respect to the  su b ­
ject a t han d . B ut there is m ore a t play, an d  a t stake, 
in  this im age.

It is this au th o r-d an cer’s in ten tion  to place two 
practices, two unlike bodies, of w riting  an d  d a n c ­
ing, in  dialogue. In  Reading Dancing  a distinctly 
fo rm ulated  body, a body w hich has been shaped  
to a precise physical articu la tion , is iden tified  as 
the site of discourse. T h e  au th o r’s body asserted as 
dancing  presence exceeds the  sm ooth surface of the

page. H er body intervenes an d  dem ands th a t the 
read er becom e spectator. In  a rticu la tin g  a vision 
of the body’s m ovem ent as an  act of w riting, and  
p ic tu rin g  herself as dancer, Foster rem inds us of the 
bodily g round  of all these acts of read ing , w riting, 
danc ing  an d  w atching dancing .

2. Stumbling, (st)uttering, and other disorders.

In  the  orig inal p resen ta tion  of this essay ano ther 
coupling of bodies, m ore disjunctive th an  h arm o n i­
ous was proposed. T h e  p ap e r was presen ted  in  the 
form  of a dance in  two parts, one spoken, one moved 
th rough . I t was a d u et betw een speaking body and  
dancing  body, betw een m uteness an d  loquacity.

A play of two voices was in tended , a play in 
w hich b o th  were to some degree suppressed; and  
this suppression was sym ptom atic of a disordering 
of relations between the body and  speech. However, 
in  p resen ting  danc ing  an d  speaking as polarities 
the d an c e /p ap e r ap p eared  to confirm  the im possi­
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bility of dialogue betw een the two practices. 
S tum bling  an d  stu tte ring  the au tho r-as-dancer 
unw ittingly  p ic tu red  herself as an  unspeakable 
presence an d  as a site o f nostalgia.

T h e  d ancer is a place of m ourn ing  where re a d ­
ers search for an  o ther lost body of pleasure an d  
innocence. D ance is a m yth ical site w here the body, 
speechless an d  thus u n co rru p ted , plays. T his is, of 
course, a nonsense. D ancing, like speaking, is a so­
cial act, p roduced  by an d  w ith in  given discourses.

3. LALEEN: W hen  you m oved from  dance to film 
you m ade  a com m ent to the  effect th a t the body 
alone is no longer sufficient.
YVONNE: W h a t the body can  say w ithout verbal 
language is lim ited , w hich is why I so frequently  
used language in  my dances ... to tell stories mostly. 
I w ould speak or pro ject texts an d  la te r used m ore 
elaborate scripts, including m ulti-m edia. But I guess 
I grew im p a tien t w ith the lim ita tions of the body’s

expressivity. T h a t is why I no longer involve myself 
in  the kind of ‘physical research’ I had  done th rough  
m y body.
(Laleen Jayam anne, Yvonne R ainer: 1986)

MARTHA: (T h e  body) is an  in strum en t w ith which 
to express g rea t tru th s  of life; it m ust be p repared  
for the ordeal of expressiveness.
M ovem ent never lies.
(M arth a  G raham : 1963:53)

T h e  con trasting  choreographic projects of M arth a  
G raham  an d  Yvonne R ainer are em blem atic  of two 
distinctive periods an d  genres in  tw entieth  century  
dance — the  m odern  an d  the post-m odern . G ra ­
ham , ascrib ing  to the body a superflu ity  of expres­
sion, creates dances w hich are descriptive of such 
a condition. For R ainer the insufficiencies an d  lim i­
tations of the body’s speech necessitate a relocation; 
tbe body an d  its m ovem ent are contextualized  by 
o ther m ore overtly discursive practices.

T h e  object of this lengthy b u t in troducto ry  play of term s — speech, w riting, text, body is to delineate 
a space of inqu iry  where one m igh t ask no t only W h a t does the body speak? b u t How is the body w ritten  
in  dance? an d  W hose stories are to ld  an d  w hat bodies are silenced in  this process of inscription?

In  recen t years the question  of ‘the body’, the way the body has been  inscribed w ith cu ltu ra l codes, 
has been a focus w ith in  fem inist theory. Strangely, this questioning of the body an d  its represen tation  
w hich has played such a significant role in  the developm ent of new critica l strategies has rarely  been 
b rough t to b ea r up o n  tbe p rac tice of dance, surely the m ost bodily of cu ltu ra l p roductions. My in ten tion  
in  this p ap e r is to presen t an  overview of the ways in  w hich the body is being  w ritten  in  dance, and  
the  ways in  w hich dance, w ithin the W estern th ea trica l trad itio n , has defined an d  redefined  bodies, 
p articu la rly  w om en’s bodies. It is a survey an d  a read in g  w hich is necessarily schem atic an d  it is a t 
best a p relim inary  diagnosis — a few lines draw n across the surface of a large an d  silent body, m ark ing  
points of en try  for fu tu re  an d  deeper incisions.

Bodies an d  dances are no t only legible b u t com prehensible. I have chosen to borrow, in  a som ew hat 
illegitim ate m anner, term s an d  m ethods draw n from  con tem porary  literary  theory in  o rder to establish 
the danc ing  body as a location  of signifying practices an d  to foreground  the reflexive rela tionsh ip  existing 
betw een the d anc ing /speak ing  subject an d  the d ance/language . Dances have no existence except th rough  
the body/bodies w hich produce an d  rep roduce them  an d  they can  be considered as texts w ritten  of 
an d  th ro u g h  precisely inscribed bodies.

B ut the d an c er’s body is no t m erely a w ritten -upon  page; it is m ore accurately  described as an 
artefact, of blood, flesb, organs, bone an d  skin, arduously an d  m eticulously constructed . Social and  
po litical values are no t sim ply p laced  or g rafted  onto  a n eu tra l body object like so m any old or new 
clothes. O n the contrary, ideologies are system atically deposited an d  constructed  on an  ana tom ica l plane, 
i.e. in the neuro -m uscu latu re  of the  d an c er’s body, an d  a precise read ing  of this body can  only proceed 
if the reader/specta tor’s gaze is n o t deflected by, b u t penetrates beneath , the brilliance of the body’s surface.
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And simultaneously with is attraction, we find testimony to the fear and loathing that that body 
has inspired: beautiful but unclean, alluring but dangerous, woman’s body (can we say that 
it is always in some sense, the mother’s body?) has appeared mysterious, duplicitous — a source 
of pleasure and nurturance, but also of destruction and evil.
Susan Rubin Suleiman (1986:1)

In  the  W estern th ea trica l trad ition , certain ly  since the R om antic  era, often te rm ed  the ‘age of the  b a lle ri­
n a’, dance has been closely associated w ith the fem ale body. T h e  d anc ing  body is in  this cu ltu ra l context 
constructed  as a fem ale, fem inized, and  sexualized body, a body w hich is site an d  source of powerful 
an d  conflicting passions. C u rt Sachs’ World History o f  the Dance opens w ith the  sta tem en t ‘T h e  dance 
is the m o th er of the a rts’, in  The Principles o f  A rt R obin G. Collingwood identifies dance as ‘the m o ther 
of all language’, and  for choreographer George B alanch ine balle t is a ‘w om an, a garden  of beau tifu l 
flowers’  ̂ T h e  d an cer’s body is the g round , the soil, from  w hich all these beauties spring. A ncient them es 
— w om an’s body, m a te r  an d  m atter.

If  dance is the  space of ‘the  fem inine’ an d  ‘the  m a te rn a l’ it follows w ith in  the logic of a p a tria rch a l 
social o rder th a t its power and  the  power of the  body, be contro lled , constra ined , disguised or denied. 
D ancer and  choreographer Russell D um as has spoken of the  regulatory  m echanism s w hich are b rough t 
to b ear u pon  the body and  its representations:

The body and the dance images which are presented through the body are subject to immense 
social control. The control over the body which is apparent in particular areas of dance, for 
example the Royal Academy of Dance system of examination and accreditation in classical ballet, 
is one aspect of what is a much more pervasive surveillance and control over the body in our society.
Part of the reason why dance is marginalized and trivialised, and why the body is satirised, 
is that such measures control the body and delimit and reduce its potency. (DEMPSTER 1987:49)

D ance has been  represen ted  as a secondary, derivative, diversionary and  m ino r a rt, an  a r t w hich is 
no t generative of its own m eanings. I t has trad itionally  been defined in  rela tionsh ip  to the  m ale-iden tified  
a rt form s of m usic an d  d ram a , an d  its com m unicative po ten tia l, force an d  ac tion  is com m only m is­
represented  as being  dependen t u p o n  those relationships. In  this (false) rep resen tation , the  body is dispos­
sessed of its capacity  for m ind fu l action . T h e  ‘m ale’ arts of m usic an d  d ram a  com m andeer the space 
of m ind  an d  spirit; the fem ale iden tified  a rt o f dance is relegated  to the  n e th er regions of an  u n th o u g h t 
an d  u n th ink ing  body. D ance m ay be the  m o th er of all m a n n e r of things b u t she can n o t know or speak 
of herself.

D ance is iden tified  w ith a body w hich has been  defined as a dependen t, con tingen t object, 
lacking autonom y, lacking the capacity  to speak of, or otherw ise represen t itself an d  lack ing  a transcen ­
den t symbology and  function .^  T his conception of the  body denies its capacity, an d  by extension th a t 
of dance, to allude to o th e r realities or to create new fictions. As I have argued  elsewhere;

...dance is in the world, refers to that world, but also creates its own reality. It is not simply 
reflective of a current social reality but can be a gesture towards some other; it is able to project 
other possibilities, alluding to a future, to a past, and to another present. (DEMPSTER 1987:48)

D ance can  be though tfu l action , a m ovem ent of em bodied  m ind . It offers the possibility o f a distinctive 
m ode of action , a m ode of action  em bracing  a conception  of the body w hich is no t shadow ed by hab its 
of th o u g h t based on C artesian  dualism . B ut w hen dance is no t regarded  as a signifying p rac tice in 
its own righ t and  w hen it is assigned a m ino r role w ith in  a cu ltu ra l econom y this distinctive capacity  
rem ains disguised, delim ited  an d  reduced . Some dancers are innocen t of the  cu ltu ra l econom y of w hich 
the ir work is p a rt; o thers recognize an d  are willing to accep t the param eters of dance p rac tice - the

1. Roger Copeland (1982:48) cites Balanchine’s ‘notorious proclamation’ as follows: ‘The ballet is a purely female thing; it is 
a woman, a garden of beautiful flowers, and the man is the gardener.’

2. See Luce Irigaray’s Divine Women (1986) Sydney. Local Consumption Publications.
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shape, scale an d  status o f dance, as determ ined  by th a t economy. A nn Daly (1987:16) in  discussion of 
the work of B alanchine, analyses the  encoding of gender dichotom ized difference in  classical ballet. 
She asserts th a t the ‘b a lle rina  is no t sim ply an  innocuous, isolated th ea trica l im age’ b u t is an  icon of 
fem ininity  w hich no t only reflects b u t inscribes gender behaviour in  everyday life.

T h e  ba lle t is iden tified  by Daly as ‘one of ou r cu ltu re’s m ost pow erful m odels of p a tria rch a l cerem ony’. 
T h e  ba lle rina , by h er com plian t p a rtic ip a tio n  in  the en ac tm en t of this cerem ony in  effect con tribu tes 
to h e r own oppression an d  ‘ratifies h e r own subo rd ination ’. Daly argues th a t the gender prescrip tion  
evident in  the b a lle t’s rep resen ta tion  an d  deploym ent of the fem ale body is fu n d am en ta l to the ballet 
form . B allet would n o t be balle t w ithou t these gender dem arcations. She concludes th a t w om en are 
inscibed by, b u t canno t represent themselves in  the classical ballet. I t  is a form  w hich denies the fem ale 
dan cer h e r own agency. For the balle tom ane these m ay be controversial an d  unw elcom e assertions b u t 
in  m y ju d g em en t D aly’s analysis is acute, persuasive an d  salutary. I will re tu rn  to some of the issues 
she raises la te r in  this paper.

If, as Daly implies, there are dancers who are com plian t w ith  existing conceptions an d  definitions, 
there are o thers who challenge such prescrip tion  an d  who seek transfo rm ation  of the term s of exchange 
to w hich they have been  subject. Some of the m ost rem arkab le  a rt of the tw entieth  cen tu ry  has been 
p roduced  by wom en w orking in  the m ed ium  of dance. These dancers an d  choreographers have w ritten  
an d  con tinue to write the body in  distinctive an d  diverse ways, p ro jec ting  ‘o ther possibilities’ th rough  
an d  for the body. A lthough  W estern th ea trica l dance has rarely been  subjected  to rigorous scrutiny 
in  socio-political term s, it is nonetheless a social p rac tice  w hich is inevitably an d  profoundly  political, 
an d  any history of dance, even if it sim ply be a trac ing  of the chang ing  im agery of the body’s deploym ent 
in  space an d  tim e, will con tain  fragm ents o f a political history of the body. It requires a careful reading, 
b u t the history of W estern th ea trica l dance can  be in te rroga ted  in  such a way as to reveal the residues 
of political actions an d  represen tations upon , th rough , an d  of the  body.

In  Towards a Sexual Politics o f Contemporary Dance Roger C opeland  (1982:45) in troduces the work 
of a n u m b e r of w om en dancer/choreographers who have vigorously challenged  established dance pra- 
tices. His article  em phasizes the political significance of the  aesthetic innovations in  dance over this 
cen tu ry  by linking developm ents in  m odern  an d  post-m odern  dance w ith various stages an d  styles of 
fem inist th ink ing . T h e  following survey of th ree m ajo r genres of concert dance ~  classical, m odern  
an d  post-m odern , takes up  some of the them es touched  up o n  in  C ope land ’s read in g  of tw entieth  cen tury  
dance.

T h e  history of dance is conserved an d  continually  renewed in  con tem porary  bodies. M ultip le texts 
an d  m u ltip le  bodies co-exist in  the present tim e an d  although  dance form s are adaptive an d  subject 
to redefin ition , con tem porary  exam ples can  still usefully be stud ied  as h istorical texts in  w hich the social, 
cu ltu ra l an d  political values of the tim e in  w hich they o rig ina ted  are encoded. T h e  th ree genres u nder 
consideration  are based on strongly con trasting  conceptions of the body an d  strongly con trasting  m odes 
of rep resen tation  an d  tra in in g  practices. It is th rough  p artic ip a tio n  in  the given discourse of a genre 
— constitu ted  by dance classes, rehearsals an d  perform ances, th a t the body characteristic  of th a t genre 
is constucted  an d  inscribed. This is no t to im ply th a t the d an c e r’s body is solely a function  of discursive 
procedures, or, expressed differently, th a t an  appropria te ly  inscribed body can  be achieved by tra in ing  
alone. T h e  classical ba lle t body for exam ple is p red ica ted  upon  a ‘n a tu ra l’ body of p a rticu la r  anatom ical 
characteristics an d  dim ensions.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  B

T h e  in troduc tion  of the proscenium  arch  m arked  the transition  from  the allegorical aesthetic of late 
Renaissance dance to the p ic to rial aesthetic of the neo-classical dance of the e igh teen th  century. N eo­
classical dance, elevated an d  fram ed, p resented  ‘perfected  p ictures o f h u m a n  society’ a r ticu la ted  th rough  
an  ideal or set of ideal bodily forms. ̂  A p ic to rial aesthetic continues to characterize the balle t genre 
an d  governs the presen tation  an d  defin ition  of ‘perfected  bodies’.
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T he classical balle t posits an  ideal, an d  idealized w orld, and  it is an  overtly synthetic construct, 
u tilizing a system of precisely coded, highly p a tte rn ed  abstract m ovem ent, an d  inco rpo ra ting  the  stylized 
gesture and  d epo rtm en t of the 16th cen tury  F rench court. All traces of the ‘n a tu ra l’, the unschooled, 
the m u n d an e  or con tem porary  gesture are erased from  the body in  a lengthy an d  rigorous tra in ing  
w hich begins in ch ildhood. T h e  classical d an c er’s body is defined by achievem ent of the greatest degree 
of fron ta l legibility as established in  the ‘tu rn -o u t’, by a com m itm en t to the vertical, to lightness and  
speed and , in  the words of L incoln  K irstein (1976), by a com m itm en t to ‘the conquest against gravity 
of aerial space’.

T he ‘tu rn -o u t’ established in the five positions of the feet is the root of balle t tra in in g  and  is fu n ­
d am en ta l to the ethos and  im age of the balle t form

for ‘turning-out’ means that the dancer, whatever the convolutions of the dance, continually 
shows as much of herself as possible to the spectator...

In ballet the human passions are expressed by the gradual uncontorted curves and straight lines 
of the extended human body. There is no residuum, no veil. The human body is purged of 
atmosphere. All is shown. (STOKES. 1935)

T h e classical d an c er’s body is a body o rien ta ted  to display an d  to a celeb ra tion  of outw ardness b u t 
this disclosure is highly regu la ted  and  ordered. T h e  d an c e r’s tra in ing  begins a t an  early  age w hen the 
body and  the m ind  are m ost im pressionable and  it is a tra in ing  d irected  to a re-creative purpose — 
the rep roduction  of m aster works. H er body is subjected to intense scrutiny as it strives for achievem ent 
of the already existent and  long established lexicon of some two h u n d red  steps w hich determ ine the 
range of its permissible m ovem ent. If, as A nn Daly states, the ballet is a cu ltu ral institution which cerem oni­
ally inscribes p a tria rch a l ideology, then  this tra in in g  process is the fem ale d an c e r’s in itia tion  in to  a p a tr i­
archal symbolic order.

T h e  classical body is a highly disciplined, highly regu lated  one and  the fem ale dancer enjoys a very 
lim ited  degree of autonom y w ith respect to the deploym ent and  rep resen ta tion  of her body in  perfo r­
m ance. A transition  in to  a position of g rea ter independence, such as th a t offered in  choreographic work, 
is rare for the fem ale d an cer in this trad ition . Indeed , o rthodox  ballet tra in in g  tends to suppress precisely 
those qualities of independen t judgem en t and  self-definition essential to choreographic developm ent 
and  innovation.

George B alanchine has described the choreographic process as an  activity of the m ale m ind  ordering  
and  transform ing  ‘raw n a tu re ’ as in ca rn a ted  in  the bodies of w om en. In  the balle t trad ition , choreogra­
phy, th a t is the writing  of m ovem ent, is alm ost exclusively the province an d  privilege of m en. T h e  tra d i­
tional ballet com pany structure , a lthough  foregrounding  the fem ale perform er, continues to delim it 
her p artic ip a tio n  in  the defin ition  an d  extension of th a t form  and  perhaps, w ith D aly’s analysis in m ind , 
a situation  of fu ller p artic ip a tio n  is a logical impossibility. If  dichotom ized gender im aging  is fu n d am e n ­
tal to the balle t form , any m ajo r redefin ition  w hich redressed gender-based  inequalities w ould produce 
dances no longer recognizable as ‘b a lle t’.

O ne of the m ost strik ing paradoxes of the classical balle t genre is th a t this m ost ath letic, physical­
ly d em and ing  of dance form s harnesses the considerable strength , stam ina and  will of the  fem ale dancer 
in service of narratives represen ting  fem ale passivity, dependence an d  frailty. C ritic Chris Savage-King 
(1985:28) wonders why a form  th a t prom otes the fem ale is trea ted  w ith d isdain  by fem inist observers. 
She suggests th a t we should  look to the  d an cer and  the  dance, and  no t, as it were, to the d istractions 
of the d ram a. B ut the  context of the d an c e r’s labou r canno t so easily be p u t aside. W hilst the skill 
and  ta len t of m any ballerinas is fo rm idable an d  ind isputable, the display of w hich they ap p ear to be 
centre is a display w hich is contro lled  and  gu ided  by a m ale h an d  and  a m ale eye. T h e  b a lle rin a’s power

3. For a detailed discussion of the modes of representation and choreographic conventions in Renaissance and neo-classical 
dance see Reading Dancing, Susan L. Foster (1986)
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is m ore ap p a ren t th a n  real. A lthough  h er body enuncia tes w ith g reat vibrancy an d  vitality she is not 
g ran ted  au th o ria l rights over perfo rm ance texts.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

M ajor innovation  in  dance has occurred  largely outside of the balle t academ y. T h e  rad ica l redefin ition  
of concert dance w hich began  a t the tu rn  of the cen tu ry  was a m ovem ent in itia ted  by w om en artists 
w orking independen tly  of trad itio n a l structures to develop new languages of physical expression. T he 
early  m o d ern  dance was a rep u d ia tio n  of the  tenets of n ine teen th  cen tuy  balle t w ith its em phasis on 
spectacle an d  virtuoso display. It was an  avowedly fem ale-cen tred  m ovem ent, b o th  w ith respect to the 
m a n n er in  w hich the body was deployed an d  represented , an d  in  the im agery an d  subject m a tte r  em ­
ployed. T h e  early  m odern  dancers were asking th a t the body an d  its m ovem ent, an d  the p lace an d  
context of dance be looked a t in  new ways. T hey  inherited  no practice; the techniques an d  the choreo­
g raph ic  form s they developed were m aps an d  reflections of the possibilities an d  propensities of the ir 
own o rig ina ting  bodies.

In  the  early  1900s dancers such as Isadora D uncan , Loie Fuller, M aud  A llen an d  R u th  St. Denis 
constructed  im ages an d  created  dances th ro u g h  the ir own unballe tic  bodies, p roducing  a w riting  of 
the fem ale body w hich strongly contrasted  w ith classical inscriptions. These dancers, creating  new vocabu­
laries of m ovem ent an d  new styles of p resen tation , m ade a decisive an d  libe ra ting  b reak  w ith the p r in c i­
ples an d  form s of the E uropean  ballet. T h e  m odern  dance genre is now m ost closely iden tified  w ith 
the choreographic o u tp u t of the second generation  of m odern  dancers — M ary W igm an , Doris H u m ­
phrey, M arth a  G raham , an d  the tra in in g  systems they developed. I t is to this body of work th a t the 
following discussion refers.

M odern dance is n o t a un iform  system, b u t a corpus of re la ted  though  d iffe ren tia ted  vocabularies 
an d  techniques of m ovem ent w hich have evolved in  response to the choreographic projects o f ind iv idual 
artists. C om m on to these con trasting  styles of dance — an d  it is this th a t allows us to g roup  otherw ise 
d ispara te  works u n d er the b an n e r of ‘m odern  dance’ — is a conception  of the body as a m ed ium  an d  
vehicle for the expression of inner forces. T h e  spatia l an d  tem poral s truc tu re  of these dances is based 
on em otional an d  psychological im peratives. T h e  governing logic of m odern  dance is no t p ic to rial, as 
in  the ballet, b u t affective.

For the m odern  dancer, dance is an  expression of in terio rity  — in te rio r feeling gu id ing  the m ovem ent 
of the body in to  ex ternal forms. Doris H um phrey  described h er dance as ‘m oving from  the inside o u t’, 
for G raham  it was a process of ‘m ak ing  visible the in te rio r landscape’. T his a rticu la tion  of in te rio r (m a te r­
nal) spaces creates form s w hich are no t, however, ideal o r perfected  ones. T h e  m odern  d an c e r’s body 
registers the play of opposing forces, falling an d  recovering, con tracting  an d  releasing. It is a body 
defined th rough  a series of dynam ic alternations; it is subject bo th  to m om ents of su rrender an d  m om ents 
of resistance.

In  m odern  dance the body is in  a dynam ic rela tionsh ip  w ith gravity. For H um phrey  the body was 
a t its m ost in teresting  w hen in  transition  an d  a t a m om ent of grav itational loss, th a t is, w hen it was 
falling. M odern  dance has often been te rm ed  ‘te rres tria l’, th a t is, floor-bound , an d  inw ard-looking. As 
such it has been negatively com pared  to the balle t an d  the aerial verticality  an d  openness of th a t form . 
B ut as G raham  has stressed ‘the dancers fall so th a t they m ay rise’. It is in the falling, no t in  the being 
down, th a t the m odern  body is a t its m ost expressive.

T h e  m odern  body an d  the dance w hich shapes it, is a site of struggle w here social an d  psychological, 
spa tia l an d  rhy thm ic conflicts are played out, an d  som etim es reconciled. This body — an d  it is specifical­
ly a fem ale body — is no t passive b u t dynam ic, even convulsive, as D eborah  Jow itt sees it:

In many of (Graham’s) important works of the forties and fifties, you felt the dancing shuddering 
along in huge jerks, propelled by the violently contracting and expanding bodies. When I first 
saw Graham in 1955, I was stunned by the whiplash of her spine; by the way, as Medea in ‘Cave
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of the Heart’, she writhed sideways on her knees 
length of red yarn; QOWITT 1978).

W o m e n  W r i t i n g  t h e  B o d y

simultaneously devouring and vomiting a

Jow itt concludes th a t G raham ’s dancing  was like no o ther she h ad  witnessed an d  th a t ‘it was like a body 
language consisting solely of ep ithets’.

M odern dance posits a n a tu ra l body in  w hich feeling and  form  are organically  connected . G raham , 
for exam ple, has conceived the body as a conduit, a responsive channel th ro u g h  w hich inner tru ths 
are revealed. T he body has a revelatory po ten tia l and  technique is the m eans by w hich the ou ter m an ifesta­
tions of the body are b rough t into alignm ent w ith the inner w orld of the psyche.

Through all times the acquiring of technique in dance has been for one purpose — so to train 
the body as to make possible any demand made upon it by that inner self which has the vision 
of what needs to be said. No-one invents movement; movement is discovered. What is possible 
and necessary to the body under the impulse of the emotional self is the result of this discovery. 
(GRAHAM 1941).

T h e function  of technique in  m odern  dance is, as G raham  has described it, to free the  socialized body 
an d  clear it of any im ped im en t w hich m igh t obscure its capacity  for ‘tru e  speech’. Ironically  perhaps, 
this concept of the ‘n a tu ra l’ body was expounded  in  suppo rt of highly system atized and  codified dance 
languages and  tra in in g  program s w hich inscribe relationships — necessarily conventional an d  arb itra ry  
— betw een the body, m ovem ent an d  m eaning .

M odern dance’s valorization of the  ‘n a tu ra l’ an d  its positing of an  individualized pre-sym bolic subject 
are no t features of the classical system of tra in ing . Ballet tra in in g  shapes, controls, improves upon , and  
perfects the body’s given physical s tructu re ; in  this process b o th  the n a tu ra l body an d  the individualized 
subject are erased. As the  principles of m odern  dance have becom e progressively codified into systematic 
techniques the  concept of a ‘n a tu ra l’ body, pre-existing discourse, can  no longer be sustained. M odern 
dance, now d istan t from  its creators’ o rig ina ting  speech, is passed on th rough  highly form alized tra in ing  
program s and  like the classical system, this tra in in g  involves erasure of n a tu ra lly  given physical traits, 
and  processes of reinscrip tion .

How is the body and  ‘the fem inine’ inscribed by the fem ale-devised languages of m odern  dance? 
G raham  dances sacralize and  m ythologize the  fem ale body and  this body is shown to be subject to forceful 
em otional, unconscious and  lib id inal impulses. In  Foster’s read ing  it is the body of the hysteric:

...the action begins in the abdomen, codified as the site of libidinal and primitive desires. The 
symbolic contents of the abdomen radiate through the body, twisting and overpowering the body 
with their message. Graham’s characters seem to be subject to the psychological mechanism of 
repression. The powerful message from the unconscious makes its way only with difficulty through 
the emotional and intellectual centers of the person and into the world. Graham depicts the 
tense conflict between corporeal and psychological elements. (FOSTER 1986:81)

G raham ’s location  of ‘the  fem inine’ m ay seem uncom fortab ly  close to the  space trad itionally  ascribed 
to the body, wom en and  dance w ith in  patriarchy. H er choreographies however represen t the inner world 
as a dynam ic, outw ard-flowing, conflictual force; ‘the fem inine’ is no t passive b u t voluptuously, and  
som etim es violently active. It is a force w hich shapes the  ou ter w orld. G rah am ’s work reflects the psy­
choanalytic preoccupations of h e r tim e, b u t the  public  an d  perform ative n a tu re  of G raham ’s articu la tion  
of these concerns, an d  the power she ascribes to the fem ale body significantly  distinguish  her rep resen ta­
tion  of the fem inine from  th a t associated w ith clinical practice.

As early as the 1930s G raham  an d  h er fellow artists were presen ting  a newly defined dance p ractice 
in the public  arena an d  in so doing they created  spaces for dance and  for w om en w hich h ad  no t existed 
before. B ut this form  of dance, once an  oppositional practice, is now offered as a second language sup ­
p lem enting  classical balle t in  the tra in in g  of the  professional dancer. In  my ju d g em en t it is the fact 
of m odern  dance’s g rad u a l codification, its iden tity  as a fo rm ularized  technique, w hich has rendered
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it susceptible to colonization; an d  it is this ra th e r  th a n  any inheren t ideological com plicity  w hich perm its 
the subsum ing of elem ents of m odern  dance in to  the ballet.

L incoln  K irstein, the founding  fa th e r of the New York City Ballet, has cursorily dism issed m odern  
dance as a ‘m ino r verse’ o f theatre . H e considers it tim e-bound , nostalgic an d  lacking the ‘c lear speech 
acts’ an d  universal legibility of the  ballet. He is one of a n u m b er of critics who have argued  th a t ballet 
is the only en d u rin g  W estern concert dance form .^ In  K irstein’s view, b a lle t’s pre-em inence is assured 
because m o d ern  dance has failed to p roduce a stable lexicon an d  is therefore lack ing  in  consequence.

M odern  dance has clearly developed vocabularies an d  syntactical conventions an d  K irstein’s pe rcep ­
tions are m isplaced. H e would be less inaccu ra te  if his subject h a d  been  post-m odern  dance. T h e  post­
m o d ern  is n o t a newly defined dance language b u t a strategy an d  a m ethod  of inqu iry  w hich challenges 
an d  in terrogates the process of represen tation  itself. O nce th e  re la tion  betw een m ovem ent an d  its referent 
is questioned, the rep resen ta tional codes an d  conventions of dance are opened  to investigation. Analysis, 
question ing  an d  m a n ip u la tio n  of the codes an d  conventions w hich inscribe the body in  dance are d is tin ­
guishing features of the post-m odern  genre.

Wr i t i ngs  on Dance  3

In  the 1940s M erce C unn ingham  h ad  already  begun  to dem onstra te  th a t dance could  be prim arily  
ab o u t m ovem ent. In  con trast to the expressionism  of m odern  dance, in  w hich m ovem ent is p resum ed 
to have intrinsic m ean ing , C unn ingham  choreographies em phasize the a rb itra ry  n a tu re  of the co rre la ­
tion  betw een signifier an d  signified. In  his deconstruction  of existing choreographic codes C unn ingham  
challenged the rheto ric  of ‘the n a tu ra l’ w hich su rrounded  m o d ern  dance. T h e  political dim ensions of 
this deconstructive pro jec t have been  addressed m ore directly  in  the work of som e of the la te r post­
m odern  choreographers.

Susan Foster defines two stages/m odes of post-m odern  dance p rac tice  — objectivist an d  reflexive. 
T h e  first is the p recond ition  for the second, b u t the two m odes were coextensive in  the 1960s an d  ’70s 
an d  together constitu te the genre. Foster d ifferentiates the two stages of post-m odern  dance as follows;

Objectivist dance focuses on the body’s movement, allowing any references to the world to accrue 
alongside the dance as a by-product of the body’s motion. The reflexive choreography... .assumes 
that the body will inevitably refer to other events, and because of this asks how those references 
are made. Whereas objectivist dance has laid bare the conventions governing representations 
to allow the body to speak its own language, reflexive choreography works with these same conven­
tions to show the body’s capacity to both speak and be spoken through in many different lan­
guages. (FOSTER 1986:188)

Like C unn ingham , the post-m odern  choreographers em erg ing  in  the  1960s d istinguished themselves 
from  bo th  the classical trad itio n  an d  the th en  firm ly established m odern  dance, in  th a t th e ir  focus 
was on the  fu n d am en ta l m a teria l an d  m ed ium  of dance, the m oving body itself. T h e  body was no longer 
to be tra in ed  to the task of in te rp re tin g  or illu stra ting  som ething o ther th a n  its own m a teria l reality. 
Post-m odern dance does n o t present perfected , ideal o r un ified  forms, n o r bodies driven by inner im p e ra ­
tives, b u t bodies of bone, m uscle an d  flesh speaking of an d  for themselves.

The dances are about what they look like. Because (objectivist dances) simply present individual 
people in motion, the dances clearly do not presume to represent idealized experience or ex­
perience that might be common to all people. (FOSTER 1986:185)

In  Work 1961-73 Yvonne R ainer writes of her ‘chunky’ body no t conform ing to the trad itio n a l im age 
of the fem ale dancer. Elsewhere she recalls a Boston reviewer, w riting  in  the ‘60s, d isdainfully  com m enting  
on the ‘slack’ bodies o f (the la ter-term ed) post-m odern  dancers.^ A dem ocratiza tion  of the body an d  
of dance was hera lded  in  the post-m odern  work of the  1960s an d  ‘70s. W hilst C unn ingham  pursued  
a deconstruction  of choreographic conventions th rough  technically  tra in ed  bodies — bodies w hich m a in ­
ta ined  the ‘look’ of the  dancer, post-m odern  works of this period  fea tu red  bo th  tra in ed  an d  u n tra in ed
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perform ers, in short ‘any-old-body’. W idely used choreographic devices such as ru le  gam es, task-based 
an d  im provisational structures provided a fram e for the percep tion  and  enjoym ent of bodies in  action  
— be they tra ined  or u n tra in ed , old or young, thick  or th in , m ale or female.

T he play of oppositions and  the gender stereotyping em bodied in  the ballet and  p erpe tua ted  in  m odern  
dance trad itions were system atically de-em phasized in  the  post-m odern  work of this era. W ith in  the 
selection, stru c tu rin g  an d  perfo rm ance of m ovem ent strong contrasts and  oppositions were reduced  or 
elim inated . R ainer speaks here of The M ind is a Muscle, Trio A  (1966);

The limbs are never in a fixed, still relationship and they are stretched to the fullest extension 
only in transit, creating the impression that the body is constantly engaged in transitions. Another 
factor contributing to the smoothness of the continuity is that no one part of the series is made 
any more important than any other. For four and half minutes a great variety of movement 
shapes occur, but they are of equal weight and are equally emphasized. (RAINER 1974:67)

T h e post-m odern  d an c er’s range and  style of m ovem ent was no t determ ined  by gender and  sex-specific 
roles were rare  — no tab le  exceptions being  a n u m b er of works by Yvonne Rainer® in w hich issues of 
gender, sexual iden tity  and  seduction  in  perfo rm ance were addressed directly. T h e  early  post-m odern  
focus on non-h ierarch ica l and  non-genderized use an d  organization  of the  body an d  its m ovem ent con ­
tinues in  cu rren t post-m odern  dance.

Post-m odern dance, as Foster has ind icated , also involves the rew orking an d  re-assessm ent of 
earlier form s of bodily inscrip tion  — draw ing from , quoting , subverting  an d  m a n ip u la tin g  the classical 
and  o ther lexicons. R eferring to R a iner’s Trio A  (1966) and  Trisha Brown’s Accum ulation  (1971) With 
Talking (1973) Plus Watermotor (1977) Foster (1986:186) has no ted  the  tensions w hich arise w hen (at 
least) two d isparate  m odes of rep resen tation  are jux taposed  or b ro u g h t in to  dialogue. In  these works 
the body is present as an  in strum en t concerned  sim ply w ith physical a rticu la tio n  b u t a t the  sam e tim e 
it also alludes to o ther discourses — R ainer’s Trio A  contains references to earlier dance form s and  
Brown’s dance presents speaking an d  danc ing  as sim ultaneous b u t in d ep en d en t texts. T h e  play of con ­
trasting  discourses and  the use of quo ta tion  in  post-m odern  com positional process produces layered 
and  com plex dance works w hich are open to m ultip le  readings. Yvonne Rainer, in  conversation w ith 
Trisha Brown, discusses this effect in  Brown’s Glacial Decoy (1979):

The costumes bring in another dimension.. .of, not exactly a persona, but an association with 
personae created elsewhere and earlier, somewhere between Les Sylphides and Primitive Myster­
ies, maybe even Antic Meet,'  ̂which has that take-off on Primitive Mysteries. And it is the dress 
that produces this association. There’s a recurring, fleeting transformation from a body moving 
to a flickering female image. I think that because the dress stands away from the body the image 
is never totally integrated or unified, so one goes back and forth in seeing movement-as-movement, 
body-inside-dress, dress-outside-body, and image-of-woman/dancer, which is not the same thing 
as seeing or not seeing your work in terms of your being a woman. Femaleness in Glacial Decoy 
is both a given, as in your previous work, and a superimposition. (BROWN & RAINER 1979:32)

T h e processes of deconstruction  and  bricolage com m only associated w ith post-m odern  dance also describe 
an  a ttitu d e  to physical tra in ing . T h e  developm ent of w hat m igh t be te rm ed  the post-m odern  body is 
in  some senses a deconstructive process, involving a period  of de-tra in ing  of the d an c e r’s h ab itu a l s tru c ­
tures and  pa tte rn s  of m ovem ent. T h e  dancer brings intelligence to b ea r on the physical struc tu re  of 
h er/h is  body, focusing close a tten tio n  upon  the in te raction  of skeletal a lignm ent an d  physiological and  
percep tua l processes. T h ro u g h  this process the dancer reconstructs a physical a r ticu la tio n  based on an

4. See Lincoln Kirstein, Dance: A Short History of Classical Theatrical Dancing (New York: Dance Horizons, 1935)
5. Yvonne Rainer, A Conversation about Glacial Decoy. (1979:36)
6. See Rainer’s Work 1961-73 for descriptions and scores of In the College (1972), Lives o f Perfomers (1972) and This is the 

story of a woman who... (1973).
7. Les Sylphides (1909), Fokine. Primitive Mysteries (1931), Graham. Antic Meet (1958), Cunningham.
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u n derstand ing  of w hat is com m on to all bodies an d  w hat is un ique  to h e r/h is  own. O ur bodies evolve 
in  d ialogue w ith a com plex physical an d  social w orld an d  the tra in in g  systems w hich have in form ed 
post-m odern  dance are based on a conceptualization  of the body as an  organism  in flux. T h e  post­
m odern  body is no t a fixed, im m utab le  entity, b u t a living stru c tu re  w hich continually  adap ts and  
transform s itself. It is body available to the play of m any discourses. Post-m odern dance directs atten tion  
away from  any specific im age of the body an d  towards the process of construc ting  all bodies.

If  it is a ‘w riting’ o f the body, it is a w riting  w hich is cond itional, c ircum stan tia l an d  above all tran sito ­
ry; it is a w riting  w hich erases itself in  the act of being  w ritten . T h e  body, an d  by extension ‘the fem inine’, 
in  post-m odern  dance is unstable, fleeting, flickering, transien t — subject of m ultip le  representations.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

W hen  the w ritten  an d  w ritten -upon  body dances w hat is spoken an d  w hat is received? L aura  Mulvey’s 
analysis o f the  dynam ics of m ale spectatorship  relative to narra tive  cinem a* has been usefully applied  
to narra tive  ballet an d  its audience. A fem inist critique, such as A nn D aly’s, focuses up o n  analysis of 
the ways in  w hich the act of displaying an d  viewing the fem ale body in  dance reinstates m ale power. 
B ut w hat o f the fem ale spectator? W hen  a w om an is w atch ing  an o th er w om an dancing , w hat happens?

A m bivalence towards the body an d  judgem en t against one’s own can  be p a r t o f the term s of exchange 
opera ting  betw een dancers an d  spectators. D ancer an d  w riter Shona Innes® has argued  th a t orthodox  
balle t tra in ing  prepares an d  conditions the young, fem ale dan cer to fail. T h e  w ould-be-ballerina is 
encouraged  to com pare herself (unceasingly) to an  im age of a never-to -be-attained  perfection . This 
cond ition ing  to failure underlies w hat I have elsewhere te rm ed  an  econom y of shame.'®

In  the classical dance the specta tor is invited to gaze upon  a d istanced, ideal w orld w here the fem ale 
dancer is traced  as sylph an d  cipher, a necessary absence. T h e  percep tion  of the body as a n a tu ra l, 
physical en tity  is obstructed  an d  suppressed by d istance; the m u n d a n e  body has no place here. T he 
classical balle t thus creates conditions conducive to self-forgetfulness. In  the body of the b a lle rina  the 
w atcher m igh t seek an o th er transform ed body; in  the con tem plation  of d istanced  virtuosity a space 
of forgetfulness opens, a space in  w hich her present im perfect body is subsum ed in the perfected  body 
of the other.

Contrastingly, danc ing  w hich is located  in  the space opened  by post-m odernist p rac tice dem ands 
no t a fo rgetting  b u t a heigh tened  awareness of the com m onality  of all bodies an d  the p articu la rity  
of each. T his dance w hich plays across, pu ts on an d  takes off, a variety of m odes of sym bolic discourse, 
is w ritten  th rough  a pedestrian  body. It is a dancing  w hich stresses the m ateriality , the fleshliness — 
an d  therefore the vu lnerab ility  an d  m ortality, o f all bodies; the d an c e r’s, an d  by a reflexive action, 
the specta to r’s.

Post-m odern dance presents the poten tia lities of the m u n d a n e  body; it is an  o rd inary  body of bone 
an d  flesh, com m on to specta tor an d  dancer alike, w hich is posited as locus of dancing . T h e  presence 
of the pedestrian  body as the g ro u n d  of danced  action  invalidates the p a rtic ip a n t criteria  endem ic to 
the ballet, an d  challenges the lim its an d  conditions encoded  in  th a t form . T h ere  is in post-m odern  
dance no im age of perfection  or unity, no h ierarchy  an d  no  failure.

F u rthe rm ore  in  the classical genre the specificity of the fem ale body is obscured. T h e  d an c e r’s body 
is regularized and  abstracted; difference is reduced to same. Post-m odern dance foregrounds the kinaesthetic 
an d  the tactile  an d  denies the privilege of a universalizing gaze. In  asserting the m ateria lity  of the dancing  
body it affirm s the specificity of each  dancing  presence, o f each  body’s lived experience. T h e  post-m odern  
body is p lu ral, polyvalent, m utab le . W hen a w om an w atches this dancing  w hat happens?

T h e  danc ing  body is a cu ltu ra l p roduction , dynam ically  in te rac ting  w ith  the socio cu ltu ra l m a trix  of 
w hich it is a p a rt, an d  dances are p ro jected  im ages no t m ere m irro r reflections of already  existing social
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realities. D ance’s capacity  to project im ages of the  body’s action  an d  inherence in  the w orld m arks it 
as powerful m eans of encu ltu ra tion . As I have ind icated  above, certa in  dance form s and  tra in in g  p ra c ­
tices tend  to reinforce p a tria rch a l and  phallocen tric  m odes of social an d  sexual in te raction . T h e  en du ring  
popu larity  of recreational ballet classes am ongst p readolescent girls is an  ind ication  perhaps of the con ­
tinu ing  influence of this dance form  in fem ale socialization. B ut it is also the  case th a t the body, dancing, 
can challenge and  deconstruct dom inan t cu ltu ral inscription. T h e  early m odern  dance proposed a feminist 
dance p rac tice  w hich w ould re tu rn  the real fem ale body to w om en. T h e  work o f Isadora D uncan , perhaps 
the m ost m ythologized of the early  m oderns, has been linked w ith the  w om en’s em anc ipa tion  m ovem ent 
of the 1900s. For D uncan  the danc ing  body was a parad ig m  of freedom . T h e  loosening of the fetters 
w hich bou n d  the body itself — D uncan  danced  uncorseted  and  barefoo t — was p a r t and  parcel of 
her vision of the social and  po litical libe ration  of wom en. As she wrote in  The Dancer o f the Future 
around  1902:

The dancer of the future.. .will dance not in the form of a nymph, nor fairy, nor coquette, hut 
in the form of a woman in her greatest and purest expression. She will realize the mission of 
woman’s body and the holiness of all its parts. She will dance the changing life of nature, showing 
how each part is transformed into the other. From all parts of her body shall shine radiant intelli­
gence, bringing to the world the message of the thoughts and aspirations of thousands of women.
She shall dance the freedom of women...

As expressed by Isadora D uncan , the goal of the ‘free dance’, as it was te rm ed  in  the 1900s, was to 
provide a pu re  reflection of the n a tu ra l, unw ritten  body of w om an. However, as M ary D oane points 
ou t in  discussion of the rep resen tation  of the fem ale body in  fem inist film:

The ideological complicity of the concept of the natural dictates the impossibility of a nostalgic 
return to an unwritten body. For it is precisely the massive reading, writing and filming of the 
female body which constructs and maintains a hierachy along the lines of a sexual difference 
assumed as natural. (DOANE 1981:24)

D uncan’s vision of the dance of the fu tu re  presum es an  u np rob lem atic  re tu rn  to a body of u n ta in ted  
naturalness and  to an  essential pu rity  w hich she believed was fu n d am en ta l to wom en. To recognize 
th a t D uncan’s vision is unrealizab le and  pehaps, from  a 1980s perspective, in  some degee com plicit w ith 
the concept of ‘n a tu ra l’ sexual d ifference is no t to deny the  power of her rhetoric , n o r to dismiss the 
considerable im pact h e r danc ing  h ad  u pon  audiences of her tim e.

T h e  la te r m odern  dancers con tinued  to em ploy the rhetoric  of the ‘n a tu ra l’ an d  yet they were prolific 
in  the ir p roduction  of distinctive — and  one could argue decidedly ‘u n n a tu ra l’ — fem ale languages 
and  texts. It seems th a t m odern  dance m igh t once have been  a viable m ode of self-representation  for 
the wom en who wrote and  spoke it in to  being, b u t once codified ~  one w om an’s speech becom ing 
‘wom en’s language’ — it becam e vulnerab le to colonization. A lthough  m odern  dance’s represen tation  
of the fem inine stands in  con trast to th a t of the ballet, it has becom e in its own way as prescriptive 
as the system it originally sought to challenge. Because post-m odern  dance is no t a new ly-defined dance 
language b u t an  in te rrogation  of language itself, it presents the possibility of an  in terventionist p ra c ­
tice. Post-m odern dance acknowledges the specificity of each danc ing  body — as th a t body is con-
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8. Laura Mulvey, Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975)
9. See Shona Innes’ article in this issue.

10. Dempster. The Economy of Shame. Spectator Burns: Performance/Theory 1. Oct. 1987.
11. Post-modern compositional strategies are not in themselves oppositional. In her discussion of reflexive choreographic struc­

tures Susan Foster distinguishes between resistive and reactionary forms of post-modern dance. A resistive form of post-modern 
dance is concerned with a critical deconstruction of tradition; it questions rather than exploits cultural codes. A mainstream 
and reactionary post-modern (the work of Twyla Tharp is Foster’s example) plays across dance languages and traditions 
uncritically, exploiting conventional codes, but not questioning them.
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stitu ted  naturally , th a t is as a physical en tity  w ith given ana tom ica l an d  physiological characteristics, 
an d  as it is constitu ted  w ith in  p a rticu la r  discourses. T h e  body, n o t d isciplined to the enunc ia tion  of 
a singular discourse, is a m ulti-vocal an d  po ten tia lly  d isruptive force w hich underm ines the un ity  of 
phallocratic  discourse. Post-m odern dance does no t eschew the dance of the past b u t suggest tactical 
procedures by w hich the d ancer m igh t keep a hop, skip an d  a ju m p  ahead  an d  away from  reductive 
an d  norm alizing  prescriptions.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

C ontem porary  p rac tice in  dance as represented  in  the th ree genres briefly discussed here is a rich  and  
virtually  u n ta p p ed  field for fem inist inquiry. It is a repository of past images, a m easure of the present 
an d  a site w here new im ages of the body (an d  im ages of a new body) are being draw n. T his p relim inary  
sketch of a te rra in  is offered in  the hope th a t o ther bodies, o the r readers, w riters an d  dancers will also 
say:‘Let’s w atch a little how she dances’.

an d  4.

But what if the object began to speak?
Luce Irigaray, SPECULUM OF THE OTHER WOMAN

D ance contains w ith in  itself gestures towards a d is­
solu tion  of th e  dichotom ous pa irin g  of term s fu n ­
d am en ta l to the W estern philosophical trad ition . 
In  m om ents of danc ing  th e  edges of things b lu r  and  
term s such as m ind /body , flesh /sp irit, ca rn a l/d i-  
vine, m ale/fem ale, becom e labile an d  unm oored , 
b reak ing  loose from  the fixity of the ir pairings. This 
vision of dance is no t u to p ian  b u t a felt experience 
occuring  fleetingly, elusively, in  m any styles an d  oc­
casions of dance. It is a po ten tia l no t so m uch  u n ­
realized as unrepresented, and  perhaps unrepresent­
able. T h ro u g h o u t this p ap e r I have borrow ed te r­
m inology from  literary  theory, b u t dances are not 
books an d  the body is no t a w ritten-upon-page. 
D ance requires its own close w atching. It takes tim e 
an d  the ‘read in g ’ of dance is an  u n d ertak in g  w hich 
m ay necessitate the developm ent of new critical 
strategies. L iteracy in  dance, from  w hich a political 
read ing  proceeds, m ust begin  w ith a tten tio n  to the

body and  to the gravity, levity, spatiality and  rhythm s 
of its m ovem ent. W hen the object speaks, w hen the 
body dances, perhaps it is no t a w atch ing  b u t a 
listening w hich is requ ired . O r if it is w atch ing  it 
is w ith an  eye th a t glides u n d e r the surface of skin 
an d  rests there, listening w ithout expectation . We 
need to learn  to look critically  at the body in  dance 
an d  to resist the seductions of the g litte ring  surface, 
of old stories an d  old bodies in  new clothes. I have 
likened this v ig ilant w atch ing  to a process of dissec­
tion; it is an  incisive g lance w hich destroys the d e ­
ceptive un ity  of the danc ing  body. B ut in  this act 
of incision another, evanescent body is born .

T h e  realm  of the ‘p ro p e r’ is his body, his dance, 
his speech. To speak his tongue she leaves her m other 
an d  hands h er body over to the academ y. For the 
rest of us, we have no op tion  b u t to be ‘im p ro p e r’, 
to speak pidgin , to m utter, to stam m er, and  to block 
up  our ears against his b itte r  scorn. B ut som etim es 
in  an  u n g u ard e d  m om ent a fissure opens in  a once 
silent body an d  from  it flows an  unstoppable , un- 
con tainab le  speaking as we cast ou r bodies w ithout 
th ink ing  in to  space.
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The Dance Exchange in performance
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R U S S E L L  D U M A  S

D I S L O C A T E D ,  I S O L A T E D  
S E D U C E D  A N D  A B A N D O N E D

Dance is a living tradition 
whose history and inheritance 
is passed in direct lineage 
from dancer to dancer.
Dancers are developed as performing artists 
by meeting the rigorous demands 
of choreographic artists.
All great dancers have been 
developed and nurtured in relation to 
choreographic artists.

In  b o th  the classical balle t an d  m odern  dance trad itions of E urope an d  the USA this no tion  of lineage 
is as clear as it is in  the fam ilial trad itions of E astern  dance.

T h e  techniques an d  trad itions of classical balle t can n o t be le a rn t from  books; they m ust be passed 
on th ro u g h  personal con tac t o f balle t m aster w ith  students. T h u s all classical balle t com panies are rela ted  
an d  can  trace  the ir ancestry back to the com pany th a t staged spectacles for Lorenzo de M edici in  renais­
sance Italy. W here the links w ith E uropean  trad itions of balle t are m ost d irect, the  balle t is stylistically 
au thorita tive  — for exam ple, T h e  Royal D anish B allet, T h e  B ritish Royal Ballet, T h e  Kirov.

C ontem porary  A ustralian  dancers, a lthough  they have been inscribed  w ith  the values of English dance 
since they were ch ild ren , lack au tho rity  in  the classics of ballet, even w hen coached by the best custodians 
of the balletic trad itions (the balletic equivalent of elocution  teachers). T h e  accent is never qu ite  true  
or n a tu ra l. T his lack of au tho rity  (or insecurity) is due to d istance from  an d  unfam iliarity  w ith the 
cultures being  portrayed. A n analogy: — Personal m em entos an d  bits o f inherited  fu rn itu re  occupy 
physical an d  em otional space in  ou r hom e environm ents. These th reads of m em ory connect us w ith 
ou r ancestors an d  form  p a r t of o u r cu ltu ra l fabric. T h e  A ustralian  dancer, lack ing  d irect access to an d  
connection  w ith the cu ltu re  an d  heritage of ballet, canno t em body th a t heritage w ith authority , nor 
can  he/she reflect the cu ltu ra l u nderstand ings em bedded  in it. T h e  d an c e r’s body bears no u n derstand ing  
of the present having heen shaped  by the past.
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S e d u c e d  a n d  A b a n d o n e d

D ifferent people in te racting  w ith landscape form  p a r t of w hat we te rm  culture, an d  this process takes 
hundreds, if no t thousands of years. Even w ith in  E urope difference is easily an d  unm istakenly  perceived 
— for exam ple, in  no way could one m istake the  G erm an countryside for the Erench, D utch  or Ita lian . 
T hus in h ab itin g  the  sam e landscape for long periods gives distinctive cu ltu ra l understand ings w hich 
are often so m uch  taken for g ran ted  th a t they becom e invisible. These values seep in to  a people. In  
m uch  the  sam e way the percep tions from  C hado  have given a distinctiveness to Japanese  culture, even 
w hen ind iv idual Japanese protest they know no th in g  of the Tea Cerem ony as such.

Just as d ifferent cultures inscribe bodies differently  so w ith in  the  sam e cu ltu re  the  inscrip tion  changes 
or erodes in  tim e. T h e  ethics o r m orals of d ifferen t eras are discernible in  bodily attitudes. F urtherm ore 
in  W estern societies attitudes towards the body have undergone enorm ous changes in  the past forty 
years. T his com pounds the problem s of revivals of dances of the past. For exam ple, if  we do no t feel 
the sam e social com m itm en t and  belief in  o u r power to change the w orld th a t the A m erican  m odern  
dancers of the 1940s felt, can  we ever really recreate the ir dances? Even though  we have films and  no ta tion  
to show exact position, d u ra tio n  an d  effort expended  etc., the in teg ra tion  of m in d  an d  bodily a ttitudes 
(and  political in ten tion  perhaps) is som ething specific to a p a rticu la r  era  and  no t satisfactorily accounted  
for in  any no ta tion  system th a t I am  aware of.

H eritage a rt was essential for the colony of A ustralia as it provided links w ith our E u ropean  past. T he 
balletic trad itio n  was well ca te red  for in  term s of visiting com panies an d  the  estab lishm ent of groups 
such as the  Borovansky, Kirsova and  la te r the A ustralian  Ballet, as well as various state com panies. 
Clearly, a vision of English balle t has been bestowed on A ustralia by a series of capab le  English directors 
(Van P raagh , W oolliams, G ielgud, Taylor).

T h e  desire for this au thorita tive  and  au then tica lly  English style is n u r tu re d  a t a grass roots level 
in  all balle t schools across the country. English ballet is ta u g h t in  all su b u rb an  an d  country  b alle t schools. 
(T he  Royal Academ y of D ancing, T h e  British B allet O rganisation  and  C ecchetti are all English systems 
and  ail A ustralian  exam iners are answ erable to the ir English superiors.) Despite repeated  tours by e n ­
trep reneu ria l blockbusters of the ‘stars o f  syndrom e, the  lack of access to the  rich  an d  varied  heritage 
of the ballet and  isolation and  dislocation  from  the cultures th a t p roduced  this heritage have created  
generations of balle t dancers who are only sem i-literate. A ustralian  dancers, like o th er ex-colonials — 
South A fricans and  Rhodesians, are distinguished by th e ir  ‘physical prowess’ b u t are considered ‘stylisti­
cally im p ro p e r’.

A ustralian  ballet, while it persists w ith its English bias, isolated fom  E uropean  cu ltu re  generally  and  
hence lacking continu ity  w ith its past, can  a t best be a colonial reflection of the  m o th er culture.

T h e  balle t affirm s our status as colony; heritage arts reinforce these historical connections. In  p a r t  the 
im portance and  value of a heritage lies in  its ability  to pro ject a fu ture . B ut the A ustralian  experience 
of the lineage and  heritage of balle t is a d islocated an d  disconnected  one an d  we have yet to ask w hat 
fu tu re  this legacy does and  can  project.

If  ballet even w ith its extensive grass roots in frastruc tu re  has fared  poorly, consider the p red icam en t 
of m odern  dance. Its past has been  alm ost invisible here and  w hat physical traces there are function  
as ‘vocab. expansion’, reduced  to the status of elective or supp lem entary  studies for dance students.
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T h e  notion  th a t m odern  dance can  be tau g h t o r lea rn t by studying the techniques of p a rticu la r  
artists (G raham , C unn ingham  etc.) w ithout access to the ir works is as ludicrous as the idea of studying 
M onet’s techn ique o f applying p a in t w ithout the ability  to refer to his pain tings o r the concerns of Im pres­
sionism. Yet this is n o t an  inaccu ra te  descrip tion  of w hat is being  a ttem p ted  here, b o th  in  colleges and  
in  com panies. ‘M odern  dance’ is relegated  to being just an o th er item  on the  technical agenda for the 
tra in in g  of con tem porary  balle t dancers.

T h e  heritage of m odern  dance has n o t been witnessed in  A ustralia an d  A ustralian  percep tions of 
dance have not been  in form ed by m odern  dance sensibilities.' T h e  philosophical concerns of 50 years 
of m odern  dance have scarcely im pinged  an d  yet it is these concerns, con trasting  strongly w ith  the tenets 
an d  values of the ballet, th a t have defined m odern  dance.

Europe an d  the USA m ay have re tu rn ed  to the dance de I’̂ cole w ith new insights an d  understandings 
b u t they do so w ith a post-m odern  sensibility. A ustralia’s 19th cen tu ry  vision of balle t is in tac t an d  it 
is this vision th a t stymies the developm ent o f all con tem porary  dance here. It is as if  the last 50 years 
o f developm ent an d  change d id  no t h ap p e n  — an d  indeed  in A ustralia it d id  not!

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  5

T h e  A ustralian  n a tio n  d id  no t s ta rt by an  act of renunc ia tion  as d id  the USA. T h ere  was, an d  is, no 
b reak  w ith English values.

T h e  in frastru c tu re  th a t has been set in  p lace for the developm ent of dance in  A ustralia by the A ustralia 
Council is dom inated  by an  English bias th a t is usually unrecognized. S tructures an d  com panies have 
been established w ithout analysis o r und erstan d in g  of the developm ent of dance here, o r for th a t m a tte r 
anywhere. By the 1980s, ‘m odern  dance’ was iden tified  as an  area need ing  developm ent, p rim arily  b e ­
cause the rhetoric  from  the USA iden tified  it, correctly, as the growing edge of an  a rt form  th a t in 
o the r areas h ad  been, in  the m ain , languishing.

In  Europe in  the 1960s an d  early  1970s ‘m odern  dance’ was a te rm  used to describe all dance th a t 
was no t show -dancing, balle t o r folk. C om panies like N etherlands D ance T h ea tre  an d  B allet R am bert 
assum ed in itially  th a t w hat they were do ing was ‘m odern  dance’. B allet R am bert was used as a prototype 
for the developm ent of ‘m odern  dance’ in  A ustralia. A ustralian  D ance T h ea tre  u n d er Ja a p  Flier an d  
E lizabeth D alm an  was seen as A ustralia’s ‘m o d ern  dance’ com pany. (C learly all o the r A ustralian  co m p a­
nies were balletic .)

T h e  A ustralian  percep tion  of w hat constitu ted  dance was dom ina ted  by the view from  English ballet 
— after all, every town of even a few thousand  people always h ad  a balle t teacher who was answ erable 
to English exam iners. Just as the corporeal inscrip tion  of young A ustralians by the  balle t exam ination  
system reinforced o u r status as colony, so the im p o rta tio n  an d  con tinued  presence of English experts 
such as Van P raagh , W oolliam s an d  Taylor ensured the dom inance of the English view of dance inside 
the fund ing  bodies. This is the s ituation  th a t we have inherited .

In  A ustralia in  the 1960s an d  ’70s ‘m odern  dance’ was used to describe dance th a t was ‘no t b a lle t’ and  
‘n o t e th n ic ’ (iron ica lly  often  in c lu d in g  tap , jazz, b a llro o m , show, ac ro b a tic , s tu n t etc .) 
By the m id  1970s the perspective from  A ustralia h ad  changed  an d  ‘m odern  dance’ was perceived to 
be connected  to the techniques of M arth a  G raham  an d  to a lesser extent the techniques of a few other 
individuals such as C unn ingham , H orton  an d  Nikolais.

T h e  general percep tion  was th a t we could  acquire m odern  dance, by learn ing  G raham  or C u n n in ­
gham  techn ique for instance, in  m uch  the sam e way as we h ad  acqu ired  ballet. T h e  significant effects 
of the events th a t shaped  the course of dance in  the 1960s an d  ’70s in  the USA, an d  to a lesser extent 
Europe, simply were not felt here, o r if  they were m ade little im pression. It was as if  we were in  a tim e warp.

At the Sm all C om panies’ C onference (M elbourne, Ja n u a ry  ’87) Cheryl Stock, T h ea tre  B oard  m em ber

3 0



and  d irector of D ance N orth , spoke nostalgically of this era , seeking affirm ation  th a t w hat hap p en ed  
here was significant and  vitally connected  to w hat h ap p en ed  elsewhere, ra th e r  th a n  ju st a recycled, 
recreative colonial practice.

Aside from  Edw ard Pask’s two books there has been  little  a ttem p t to p u t in to  perspective or even 
record  the history of dance in  A ustralia (and  Pask’s books really only speak of ballet). Is the absence 
of w riting  th a t deals w ith our history in  fact p roof of som ething th a t we all individually  know b u t fear 
to a rticu la te  for personal, political or jingoistic reasons? N am ely th a t it has been  so im poverished th a t 
we do no t w ant to exam ine it in  a critical context. E lizabeth D em pster’s question  comes to m ind: ‘Is 
A ustralian  dance un rem arked  upon  because it is un rem arkab le?’ T h e  title of Pask’s book. Enter the 
Colonies Dancing, w ould seem to endorse the sen tim ent con tained  in  this question.

S e d u c e d  a n d  A b a n d o n e d

M any of the  problem s w hich arise in  discussion of dance in  A ustralia revolve aro u n d  the inconsistent 
use of such term s as modern, contemporary, and  classical, com bined  w ith dance an d  ballet. P roducing;

1. m odern  dance
2. con tem porary  dance
3. classical dance
4. m o d ern  ballet
5. contem porary  ballet
6. classical ballet

T h e add ition  of the word new  I
7. new m o d ern  dance
8. new contem porary  dance
9. new classical dance

10. new m odern  ballet
11. new contem porary  ballet
12. new classical ballet

As well by substitu tion  we have
13. new dance
14. new ballet.

A t the level of language all 14 scenarios are intelligible, th a t is, any English speaker could  construct 
m ean ing  from  the given words. T hey  have a m ore p a rticu la r  m ean ing  for dance p rac titioners generally 
(e.g. m odern  dance does no t, b u t could, m ean  jazz dance) and  an  even m ore specific m ean ing  th a t 
is intelligible only in  parts  of the dance com m unity  th a t are aware of the historical context in  w hich 
the usage of term s evolved — e.g. m odern  dance was used as an  oppositional term  to classical ballet. 
As such the term  em braces the work of the precursors — Loie Fuller, Isadora D uncan , R u th  St Denis, 
the historic generation  — M arth a  G raham  an d  Doris H um phrey  for exam ple, and  the post-m oderns 
Trisha Brown, L ucinda Childs and  Twyla T h a rp  etc. as well as such figures as M erce C unn ingham  
and  Jam es W aring. A dding to the confusion are perceptions draw n from  o ther a r t practices — m odern  
dance does no t, b u t could, refer to the period  in  a rt described by the  te rm  m odern ism . T h e  general 
cu ltu ra l in terchangeability  of the term s m odern  and  contem porary  com pounds the problem .^

1. In the past 20 years only 8 modern dance companies have visited Australia, and of these, 5 visited in the past 2 years. Further­
more these visits were often restricted to one or two cities.

2. All dance is contemporary. The medium of dance is the body and the body is always a contemporary one, responsive to 
and inscribed by the political, ethical and other agendas of a particular culture at any given time.
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F u rth e r com plexities are achieved by the am algam ation  of these term s w ith those of o th e r practices 
— balle t theatre , dance theatre , dance d ram a , new dance theatre . T h e  m ultip lic ity  of m eanings in 
the above scenarios points to an  enorm ous confusion in  defin ition  an d  com m unication . A d ifferent 
b u t re la ted  problem  of classification an d  defin ition  em erges w ith the  use of such words as traditional, 
theatrical, fo lk  an d  primitive, in  con junction  w ith dance o r ballet, an d  especially in  A ustralia w ith 
the use of such term s as ethnic o r the p referred  multi-cultural.

L anguage presupposes experience in  com m on — w ithout th a t no  analogy can  be m ade. In  A ustralia, 
isolation from  the living heritage of dance an d  ignorance of historical context lead  to an  inab ility  to 
m ake m ean ingfu l local analogy.^ T h e  lack of a com m on language, the lack of analysis, an d  the ig n o r­
ance an d  cu ltu ra l prejud ice w hich surrounds the use of w hat language we have, m akes discourse alm ost 
m eaningless an d  reduces criticism  to the m erely descriptive or personally interpretative.

I have deliberately  a ttem p ted  to reveal the com plexity of this s ituation  because the failu re to use 
term s in an  inform ed way has h a d  serious repercussions on local p ractice. For exam ple, in  the 1980s 
w hen ‘m odern  dance’ was iden tified  as an  area  needing  developm ent in  A ustralia, w hat was understood  
by th a t term?

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

In  the early  days of the A ustralia Council successive dance project officers, com peting  for m oney w ith 
o ther arts, th o u g h t th a t the best way of securing fund ing  for dance was by tying into the G eneral G ran t 
s truc tu re  w ith the fo rm ation  of com panies. T his status ensured a t least th e  ability  to project a fu tu re  
for two years, hence the ability  to p lan  ahead . F und ing  for individuals was always p rob lem atic  and  
h ad  to be adm inistered  th rough  o ther institu tions mainly, an d  again  understandably , for reasons of 
financial accountability . W henever funds were scarce (an d  w hen aren’t they?) it was always the  ind iv idual 
projects th a t suffered — again  because of th e  com m itm en t to the G eneral G ran t structures, b u t also 
because of a belief th a t by m a in ta in in g  such structures th e  fu tu re  of dance was being  ensured. C ertain ly  
the fu tu re  of these structures was ensured b u t un fo rtunate ly  for A ustralia this d id  little  for the creative 
developm ent of dance. Basic analysis would have revealed th e  sem inal im portance of the choreographer 
to the developm ent of the a rt an d  w ould also have given clear insights in to  the prerequisite  conditions 
for the em ergence of choreographic artists an d  the structures necessary to sustain them  in the ir creative 
developm ent. This analysis d id  no t happen .

T h e  perceived necessity for se tting  up  m ixed repertory  com panies^ as a strategy to ensure th a t dance 
got its share of arts fu nd ing  is understandab le . W h a t is no t ju stifiab le is to persist in this rationalisation  
w hen it is ap p a ren t th a t these m ixed repertory  com panies have failed artistically. N ot even one new 
significant choreographic artist has em erged. T h e  few choreographers we have who are cu rren tly  head ing  
com panies in  A ustralia were all aesthetically  defined elsewhere.

A few years ago this failure was tacitly  acknow ledged an d  funds were prio ritised  for ‘ind iv idual artists’. 
It is no t good enough  to lam en t th a t there are no ind iv idual artists in  dance who w arran t substan tia l 
funding . (T his has been the catch-cry  of the A ustralia Council project officers.) It is no t th a t I disagree 
w ith this assessment b u t w ith its cause. I f  the A ustralia C ouncil in  effect legislates against the em ergence 
of choreographic artists, can  it com plain  th a t none develop? If  function ing  ind iv idual artists do not 
head  ou r dance com panies how can  there be creative developm ent?

B allet history has clearly shown th a t significant developm ent occurs only w hen artistic au tho rity  is 
vested in  a p rinc ipa l choreographer. In  balle t com panies, bo th  classical an d  contem porary, the physical 
vocabulary  is a lingua franca th a t is con tinually  rea rran g ed  b u t rarely altered  or expanded  an d  it is 
no t essential th a t these choreographic artists still dance; in  fact it is unusual because balle t is defined 
by its rela tionsh ip  to o the r arts — scenic, m usical, d ram atic , etc. an d  it is usually necessary for the
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choreographer to also take on the role of coord ina tion  of all these elem ents.
By contrast, in m odern  dance the choreographer is involved w ith the evolution of a personal body/m ind  

expression and  it is this creative process w hich distinguishes the m odern  dance trad itio n . It is unusual 
to find  a m odern  dance choreographer who is no t also p rinc ipa l d an cer — in fact, the cho reog rapher’s 
au thoritative defin ition  is m ost com m only the m easure by w hich others in  the com pany are gauged 
in  regard  to style etc.

M odern dance has always been the territo ry  of ind iv idual choreographic artists who have form ed 
com panies around  themselves to am plify the ir choreographic visions. In  the  in terest of clarity  let m e 
reiterate, using a specific artist as exam ple: Twyla T h a rp  is an  ind iv idual choreographic artist. Twyla 
selects dancers to work w ith her an d  th rough  m eeting  the aesthetic dem ands of h er choreography these 
dancers are defined as perfo rm ing  artists. Twyla’s work evolves from  a creative d ia logue w ith the dancers 
she has chosen. H er developm ent as a choreographic artist is tied  to the developm ent of these dancers, 
ju st as the dancers’ developm ent is dep en d en t upon  her choreography. Twyla is able to m ake pieces 
for m ixed repertory  balle t com panies such as T h e  Joffrey B allet an d  T h e  A m erican  B allet T heatre , 
precisely because she is a developed artist w ith her own com pany (Twyla T h a rp  D ance) on w hich to 
conduct her choreographic research. A lthough  a ttem pts have been m ad e  elsewhere to form  m ixed rep e r­
tory m odern  dance com panies they have always failed. D ancers are developed by m eeting  the rigorous 
dem ands of choreographic artists. T h e  corporeal inscrip tion  of the d an cer needed  to give defin ition  
to the work of any m ajo r m odern  dance choreographer is such th a t it precludes m ixed repertory. T h e  
processes o f ‘m ak ing  a dance an d  m ak ing  a d an cer are bou n d  together’ (Susan Foster: R eading  D ancing). 
In  one’s life as a perfo rm er one can  dance w ith Trisha Brown, Twyla T h a rp  an d  David G ordon, b u t 
no t successfully a t the sam e tim e. Even a cursory analysis of the  history and  developm ent of m odern  
dance w ould confirm  these observations.

A m ixed repertory  dance com pany struc tu re  does no t n u rtu re  the developm ent of perform ers as artists, 
let alone the developm ent of choreographic artists. W h a t it does produce are step arrangers, who are 
legion. In  A ustralia we clearly lack the structures to produce m odern  dancers an d  hence m odern  dance 
choreographers.

S e d u c e d  a n d  A b a n d o n e d

C horeographic artists like all creative artists are self-defined. T hey are no t b ro u g h t in to  existence by 
com panies set up  specifically to develop them , nor are they developed by occasional com missions by 
the various m ixed repertory  com panies a round  the  country  (alm ost all A ustralian  dance com panies fall 
in to  these categories). I am  no t advocating  th a t these com panies be d ism an tled  as for the  present they 
are all we have. B ut are they all we want?

M em bers of these com panies, precisely because they are already  funded  an d  hence ‘professional’, 
are perceived to be the elite of the dance com m unity  and  dom inate  ‘a rtis t’ m em bersh ip  of fund ing  agen ­
cies. T his has ensured the  fu tu re  of these com panies^ b u t has done little for the  developm ent of dance 
as an  a rt form  in A ustralia. U ntil developm ental dance policy is im plem ented  there is no way to break  
the stranglehold  th a t the  m ajo r com panies have on funding . C atch  22: U ntil very recently  artist m em bers

3. The illiteracy of Australian dancers referred to earlier in discussion of ballet is also pertinent here. Illiteracy is not simply 
a benign problem. Arts bureaucrats and critics become experts in ‘what is’, and resistant to more informed (ie. dance literate) 
opinion.

4. By mixed repertory I mean companies that do the work of more than one choreographer.

5. Theatre Board records over the past ten years show clearly how financially advantaged companies have been while their 
artistic directors or adminstrators were board or panel members. Of course this could be merely a matter of coincidence 
and may mean no more than that the artistic directors and administrators of the best companies have been board and 
panel members of the Theatre/Performing Arts Board during this period. The fact that this situation has gone unremarked 
upon in the public domain for so long is perhaps more telling.
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could  no t be in  receip t of d irect T h ea tre  B oard  fund ing . T his ru ling  d id  no t exclude artistic directors 
of com panies whose fund ing  was perceived to be ind irect. This effectively e lim inated  ind iv idual artists 
an d  disenfranchised  all outside the com pany system.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

T h e  p red icam en t of dance in  A ustralia is fu rth e r  com pounded  by the m echanism s of pa tro n ag e  here. 
T h e  co-operation  an d  ra tionalisa tion  of resources betw een State an d  Federal G overnm ent fun d in g  ag en ­
cies has effectively e lim inated  diversity an d  this s ituation  is exacerba ted  by the fact th a t there is very 
little co rporate  or private foundation  fun d in g  to appeal to. A ustralia’s relatively sm all pop u la tio n  su p ­
ports only a few m ajo r arts festivals an d  these are tightly  contro lled  by a sm all n u m b e r of arts bu reaucrats . 
W hen all these factors are taken in to  accoun t the p ic tu re  th a t em erges is of a very highly cen tralized  
system of p a tro n a g e /a rts  funding . It is d ifficu lt to see how such a system can  suppo rt diversity of practice, 
especially in  A ustralia where the arts com m unity  is sm all an d  widely spread.

My in ten tion  in  u n d ertak in g  this analysis is to draw  a tten tio n  to the state of cu rren t p rac tice  in  A ustralia. 
W h a t o u r ba lle t lacks in  stylistic au then tic ity  is com pensated  for in  ‘spunky m uscu larity ’ — a ‘virile 
style’ befitting  a young an d  vigorous colony! In  A ustralian  prac tice  w here ‘real dance’ is defined by ballet, 
m odern  dance is indeed  its re ta rd ed  cousin. Most so-called m odern  dance, post-m odern  dance, recent 
post-m odern  dance etc. references m odern  dance in  nam e only. Philosophically the concerns are the 
sam e as for the ba lle t an d  the work p roduced  reflects the im poverishm ent of w hat is essentially a colonial 
practice. T his dep lo rab le s ituation  will change only w hen A ustralian  choreographers are defin ing co n ­
tem porary  practice. B u t this developm ent canno t h ap p e n  whilst we lack the s tru c tu ra l an d  financial 
support necessary to produce choreographic artists. If  we cannot support the developm ent of choreographers 
we can  expect no  significant A ustralian  dance developm ent.

T h e  lack of con tinu ity  of staff em ploym ent w ith in  the A ustralia C ouncil, an d  consequent lack of 
historical perspective, has ensured th a t com prehensive an d  coheren t analysis has never been u n dertaken  
by this body, hence no  strategy for dance developm ent has ever been in itia ted . D ance policy developm ent 
has been  relegated , it w ould seem, to the too -hard  basket; w hat m asquerades as ‘policy’ is the b la tan tly  
political an d  revolves a ro u n d  cost analysis an d  access. (Access to w hat an d  a t w hat cost?)

A lthough  this ‘policy’ reflects cu rren t practice, in  no way is it capab le  of in form ing  or challenging 
this p ractice. In  the absence of developm ental policy w hat we are left w ith  is suppo rt for the status 
quo  an d  this sup p o rt encourages yet m ore sum ptuous versions of the  sam e trite  fare. W ith o u t strategic 
policy developm ent an d  im p lem enta tion  ou r fu tu re  can  be no d ifferen t from  o u r im poverished past 
an d  we will all be the losers.

I t is tem p ting  to b lam e the arts com m unity  or the fun d in g  agencies for th e  m alaise of dance in  A ustralia, 
b u t m ore correctly  understood  this state of affairs is a sym ptom  an d  expression of the A ustralian  condition  
~  dislocated, isolated, seduced an d  abandoned . T h e  condition  of d islocation an d  isolation has induced  
a p a rticu la r  b ra n d  of larrikan ism , defensiveness an d  a propensity  to believe in  the jingoistic m ythologies 
th a t the m ed ia  are th ru stin g  upon  us - ‘C elebration  of a n a tio n ’, ‘You helped  m ake this state g rea t’, 
‘T hey said we’d never m ake it’ etc.

A nd w hat of seduction  an d  abandonm ent?
Just as w om en are aesthetically  defined w ith in  the Judeo-C hris tian  trad itio n  by the ir relationships 

to m en (wife, m other, sister, w hore) so dance in  our trad itio n  has defined itself by its relationships to 
the o ther p ro p er arts (m usic, visual, d ram atic ), all of w hich are m ale dom inated  — Terpsichore curtsey­
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ing beh ind  Dionysus. In  our trad itio n  the  percep tion  of the body is re la ted  to the  fate of wom en, ie. 
the body and  wom en are devalued. T h e  m ed ium  of dance is the body an d  this is a devalued m edium . 
M ore particularly , A ustralian  society is one of the  m ost hom ophobic in  the  world. T his in  com bination  
w ith the position of w om en reveals m uch  abou t our arts p rac tice  an d  especially the  percep tion  of dance 
— th a t is, th a t dance is, or should  be, youthful, m uscular, sexy, glam orous e tc ., in  o the r words, the whore.

In  a phallocratic  society arts p rac tice  is synonom ous w ith w om en’s work (artists weaving the cu ltu ra l 
fabric). O f course po litical bodies have shown themselves only too w illing to oblige w ith cu ltu ra l erections. 
T h e  construction  of the num erous m u lti-a rts  com plexes across A ustralia is yet an o th er costly testim ony 
to the ‘edifice com plex’ of A ustralian  politicians an d  to the absence of in form ed analysis. M any of these 
physical structures are inapp rop ria te ly  located  and  m ost are ineffectual for the  developm ent of the arts.

T h e  insignificant p a r t th a t the  arts play in  A ustralian  politics is perhaps a tru e  reflection of the 
place of the arts in  A ustralian  cu ltu re  generally. L um ped together w ith Sport, the  Environm ent, Tourism 
and  the Territories, an d  occupying the m ino r p a r t of this relatively ju n io r  portfolio, the arts are tru ly  
abandoned .

S e d u c e d  a n d  A b a n d o n e d
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S H O N A  I N N E S

T HE  T E A C H I N G  
OF B A L L E T

Ballet teaches an unquestioning obedience to authority at 
all times. It teaches that success in dancing is based on 
the achievement of a place in a hierarchical structure and 
that dancers exist only to please others. What seems to be 
a form  of creative expression turns out to be a form  of 
self control negating personal freedom even at the most 
fundamental level of speech and thought.
The correct execution of the technique is the primary phys­
ical focus and in this way the body is ordered and con­
trolled in every detail. This control emanates from  the 
teachers and is internalized by the dancers, always ensur­
ing that teachers hold the power and dancers remain obe­
dient. The body is the site for the enacting of this relation­
ship and an understanding of the kinesiology of ballet can 
reveal much about its philosophy.
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EMULATION OF A FORM -  
CONTRADICTION OF THE BODY’S WISDOM

T h e  action  of raising the arm s above the h ead  — the prim e-m overs for this are the u p p er trapezius 
muscles, those th a t a ttach  to the u p p er bo rder of the shoulder b lade  an d  insert a t the base of the skull. 
As these muscles contract to raise the shoulder b lade their partners at the lower end  of the scapula lengthen.

T h e  action  of depressing the shoulder blades, (push ing  the shoulders dow n), is done by the lower 
trapezius. As they co n trac t to pu ll down on the scapula th e ir  p artn e rs  a t the u p p e r end  leng then . T h e  
two m uscle groups operate  as a team , the u p p er g roup  leng then ing  while the lower group  contracts 
an d  vice versa.

In  ballet, the action  of lifting  the arm s up  to fifth  position over the h ead  involves the u p p e r trapezius 
group. T his action  in  its raw u n tu to red  form  often m eans th a t the space betw een the raised arm  and  
the neck is qu ite sm all. In  o rder to m a in ta in  the p ic tu re  of a long neck it is necessary to open  this 
space. T his is done by m ak ing  som e m uscu lar an d  bony adjustm ents — the arm s are rounded  ra th e r 
th a n  being  held  in  a para lle l vertical rela tionsh ip  to each  other, an d  th en  the s tu d en t is asked to push 
the ir shoulders down to reduce the bu lk  of the  con tracted  u p p e r trapezius. P ushing the  shoulders down 
m eans con trac ting  the  lower trapezius muscles. T h e  body is then  receiving two instructions w hich would 
norm ally  exclude each  other. T h e  two trapezius g roup  of m uscles are asked to co n trac t a t the sam e 
tim e in  reference to the sam e bone — the scapula.

Most people experience m uch  difficulty  w ith this action  of raising the arm s over the h ead  an d  they 
w onder why. They are often chastised an d  rid icu led  for the stup id ity  of th e ir  error, as it is seen as a 
beg inner’s m istake. U nfortunately, the ir teachers rarely w onder why, an d  in  accordance w ith trad itio n  
they repea t the in struc tion  exactly as they hea rd  it d u rin g  the ir own years of tra in ing . T h e ir  p rogram m ing  
to accept in fo rm ation  w ithout question  perpe tuates this ‘push  your shoulders down’ rule.

A no ther m ajo r fac to r w hich encourages this type of instruc tion  is the  fact th a t is does p roduce the 
m uscu lar aesthetic w hich balle t requires. I t is no t enough  th a t work is done; it m ust be seen to be 
done. T here  should  be evidence. O ne force opposing an o th er o f equal force produces a p a rtic u la r  physi­
cal state, a p a rticu la r  look, a p a rticu la r  m ind  set. I t is itself a ce leb ra tion  of the ‘g rea t struggle’ of 
life. Partly, it is the struggle to stop tim e. T his p a rticu la r  characteristic  of the ba lle t techn ique is seen 
m ost clearly  in  the leap ing  an d  ju m p in g  of the m en. T hey  a ttem p t to suspend themselves in  m id -a ir 
a t the heigh t of the ir elevation. T here  is a special physical stam ina an d  m en ta l set requ ired  to achieve 
this feat an d  w atching the ir efforts to ho ld  the m om ent is fascinating  an d  exciting.

However, this is no  reason to unquestioningly  accept the  tra in ing  regim e w hich creates this k ind  of 
spectacu lar event. My m ain  concern  is for the h ea lth  of dancers, the ir physical as well as the ir psychologi­
cal well-being. A nd I should  say th a t this applies to m en doing balle t as well as w om en. If  you go 
into any m ajo r balle t school an d  look a t the young boys who are tra in in g  there, it is clear w hat kinds 
of m ajo r distortions are going on  in  the ir perceptions of themselves an d  how they rela te  to o the r people.

W h a t I see w hen I look a t the ir bodies is extrem e tension in  all areas an d  a k ind  of striving w ithin 
the body to achieve a certa in  scu lp tu red  look, so th a t everything is in  its place. For exam ple, the way 
th a t the shoulder blades are draw n together an d  depressed to create the illusion of a b road , open  chest. 
Even though  these young boys have sm all chests, they are expected  to develop b ro ad  chests an d  arm s 
as quickly as possible so they can  do the ir assigned work of lifting  an d  fram ing  females.

W hile the requ ired  m usculature hasn’t developed, they are pushing an d  p rodd ing  the ir bones to achieve 
th a t state. P u lling  an d  push ing  the shoulder b lades toge ther an d  down an d  ho ld ing  them  in th a t position 
produces the rig h t look an d  satisfies the work eth ic. B ut as a state to be in  constantly, it is very undesirable. 
T h e  effect on  the b rea th in g  m echanism , the rib-cage an d  the em otional centres w ith in  th a t is p rofound , 
an d  I ’m  sure it causes or a t least exacerberates psychological p roblem s la te r in  the ir lives.

It also produces a body w hich has very lim ited  range of m ovem ent because of the am o u n t of m uscu lar 
ho ld ing  w hich accum ulates w ith in  it. It is only capab le  of p roducing  certa in  kinds of m ovem ents in
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3 8



certain  ways. So n o t only is there a reduction  in  the range an d  k ind  of m ovem ent w hich can  be perform ed, 
there are restrictions on the expression, the dynam ic an d  the qualities available. All possibilities are 
honed  down so th a t there is only one quality, one m ovem ent, one range. Everything is known, p red ic ted  
and  held. Philosophically, this is consistent an d  creates a safe, secure system, b u t physically, it can  be 
dam aging  and  dangerous. T h e  m ore tense and  im m obile a body becomes, the m ore likely it will be 
prone to injury.

Finally, this detailed  codification  of m ovem ent and  behaviour acts as a contro lling  m echanism  not 
only over the physical body, b u t over the d an cer as a person. For the d isc ip linarians it is a very econom ical 
m ethod  of exercising power, as it m ainly  involves the dancer in ternaliz ing  th a t role.

In  Discipline and Punish, M ichel F oucault speaks of the grow th of scientific knowledge abou t the 
body in  the 18th century, an d  the  consequent viewing of it as some k ind  of fan tastic  m ach ine or object. 
M uch of w hat he has to say is p e rtin en t to the  physical o rdering  p roduced  by ballet.

H e observes th a t there were discoveries m ade concern ing  the ‘subtle coercion’ of the body,

of obtaining holds upon it at the level of the mechanism itself — movements, gestures, attitudes, 
rapidity: an infinitessimal power over the active body . . .  it implies an uninterrupted, constant 
coercion, supervising the processes of the activity rather than its result and it is exercised accord­
ing to a codification that partitions as closely as possible time, space, movement. These methods, 
which made possible the meticulous control of the operations of the body, which assured the 
constant subjection of its forces and imposed upon them a relation of docility-utility, might be 
called ‘disciplines’.^”

Even though  Foucault was using the  tra in in g  of soldiers as his m ain  exam ple here, there are some striking 
correspondences w ith balle t tra in ing , especially in  rela tion  to the p artitio n in g  of tim e, space an d  m ove­
m ent. Descriptions of the m a n n er of executing certa in  balle t m ovem ents are revealing in  the light of 
F oucau lt’s statem ents. Talking ab o u t b a ttem en t frapp6, T am ara K arsavina says.

Two very important points should be observed. The degag6 goes out in a direct line with the 
sur le cou-de-pied position; that is, the knee remains on the same level whether the foot is sur 
le cou-de-pied or extended in degagd. It follows that if the sur le cou-de-pied is placed too high, 
a drop down of the degag6 will be inevitable . . . Secondly, the ball of the foot must brush 
the ground before it fully arches in the degag6 . . . The up and down stretch exercises the toes, 
the extreme point of the perfect arch of the instep. The brushing movement applies of course, 
to battement i  terre. There is no need for it when you do the frappd from demi-pointe . . .
The position of the foot in sur le cou-de-pied behind needs a slightly different adjustment. The 
arch of the instep between toes and heel touches the ankle of the supporting foot. The toe in 
this position is relaxed, slightly lifted up and points away from the supporting ankle to avoid 
the appearance of sickling.^

So w hat this brings m e to is the fallacy th a t the  balle t tra in ed  d an cer has the g reatest po ten tia l versatili­
ty and  range for a choreographer, th a t they could do any style of danc ing  well, th a t they could do 
anything th a t was asked of them  by any choreographer, m odern  or classical. B allet trains people to 
do ballet and  these purely balle t tra in ed  people are of alm ost no  use to a con tem porary  m odern  
choreographer.

T h e  held  state of the body produces a corresponding  fixity of the  in tellect an d  em otion w hich is 
alm ost pubescent in a lo t of cases. For choreographers who are in terested  in  individuals an d  in  w hat 
happens on the inside of a person while they are dancing , pu re  ba lle t tra in ed  dancers present m any 
difficulties.

T his trad itio n  of th ink ing  of balle t as the base of all con tem porary  danc ing  filters th ro u g h  to m ost

1. M. Foucault, Discipline and Punish (Penguin, 1977); p. 137.

2. Tamara Karsavina, Classical Ballet — The Flow of Movement, (A & C Black, London, 1975); p. 303.
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of the sm all m odern  dance com panies in  this country, so th a t even though  the dancers w ith in  these 
com panies m igh t look like they’re do ing con tem porary  work or using m odern  styles o f m ovem ent, they’re 
very often  people who’ve heen tra in ed  in  the balle t m odel an d  don’t have the in te llectual, physical and  
em otional range to be in teresting  to choreographers who w ant to deal w ith im m edia te realities.

‘WHEN IT COMES TO BALLET, NOT ALL BODIES 
ARE CREATED EQUAL

WILLIAM HAMILTON, M.D.

Because of the n a tu re  of ballet, only a sm all n u m b er of people whose bodies possess a p a rticu la r  set 
of characteristics are capab le  of executing the techn ique w ith  any degree of success. T h e  im plication  
is th a t bodies th a t are able to m aster the techn ique are no t only b e tte r  in strum ents b u t are b e tte r  people 
by v irtue of the ir physical attribu tes. As a result, th a t sm all n u m b er are clearly d iffe ren tia ted  an d  acquire 
prestige, legitim ization  an d  superiority, n o t only as dancers, b u t as h u m a n  beings.

To the elitism  of ballet, I have no real objection . I can ’t see how it cou ld  be any o ther way considering 
its aristocratic  origins an d  its ana tom ica l requirem ents. T h ere  are o the r cultures w hich specially h a n d ­
pick an d  cultivate dancers for the perfo rm ance of trad itio n a l dance forms, (e.g. Bali), an d  it doesn’t 
seem strange th a t W estern cu ltu re  should  do the same. However, w hat does irk  m e is the pretense th a t 
the situation  is otherw ise — th a t balle t has an  ega lita rian  spirit. Most teachers o f balle t are unaw are 
of the con trad ic tion  betw een ba lle t as every little  g irl’s d ream , an d  the fact th a t only a m inu te  p ropo rtion  
of those who begin  the tra in ing  ever see the d ream  realised.

In  my experience, w hich I th ink  is a fairly s tan d ard  one, I found  myself struggling w ith this technique 
for years. As a little girl, I could  see myself as an o th er M argot Fonteyn. By the tim e I reached  age 
eleven, it was becom ing  very clear to m e th a t my body was lacking some of the vital physical attribu tes
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which balle t requires — a w ell-arched foot, slightly longer legs in  p ro p o rtio n  to torso, ou tw ard  ro ta tion  
of the th igh  bone ap p roach ing  180® ‘tu rn o u t’, an d  flexibility in  tendons and  ligam ents. Fairly easily, 
I took on the no tion  th a t my body was intrinsically  w rong, since it d idn ’t m easure up  to the ideal.

T his does no t have to be the case if the  physical form  being  lea rn t is seen to exist outside of the 
ind ividual an d  T ’ai chi is a good exam ple of this. Like a h a n d  slipping in to  a glove, the  T ’ai chi s tuden t 
steps into the  form  of the  m ovem ent. T his action  is done w ithout ad justm ents o r uncertain ties. If  the 
desired un ion  does no t take place betw een body and  form , the  body is no t seen as in trinsically  wrong, 
(unlike ballet, where the  wrongness of the form  becom es the wrongness of the person an d  the  s tuden t 
is held cu lpable). In  the m a rtia l arts the goal is achieved by repe tition  w ith relaxed  concen tra tion  coupled  
w ith an  u n d erstand ing  of the form ’s philosophy. A m a rtia l a r t form  is an  em bodim en t of its philosophy 
an d  corrections are given in  these term s. However, in  ballet, the students are no t encouraged  to know 
w hat its philosophy is and  it p retends to be value free, (except to say th a t as ‘p u re ’ m ovem ent it is in 
the a r t for a r t’s sake category).

FAILURE AND THE GLIMMER OF HOPE

For a long tim e, w hen recalling  my balle t tra in ing , all I could  feel was th a t I h ad  been dam aged  by 
the  experience, th a t all my effort was a waste, th a t I h ad  been d u p ed  by the  idea th a t h a rd  work is 
charac ter bu ild ing  an d  good for you. I felt like I h a d n ’t learned  anyth ing  w orthw hile from  all those 
years of study. M ost puzzling of all, I cou ldn’t u n d erstan d  why I con tinued  w ith it w hen the  odds were 
so overwhelm ing. I h a ted  going to classes, b u t I still w ent. T h ere  seem ed to be no o ther choice. Ballet 
was the epitom e of excellence in  dance an d  all o the r form s were inferior to it.

M any o ther people who stud ied  ballet and  found  it too d ifficult ju st walked away from  it. Som ething 
drove m e to continue w ith it, to find  ou t exactly why I cou ldn’t perfo rm  it. T h ere  was a challenge 
there th a t I cou ldn’t ignore. W alking away from  it m e an t failure. B u t staying also m ean t failure.

T h e  balle t studio is a haven an d  a ho t house for notions like: there  is n o th in g  th a t I know; there 
is no th ing  I can  do; I am  m uch  less th a n  perfect; I have very little  to offer. T his is correct th inking. 
T h e  dancer can  feel good ab o u t feeling b ad  abou t herself. B allet gave m e a way of using this disbelief 
in  myself and  for th a t to be seen as a desirable tra it w ith in  the  ba lle t studio. To see myself as m uch  
less th a n  perfect was the  stim ulus I used to work h a rd e r  — always striving for the  u n a tta in ab le . I was 
good a t p u ttin g  myself down; I was a d isc ip linarian  an d  I was a h a rd  worker. I was always trying to 
‘b e tte r  myself, believing all the  tim e th a t I never could.

Because balle t is supposedly the  m ost technically  d ifficult form  of western dance, th a t sets it a p a rt 
from  the others. T his difficulty  confers superiority  on it. I t em bodies ‘the  perfec t’. B ut no m a tte r  how 
long you study and  dance it, the technical perfection  is always ou t of reach.

I was less th a n  perfect in  b o th  m y body’s fo rm ation  and  my ability  to perfo rm  the  technique. These 
two factors com bined, reinforced a basic lack of self-worth. Very early  on, I clearly realised th a t I w ould 
no t becom e a ballet dancer. It seems th a t my m ajo r reason for con tinu ing  to study was th a t there was 
no o ther dance form  w hich could  legitim ize m e as a dancer.

M any students who study on a fu ll-tim e basis a t an  advanced level realise th a t they fall short of 
the physical ideal by one or two vital characteristics. T h e  g lim m er of hope th a t they can  erad ica te  the ir 
short-com ings drives them  to continue the ir study — if they can  ju st s treng then  an d  enlarge the arch  
of the ir feet, if  they can  just lose some w eight from  th e ir  breasts, if  they can  just m anage  to lift the ir 
leg h igher . . . T h e  g lim m er of hope causes all kinds of abuses of the body in  the  a ttem p t to fit the 
m ould . How is it th a t these students con tinue to such an  advanced level w hen it is fairly  obvious to 
them  and  the ir teachers th a t they are no t going to achieve the ir dream s? By the tim e som eone has 
reached  this level they have invested too m u ch  in  term s of tim e, m oney and  em otional com m itm en t 
to give up. They continue, despite the ir b e tte r  judgem en t. T hey  have sacrificed m any things to m ake 
balle t the ir n u m b er one priority, inc lud ing  a w orking knowledge of the w orld outside the  studio. T h e ir  
iden tity  is alm ost totally dependen t on being called a balle t dancer.

T h e  T e a c h i n g  o f  B a l l e t
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‘I LOVE THAT SMILE THAT DANCERS HAVE
WHEN THEY’RE TOLD THEY’RE DOING SOMETHING WRONG.’

So w hat else does balle t offer all those girls who will never ‘m ake i t?  A trad itio n a l education  for a 
m idd le class o r aristocratic w om an inc luded  a study of m usic, dancing , correspondence, needlework, 
elocution an d  d epo rtm en t. T h e  studies were u n d ertak en  w ith  the aim  of fostering p a rticu la r  personality  
characteristics an d  teach ing  fundam en tals  o f social protocol. These days, it is generally  th o u g h t th a t 
the study of ba lle t continues this trad itio n , by teach ing  good posture an d  discipline an d  by cu ltivating  
a pu re  an d  genteel sp irit. It fulfills the trad itio n a l m odel of w hat a g irl should  be — totally  accep ting  
of the w ord o f authority , always available, non-in te llec tua l (‘lightw eight’), an d  always beau tifu l to look at.

G entility  of sp irit in  m any dancers is ju st a euphem ism  for tim id ity  an d  diffidence. T h e ir  dance 
tra in ing  teaches them  an  unquestion ing  a ttitu d e  to in fo rm ation  an d  those who provide it.

. . . says critic and balletomane Norma McLain Stoop . . . Besides sweat, I think their discipline 
is the thing I love. The very top dancers are told, sometimes not too nicely, that they’re doing 
something wrong. I’ve heard company members being screamed at and told they’re absolutely 
terrible, and except for the little kids, there are no tears. There’s never any argument. There’s 
a smile exchanged. I love that smile that dancers have when they’re told they’re doing something

,3wrong . . .
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So central is criticism to the ballet experience that it becomes, perversely, a compliment. If 
a teacher bothers to recognize a student and stops to inform her of her faults, it is because he 
feels that there is hope and that the student is worthy of his time and attention. In this system, 
even anger is a kind of gift: dancers worry if they are not chastised. They know that many teachers 
communicate only with prized students and neglect those they feel are unworthy.^

T h e use of anger as a teach ing  aid  has an o th er m ore general function  besides th a t of setting  up  the 
h ierarchy of prized and  unw orthy students. M any teachers direct anger towards the ir students as a m ethod  
of driving them  to achieve b e tte r results, b u t it is as a m ethod  of in tim id a tio n  an d  contro l th a t anger 
finds its m ost productive use. Especially w ith young ch ild ren , the  anger of the teacher fills them  w ith 
fear — the fear of rejection  or d isapproval. As a result the ir bodies becom e tense an d  filled w ith a p p re ­
hension as they search to find  the m ovem ent an d  behav iour response w hich will please the teacher and  
pacify the ir anger.

Fear of disapproval, of being w rong, silences dancers very effectively an d  so m ain ta in s  po litical power 
in  the hands of the teachers an d  choreographers. T his rela tionsh ip  to au tho rity  is h igh ligh ted  when 
you observe a g roup  of dancers an d  actors w orking.

In the theater, where Stoop spends much of her time observing actors talk back to directors, 
there is far less submission to authority. In ballet, someone yells at the dancers, they nod meekly, 
and do as they are told; someone insults them and they smile sweetly. “This is an ideal setup 
for a productive world”. Stoop says. “You don’t get talking back in the dance world. People ac­
knowledge the right of the person who knows more to tell them what to do”.̂

T h e  T e a c h i n g  o f  B a l l e t

A MASTER IS SOMEONE WHO STARTED BEFORE YOU DID . . .

He begins from the centre and not the fringe. He imparts an understanding of the basic principle 
of the art before going on to the meticulous details, and he refuses to breakdown the (tai chi) 
movements into a one-two-three drill so as to make the student into a robot. The traditional 
way . . .  is to teach by rote, and to give the impression that the long periods of boredom are 
the most essential part of training. In that way a student may go on for years and years without 
ever getting the feel of what he is doing. . . .  A master teaches essence.®

W h at do ballet teachers teach? Is it dance? B allet teachers teach  m uch  m ore th a n  they are aware of. 
They know they teach  the  vocabulary, the techn ique and  the  discipline, b u t they do no t see th a t they 
are involved in  a stric t process of chang ing  an d  m ould ing  behaviour.

M any teachers th ink  they are sim ply teach ing  people how to move th e ir  bodies in  space according 
to the balle t vocabulary  — very straight-forw ard, cu t an d  dried . T his equates w ith the ir idea of w hat 
danc ing  is. Ironically, because of the  con ten t and  m ethod  of trad itio n a l balle t tra in in g  m any students 
never ‘dance’ a t all (in  the  fullest sense of physical/sp iritual expression), b u t they do learn  how to behave 
according to the rules. T h e  general ignorance abou t the power of classical ba lle t as a behaviour control 
encourages the  trad itio n a l approaches to be passed on unchanged .

T h e  vocabulary  of b alle t is set an d  codified to the n th  degree, so the  teach ing  of it is seen as a totally 
objective transference of in form ation . T h e  sim plicity of this view operates like a cover or d istraction

3. Suzanne Gordon, O ff Balance (McGraw-Hill, N.Y., 1983); p. 208.

4. Ibid., p. 27.

5. Ibid., p. 208.

6. Gary Zukav, The Dancing Wu Li Masters (Fontana, Great Britain, 1986); p. 34.
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an d  allows o ther things to he ta u g h t w ithout ever being  referenced or inc luded  in  the syllabus or course 
outline.

A stric t concept of success an d  failure accom panies the  teach ing  of this vocabulary  an d  is in  fact 
in tegral to every m om en t a s tuden t spends learn ing  it. I t  is one of the m ajo r functions of the tra in in g  
as a whole to create a h ierarchy  of success. T h e  trad itio n  speaks of those who ‘m ade  it’ an d  those who 
d id n ’t, those who succeeded an d  those who failed. B oth these categories o f dancers are involved in  te ac h ­
ing. In  general, teachers who have h ad  a reasonable degree of success as balle t dancers can  im p art 
an  enjoym ent of the  experience of danc ing  an d  m oving. Teachers who have experienced the p a in  of 
failure ( th a t’s 90%  of all teachers) often finish up  teach ing  exactly th a t.

W hy do balle t teachers teach? For m any it is sim ply a m eans of survival. It earns them  a living, 
pays the  ren t an d  requires no fu rth e r  study. A nd probab ly  best o f all, it m eans they don’t have to confront 
the difficulties of tak ing  on an o th er occupation  outside the  balle t w orld. So these people pass on the 
trad itio n  w ithou t alterations an d  w ithout question. For those who actively involve themselves in  teach ing  
it becom es a task of crea ting  ex trao rd inary  dancers, o r m ore broadly  speaking, they engage themselves 
in  creating  an o th er class of h u m a n  being. T hese beings are the m odels, they are ‘rare  b ird s’ as A nne 
W oolliam s rem arks. If  they rem ain  undiscovered they are “paragons . . . singing in  the wilderness, b u t 
to fulfill all possibilities this ra re  creatu re  should  also have the added  bonus to be seen a t the righ t 
tim e, in  the rig h t place, by the rig h t person. O nly those who have been  found  can  be cherished, and  
th en  everything m ust be done to re ta in  the ir song an d  the colours of the ir p lum age’’.^

A nd this is the job  of the teachers, to safeguard  the fu tu re  by con tinu ing  to discover an d  create 
these m odels of excellence. T h e  m odel is the yardstick an d  all o the r beings can  then  place themselves 
in  re la tion  to it an d  so m a in ta in  the h ierarchy  of success/failure. T h e  power w hich the role o f teacher 
em bodies is an o th er a ttrac tio n  in  teach ing  as an  occupation . In  western society generally  there is a 
g rea t ignorance of this power ~  bo th  of its use an d  abuse. T h e  dance  world is no exception. H aving 
been den ied  personal freedom  an d  power d u rin g  the ir tra in ing , dancers who take on  a teach ing  position 
find  themselves in  a s ituation  w hich is very u n fam ilia r to them  yet very attractive. T h e  title  ‘teach er’ 
m eans all-knowing. Suddenly they have som ehow acqu ired  an  enorm ous store of knowledge an d  the 
unquestion ing  response of the ir students. T his knowledge m eans power over bodies an d  it is the rew ard 
for en d u rin g  years o f h a rd  work an d  sacrifice.

Most often, no t having developed analytic an d  verbal skills of the ir own d u rin g  the ir tra in ing , dancers 
will often  fall back  on the  behavioural m odels o f the teachers who tau g h t them . O nce again  the system 
perpe tuates itself by denying the  ind iv idual access to skills an d  in fo rm ation  o ther th a n  w hat is set out 
in  the h id d en  agenda.

DISCIPLINE FOR EXPRESSION vs DISCIPLINE FOR CONTROL

D iscipline is a strategy w hich can  take you th ro u g h  the doing of som ething to achieve a specific goal. 
It is goal orien ted . It suggests th a t the ‘do ing’ has som e difficulty  associated w ith it, e ith er physical 
or em otional. A discipline im poses a fixed tim e schedule over the activity so th a t personal desires, w hich 
would in terfere w ith the do ing of the practice, are by-passed, in  o rder to arrive a t the goal required . 
D iscipline is a prob lem  w hen it becom es a way of life ra th e r  th a n  being  seen as a m eans to an  end.

T h e  ba lle t trad itio n  uses discipline as its sole strategy for teach ing  its physical subject m a tte r  and  
so students find  themselves w ith only one m en ta l app roach  for th e ir  study. T h e  trad itio n ’s u nderstand ing  
of the m ean ing  of discipline is narrow  an d  fixed an d  so prohib its o th e r options.

In  T h a lia  M ara’s book Third Steps in Ballet, she com m ends b a lle t’s ability  to teach discipline. H er 
viewpoint is still widely held  an d  continues to p rom pt m any p aren ts to send th e ir  ch ild ren  to balle t classes.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

7. Anne Woolliams, Ballet Studio (Ure Smith, Aust., 1978); p. 15.
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44



The tendency, today, to make everything easy for the developing child is certainly no boon to 
that child. The habits of concentration, perseverance and the ability to face up to challenging 
problems by meeting and overcoming them must be formed in childhood. One reason that ex­
posure to ballet is so good for children is that ballet is such a highly disciplined art. The child 
learns to discipline both the body and the mind, something that stands us all in good stead 
in adult life.®

I t is certain ly  tru e  th a t the  ability  to contro l and  d irect one’s body an d  though ts is a valuable and  
useful skill. T h e  problem  is no t w ith w hat M ara is saying, b u t the way this k ind  of s ta tem en t is in te rp re ted  
by m ost ballet teachers.

W hen  discipline is totally  ex ternal to the studen t an d  is im posed on them , it denies or invalidates 
any in te rna l knowledge. A n awareness of the  body’s in te rn a l workings is vital to keep a balance w ith 
the ex ternal exigencies of m a in ta in in g  the  discipline. A fter all, in  an  ideal s ituation  it is the  in te rna l 
desires w hich are the m otivators for ado p tin g  the discipline in  the  first place. I f  the s tuden t is no t in 
tune w ith the ir inner w orld then  the  discipline becom es form  w ithout substance an d  the stu d en t becom es 
mindless.

T h e  m ost com m on in te rp re ta tio n  of discipline by balle t teachers sees discipline as ho ld ing  the body 
and  m ind  in  a fixed state. As I see it there are two stages to a b a lanced  un d erstan d in g  of w hat discipline 
can  be. T h e  first is encourag ing  an  awareness of the workings of body and  m ind .

T hen , w ith this awareness an d  an  u n d erstand ing  of the goal, it is possible to discipline by d irecting  
or gpiiding body an d  th o u g h t th rough  the form al s tru c tu re  of a set o f activities. H ere the concept of 
discipline is a facilita to r for a specific learn ing  experience b u t I often see discipline being used to teach 
discipline an d  I suspect it is ju st a euphem ism  for sub jugation .

T h e  m ost com m on use of discipline is as a m e th o d  of contro lling  large groups of people by ju st a 
few. I t relies for its success an d  econom y on each  ind iv idual in ternaliz ing  the persona of the  d isc ip linari­
an, thereby regu la ting  and  contro lling  th e ir  own behaviour. It then  appears th a t any schedules th a t 
the  ind iv idual imposes on him self are results of his own wishes. It soon becom es d ifficu lt for the s tuden t 
to separate  his own tru e  desires from  those of the d isc ip linarian  w ithin.

I still w onder too, w hether ba lle t tra in in g  creates discip lined people or w hether it ju st a ttracts  those 
who already have a predisposition for th a t k ind  of order.

UNTHINKING BODIES
Dancers and Soldiers, G irls and Boys
In  the sam e way th a t boys are sent to cadets, girls are sent to balle t classes. T h e  pub lic  is tra ined  to 
see these two activities as vastly d ifferen t things. Yet the  m ethod  em ployed is basically the  sam e though  
the products m ay look worlds ap a rt. B oth  activities teach  discipline as self con tro l an d  unquestion ing  
responses to com m ands.

T h e  m ajo r sim ilarity  betw een cadet an d  balle t tra in in g  is th a t n e ith e r soldiers or balle t dancers ever 
talk  back, the  in struc to r says jum p , and  they say ‘how high?’ In  fact, a d an cer p robab ly  w ouldn’t even 
say th a t. They w ould be too afra id  to ask the question  an d  exhib it th e ir  ignorance, thus tem p ting  the 
anger o r disapproval of the ir teacher. T h e  strategy w ould be to try  an d  guess w hat the teacher w anted 
to see and  silently provide it, hop ing  to h it on  the correct response.

T h e  activity is defined in  the narrow est possible term s an d  so is the body (the  person). T h e  activity 
is: m oving w ith obedience. A dancer/so ld ier is: one who moves w ith obedience. They im m ediately respond 
to an  instruc tion  an d  there is only ever one correct response. Personal deviations an d  changes w hich 
w ould in terfere w ith the  econom y of p roducing  the activity are held  in  check by the  restric ted  defin ition  
of the body and  the occupation .

T h e  T e a c h i n g  o f  B a l l e t
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Dancers should be seen and not heard

By restric ting  the verbal capacity  th ro u g h  this no tion  of discipline (no t ta lk ing  in  class) an d  th rough  
the sim ple idea th a t m oving an d  ta lk ing  (th ink ing) are m u tua lly  exclusive, dancers rarely get the chance 
to use the ir tongues an d  speak th e ir  m inds. I t is very d ifficu lt to o rder an d  analyze your though ts if 
you are u n ab le  to verbalize them . T h e  sim ple ac t o f speaking can  clear the m in d  an d  m ake space for 
deductions an d  m en ta l progressions.

H aving been  th ro u g h  this regim e m any teachers are unp rac tised  in  th e  process of analysis. T hey 
do no t have the tools o f experience to begin  to analyze w hat they are doing. M any of them , I ’m  sure, 
w ould n o t even see it as an  op tion  or a need. T here  is an  end u rin g  naivety ab o u t them  w hich perpe tuates 
the  system.

T h e  B od y is the Tool
D ance tra in in g  m ethods in  general encourage a learn ing  process in  w hich dancers take little responsibility 
for th e ir  own education . T hey continually  h an d  over the ir bodies an d  the ir m inds to those who occupy 
positions of authority . T h e  body is the tool of the  choreographer. T h e  m in d  is narrow ly defined as ‘the 
will’. T h e  will drives the body, an d  is separate  from  it. T h e  separation  of m in d  an d  body produces 
a kinesthesia w hich is restric ted  an d  contained . Since the m ind  is no  longer ‘in’ the body, sensation 
an d  percep tion  are seriously affected.

. . . dancers are taught not to participate in the creative process. They empty themselves out 
and allow the choreographer to fill them up. “In ballet, the dancer isn’t really a creator,” explains 
former Boston ballet dancer Rachel Isadora Maiorano, . . . “You’re there to dance, not to think 
or suggest, but just to focus. The difference between the dancer and other artists is that in dance, 
you don’t use your experience. You can get by being a superb technician and being entirely 
unthoughtful.”®

MIRRORS, VISIONS, SURVEILLANCE

A nother m ajo r sim ilarity  betw een dancers an d  soldiers is th a t th e ir  respective disciplines o rder the ir 
bodies to be viewed. A nd conversely, they are viewed in  o rder th a t the ir bodies can  be disciplined.

D ancers an d  soldiers are always being  observed. It is taken  for g ran ted  th a t no  learn ing  takes place 
unless the  instruc to r is present an d  w atching. T h e  p artic ip an ts  are ‘h e ld ’ in  th e ir  places no t only by 
the rig id  set of physical moves w hich they m ust perform , b u t by the close observation from  th e ir  in s tru c ­
tors. T h e  instrum ents of power are physical conform ity an d  visual availability.

T h e  loss of personal power w hich is inheren t in  the event of being  constantly  observed holds the 
whole netw ork together — the dancers constantly  surveying themselves, the surveyors scrutin izing the ir 
studen ts an d  being in  tu rn  surveyed by the ir supervisors. T h e  m echanism s of power involved here, M ichel 
F oucault addresses in  deta il in  Discipline & Punish. Speaking of labourers in  factories an d  students 
in  academ ic institu tions, he says.

Thanks to the techniques of surveillance, the ‘physics’ of power, the hold over the body, operate 
according to laws of optics and mechanics, . . . without recourse, in principle at least, to excess, 
force or violence. It is a power that seems all the less ‘corporal’ in that it is more subtly ‘physical’.

Econom y of surveillance is increased if people are tra in ed  to in ternalize the surveyor. U nlike soldiers, 
dancers use m irrors for this purpose an d  it is this factor alone w hich can  disguise the fact th a t balle t 
tra in in g  is every b it as a u th o rita r ia n  as m ilita ry  tra in ing . In  the absence of a teacher the m irro r can  
substitu te  m ore th a n  adequately, however the two are rarely  separated . D ancers use the m irro r to m onito r

9. S. Gordon, op. cit., p. 107.

10. M. Foucault, op. cit., p, 177.
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themselves an d  so actively partic ipa te  in  the control and  m anagem ent of the ir own bodies. A nd as Suzanne 
G ordon says, it is m ost often a pain fu l experience—

To study and correct themselves, the dancers gaze intently at their image in the mirrors that 
surround them. From an early age, they have developed a scrupulous dependence upon these 
mirrors, an indispensable feature of any ballet studio. An almost painful fascination, this scrutiny 
is hardly narcissistic because it holds so little pleasure.

M irrors in  a ballet studio  are supposedly there as teach ing  tools. However, m any  teachers don’t consider 
the  fact th a t they have the choice of using them  or no t using them . T h ere  is a silent u nderstand ing  
th a t they are obligatory. B allet dancers rely on the  reflected im age to let them  know w hether they are 
executing the technique correctly. M irrors do no t lie, or so they say, an d  they are constan t rem inders 
of a s tu d en t’s shortcom ings. D ancers then  develop all k inds of m inu te  ad justm ents an d  com pensations 
to play the  gam e of m an ip u la tin g  the im age.

T h e  ap p a ren t objectivity an d  distance w hich a m irro r provides to the  s tuden t em phasizes the no tion  
of dancers as beings ‘to be seen’ ra th e r  th a n  beings to be experienced. I t sets u p  a distance between 
them  and  the ir reflected im age w hich parallels the distance betw een them  an d  th e ir  audience. Finally, 
it restricts the ir own experience of themselves to th a t of sights o r visions.

T h e  T e a c h i n g  o f  B a l l e t

In  W estern cu ltu re  there  is little acknow ledgem ent th a t the tra in in g  of the  body is also the tra in ing  
of the m ind  an d  spirit. D ance is conveniently seen as a purely  bodily  activity. B allet, being  the  epitom e 
of w hat is considered to be dance, supports an d  builds on  this no tion  by teach ing  a concept of the 
separation  of m ind  an d  body.

I t is im p o rtan t th a t an  alternative tra in in g  is offered to offset this view. T here  is a need  for a dance 
tra in in g  w hich takes in to  accoun t the whole person no t ju st th e ir  physical presence. Any defin ition  of 
dancing  w ould have to include freedom  for the  intelligence an d  the  sp irit b u t it is rare  in  dancers who 
are technically  very com petent.

B alle t’s influence on the dance w orld is subtle and  p ro found  an d  u n til recently  has been  beyond 
reproof. As a m odern  dancer I am  concerned  to find  m any  aspects of b a lle t’s tra in in g  m ethod  being 
used in  the  tra in in g  of m odern  dancers. T h e  basic tenets of balle t are no t com patib le  w ith those of 
the m odern  trad itio n  (especially the  post-m odern) an d  it does seem th a t those who p lace themselves 
w ithin the m odern  stream , should  realise the kinds of borrow ings an d  com prom ises w hich have taken 
place. If  teachers an d  choreographers are aw are an d  clear abou t w here they stan d  in  re la tion  to these 
two traditions, dancers can  th en  m ake in form ed choices ab o u t th e ir  w orking lives.

11. S. Gordon, op. cit., pp. 25-26.
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S A L L Y  G A R D N E R

P O S T C R I P T  O N  
D A N C E  T R A I N I N G

I .

It is becom ing  increasingly difficult to take the body for g ran ted . C ontem porary  theories, m any  of them  
articu la ted  w ith in  or in fluenced  by the in te llectual trad itio n  in itia ted  by fem inism , have begun  to u n ­
cover the processes by w hich bodies ‘becom e in tegral to the operations of pow er’. ̂  I t is no  longer possible 
to speak of a ‘n eu tra l o r “n a tu ra l” body — only (of) form s of the body p roduced  w ith in  p a rticu la r  socio- 
historical contexts’.^ However, despite the theoretical developm ents, it is tru e  th a t the processes of fo r­
m ation  of p a rticu la r  bodies in  dance has un til relatively recently  rem ained  largely unscrutin ised .

W h a t does to become a dancer m ean  in  practice? T h e  articles in  this m agazine pursue this question 
in  term s of the way power is exercised in  the m ak ing  of dancers an d  also in  term s of the kinds of m eanings 
th a t can  be generated  th rough  an d  as a result of these processes.

In  this cu ltu re  one m erits the title  dancer above all by acqu iring  a technique — a way of moving, 
a set of skills th a t is codified, recognisable an d  approved. O f course this is tru e  also in  o the r cultures, 
such as in  Ind ia  or Bali. T here, however, the  dances an d  the ir dancers are em bedded  in philosophical 
an d  religious trad itions th a t are thousands of years old. T h e  role of th e  dance is to affirm  these traditions, 
a lbeit perhaps by giving them  a con tem porary  relevance. In  the West, however, there is an  assum ption 
th a t the dancer, tra in ed  by defin ition , is capab le  of expressing w hatever sh e /h e  or the choreographer 
m ay w ant to com m unicate an d  is in  some sense freer or has a g rea ter range of expressive possibilities 
th an , say, an  u n tra in ed  person. It is against this assum ption th a t the effectiveness or ac tu a l outcom e 
of dance tra in in g  m ust be assessed.

T h e  acqu iring  of a technique, the substance of m ost dance tra in ing , can  be th o u g h t of as a process 
of inscrip tion  whereby, am ong o ther things, the body adopts an d  transm its th rough  m oving in  defined 
ways, a set of values. A t the sam e tim e as certa in  values are inscribed so o ther possible com m unications 
are silenced or repressed. In  balle t an d  in  con tem porary  dance, even though  the la tte r  often refers back 
to the once liberatory  form s of m odern  dance, tra in ing  encourages subjection  to an  o rder o r discipline 
whose function  is to contain  w ithin a strict decorum  the individual’s teem ing and  idiosyncratic corporeality.

II.

N otw ithstanding  these deep, subtle an d  sophisticated  plays of power on an d  a ro u n d  the body, it is well 
to rem em ber th a t there (still) exists w ith in  the in stitu tion  of dance an d  particu la rly  w ith in  some dance 
institu tions a m ore crass an d  overt k ind  of dom ination . R ecent events a t the V ictorian  College of the
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Arts b ear witness to this. Last year alm ost h a lf  the  students in  the School of Dance^ were failed following 
a la te  and  a rb itra ry  change in assessment procedures. These procedures, instigated  w ithout w arning 
a t the end  of the year, h ad  the effect of a bias in favour of classical dance an d  perform ance'^, d isadvan­
taging students whose strengths lay elsewhere or even students whose personal progress and  p artic ip a tio n  
m ay have been exem plary an d  who m ay have a tta in ed  h igh  m arks in  previous years.

T h e  then  D ean of the School^ m a in ta in ed  th a t the procedures h ad  becom e necessary because, due 
to a lack of continu ity  of staffing, full a tten d an ce  an d  progress records in  classical dance h ad  no t been 
kept. However, the occasion of the  School’s own failure here was no t taken, as one m igh t have though t, 
to ind icate a need for discussion an d  questioning of its o rganisation , its aims, its teach ing  standards 
and  practices, no r to raise questions abou t the ethics of the in stitu tion ’s relations w ith its students. R ather 
it becam e the m om ent for an  u n p rinc ip led  an d  contem ptuous exercise of power.

T h e  precise motives for these actions are p robab ly  com plex. T hey  ap p e ar to involve, a t least in  p a rt, 
a reaction  by the School’s leadership  against students perceived to be im pervious to the inscriptions 
of a p a rticu la r technique. T h e  students themselves, however, th rough  these events an d  the ir own subse­
q uen t actions of protest® will a t least have becom e clearer abou t the po litical n a tu re  of the tra in ing  
process they have chosen to pursue.

These events are ou tlined  here no t only because, locally, the operations of power m ake it d ifficult 
to conceive of where else they m igh t com e u n d er public  scrutiny, b u t also because they are a rem inder 
of an  im m ediate and  u rgen t d im ension to the subject of bodies an d  power.

P o s t s c r i p t  o n  D a n c e  T r a i n i n g

1. see Philippa Rothfield, Habeas Corpus: Feminism, Discourse and the Body, in this issue.

2. ibid.

3. The Victorian College of the Arts is a College of Advanced Education. The School of Dance offers degree and diploma 
courses in Performance (classical and modern), Notation, Choreography and Teaching Studies.

4. In classical dance and character dance the entire year’s work was assessed on a one and a half hour examination — a practical 
class executed before a panel consisting of examiners from both outside the college (including members of the Australian 
Ballet Company) and from within it (teachers and the Dean). However, the standard, publicised assessment criteria for all 
practical subjects require an assessment in which half the student’s mark should derive from an examination and half from 
a mark for attendance, participation and progress throughout the year. As regards the assessment criteria for the examination 
and guidelines for assigning an A,B,C,D, or Fail, the Dean himself admitted never having seen them. The College administra­
tion must take some responsibility here for failing to adequately educate and inform its appointee,a dancer, on the ethics, 
rules and protocol of running a tertiary institution.

5. the ‘interim Dean, appointed to head the School during the (lengthy) period when selection procedures to fill the position 
left vacant by the departure of Anne Woolliams were taking place.

6. The students’ well organised and sustained protest has now resulted in a compromise settlement with all students being 
given a pass in classical dance and being able to proceed to the next year or to graduate, albeit without proper grading.

51





S U S I E  F R A S E R

LI FE D O E S N ’T S T O P  
I T  J U S T  C H A N G E S  S H A P E

D A N C I N G  O U T  OF  
C O N F I N E M E N T

P r e g n a n c y ,  b i r t h  a n d  d a n c i n g :  
a c o n v e r s a t i o n .

For the performer in theatre or dance, pregnancy has histor­
ically been regarded as a calamity — an event capable 
of ruining a woman’s career or, at the very least, leading 
to a lengthy rest’. It was something to be feared, suppressed 
or at least disguised for as long as possible if  she wished 
to continue to earn her living as a performer.

After several decades of active feminism, women’s sexu­
ality can no longer be seen as apolitical: the traditional 
role of mother has been reevaluated, and the role women 
performers play in presenting alternative role models has 
been explored in women’s theatre and art practices. We 
now have legislation making it illegal to discriminate against 
the pregnant woman in the workplace, yet these laws are 
rarely relevant in affording any protection to the perform­
ing artist.
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For the d an cer the decision to have a child  is still one w ith far reach ing  ram ifications for her work. 
It also offers the chance to challenge the lingering taboo  of ‘confinem ent’ w hich still renders the rep resen­
ta tio n  of p regnancy in  live perfo rm ance a b lank .

In  the ligh t of these issues I decided  to talk  to Eva Karczag w hen she was in M elbourne last year. 
Eva works w ith  release an d  im provisational techniques; is a certified  teacher of the A lexander Technique; 
was a founding m em ber of Dance Exchange 1976-1979; a dancer with the Trisha Brown Com pany 1979-1985; 
an d  presently  perform s an d  teaches in  NYC an d  th ro u g h o u t the US, E urope an d  A ustralia. In  February  
1987 she becam e a m other. In  Ju n e  1987 Eva toured  A ustralia teach ing  an d  perfo rm ing  in  Sydney and  
M elbourne. Over lunch  one Saturday  in  M elbourne, accom pan ied  by h er four m o n th  old baby  son, 
Bryn, Eva talked w ith friends Ju d e  W alton, R achel Fensham  an d  Susie Fraser. We were in terested  to 
know w hat perspective her years of investigation of the body as a dan cer h a d  given h er to p regnancy 
an d  b irth , an d  how these experiences m igh t link back  in to  h e r work.

I decided  to leave the m ateria l in  its o rig inal form  as a conversation — w ith its m eanderings an d  
breaks. Issues get in te rru p ted , take off in  side shoots an d  re tu rn  to be developed. C onversation is not 
so m uch  ab o u t necessarily having arrived a t conclusions, it is raw er m ore un m ed ia ted  an d  m ore m alleab le 
m a tte r  and , as m o thering  is partly  the a r t of in te rru p tio n  an d  of p icking up, I th ink  the form  is well 
su ited  to the subject m atter. SUSIE FRASER
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‘ i n t o  m y  b o d y  a n d  i n t o  h i m . . . ’

E I enjoyed being  p reg n an t b u t I was really happy  
to get my body back  again.

S D id it really stop feeling like your body?
E No, it ju st felt like my body w ith som eone else 

. . . (laughter). It was qu ite  easy to deal w ith 
because I d idn ’t get very b ig  un til the end.

S A nd do you th ink  th a t was because of the way 
th a t you were w orking w ith your body?

E Yes, I th ink  it was the way I was w orking w ith 
my body and  the way I was eating ; I w ent m a c ­
robiotic. B ut I also th ink  it was the  way I was 
holding myself, m aking room  for him  in my back.

S A nd le tting  h im  go th a t way ra th e r  th a n  . . .
E . . . yes back  and  up  ra th e r  th a n  down and  out!
R D id you work on th a t sense consciously?
E O h yes — and  I would try  and  exchange as m uch  

as I could w ith friends, A lexander friends, so th a t 
I could get as m uch  hands-on  in fo rm ation  going 
in to  my body and  in to  him : because I though t 
th a t he w ould gain . . .

B Cry Cry Cry.
All OOH OOH OOO OOO THERE THERE.

‘ a  f u l l - b e l l i e d  c r e a t u r e ,  
m o v i n g  - a r o u n d  d a n c e ’

J  W h a t abou t dancing  w hen you were p regnan t, 
because you d id  perform ?

E Yes I did, an d  I ta u g h t all the  way th rough . I 
th ink  I stopped a week and  a h a lf  before I 
delivered.

R You were teach ing  A lexander?
E Yes, I also tau g h t a weekend m ovem ent w ork­

shop a t the end  of Ja n u ary  an d  he was bo rn  on 
the 23rd of February. T h a t was a lot because 
I was there all day and  h ad  to deal w ith m any 
people, b u t it was also nice to be m oving. A nd 
perform ing. I perfo rm ed  in  New York w hen I 
was five m onths p reg n an t an d  I perfo rm ed  in 
A m sterdam  w hen I was seven m onths. I enjoyed 
dancing  an d  feeling the differences in  my body. 
W hen I perform ed all my friends who knew th a t 
I was p reg n an t said, “O h yes, we could see’, and  
all the people who d idn ’t know said, ‘O h no, we 
couldn’t see it, you couldn’t tell”. So th a t was k ind  
of interesting.

S D id it change the  way you felt inside your d a n c ­

ing? Your rela tionsh ip  to your dancing?
E T here  was a lot of feeling abou t having the child. 

I felt my sense of m yself expanding , becom ing 
fuller. I’m  sure th a t went into my m ovem ent. Also 
the kinds of m ovem ents th a t cam e up. In  the 
piece I do a whole floor section b u t w ith my b e l­
ly I cou ldn’t roll. So th a t section h ad  to change 
completely.

S How d id  it become?
E M uch m ore of a squatting , wide, k ind  of full- 

bellied creature, m oving-around  dance, instead 
of being  able to sm ash into the floor and  ou t 
of the floor. So th a t was a totally d ifferen t sense. 
W hen  I first sta rted  push ing  I . . . the  m oving 
th a t I d id  in  lab o u r was a lot of sem i-squatting  
and  hang ing  off, like the  edge of the tub  was 
a really good place, or we have a p illar th a t I 
could h an g  off, or I w ould d rape  m yself over the 
tab le so th a t my belly h u n g  off. Just to be resting 
there was helpful, for my belly just to hang. T hen  
w hen I s ta rted  pushing, I s ta rted  squatting , and  
I felt th a t I could be very open an d  th a t gravity 
was help ing  me. B ut then  the  m idw ife w anted 
m e to lie on m y side and  w hen I got there . . .  he 
was already ou t some an d  th en  he w ent back 
up, because of the shifting, an d  I h a d  to s ta rt 
again  pushing. I don’t know w hether squa tting  
would have allowed my perineum  to open up  even 
m ore, b u t lying down I h ad  to have an  episioto- 
my, to get h im  th rough  . . . B ut I th ink  if I ever 
have an o th er child  I w ould like to try  it sq u a t­
ting  the whole way.

S You do a lot of those deep squ a ttin g  m ovem ents 
in  your perform ance, do they have th a t k ind  of 
reverberation  for you now?

E N ot so m uch consciously, bu t there’s another piece 
brewing!

R Your pelvis actually reorientates itself during preg­
nancy doesn’t it. How d id  you find  th a t feeling?

E Well m ostly th a t whole area opens and  th a t felt 
really nice. Being u p rig h t was easier and  som e­
tim es w hen I was lying down du rin g  the n igh t 
I ’d feel a pressure. I ’d feel the w eight of h im  so 
m uch  onto  my back, it h u r t me. It alm ost felt 
like the  two arm s of my pelvis were opening  out 
so far th a t my sacrum  was abou t to d rop  th rough. 
W orking w ith one of my A lexander friends, she 
kep t saying, ‘W h a t I w ant to do is to push your 
sacrum  in’, w hich is no t w hat you w ould usually 
w ant to do . . .

S So it was alm ost an  insecure feeling th a t it could
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go too far?
E Yes, b u t then  I h ad  to very consciously im age the 

support th a t I was getting  from  the two halves 
of my pelvis an d  the suppo rt of the sacrum  in 
a t the back. N ot the o ther way round .

R A nd if you could do it perhaps you could  also 
th ink  it in  reverse while giving b irth?

E I don’t know th a t during  the b irth  I was very cons­
cious of w orking on anything. It felt m ore to m e 
like I was following rhythm s, th a t the  b ir th  itself 
took over. A nd sounds cam e out, w hich was very 
exciting, and  it m ade  the tim e, because I h ad  
a twenty-two h ou r labour, w hich seems like a long 
time, b u t du ring  the course of it d idn’t seem long, 
except righ t tow ard the end , ju st before tran s i­
tion, I felt like I d idn ’t know w here to go. U p 
till then  it was alm ost like following a th rea d  and  
it ju st k ind  of led m e th rough . B ut the sounds 
were very p rim al. T hey  rem inded  m e of being 
very m uch  like chants o r they seem ed to be real 
songs, having rhythm s an d  melodies, and  I know 
different am ounts of p a in  created  different 
intensities.

S D id it feel like dancing  a t any point?
E O h yes, the o ther am azing th ing  was the changes 

of energy. A t one po in t it w ould be mellow, and  
then  there was so m uch  power b eh ind  the m ov­
ing and  the  sound, it was alm ost scary. I kept 
th ink ing  a t times, I hope I can  rem em ber some 
of these states because they could be really ex­
trao rd inary  as perform ance.

R  Do you th ink  you do rem em ber them ?
E Well I don’t rem em ber the pain .
R  T h a t’s righ t, you don’t rem em ber the pain , b e ­

cause it is so totally of th a t m om ent an d  it is so 
total. I t ’s like your whole body is engaged.

E I th ink  also th a t p a in  is no t som ething th a t we 
consciously rem em ber. I th ink  the  m em ory of 
p leasure stays w ith us longer. T h ere’s som ething 
very seductive abou t the whole experience, i t ’s 
totality, ju st the changes, the  fullness one feels, 
the . . .

J  Is it sensual?
E O h definitely. O h yes, extremely. I felt extrem ely 

sensual an d  sexual while I was p regnan t.
R Yes, I did  too. I really d id  like being p regnan t. 

It is very erotic.
E I loved my body, I loved the shape of it, the 

changes, feeling round , an d  my breasts filling 
ou t and  my belly filling out.

R  A nd there’s the  d ifferen t — the change in  your 
m ind , so th a t he m ind  actually  relates to rhy thm

and  flow differently. I t d id  for me.
E I becam e a lot m ore mellow. I slowed down a 

lot. I cou ldn’t rush .

‘t h e r e ’ s a n  i d e a  t h a t  
a p r e g n a n t  w o m a n  I s  n o t  
a f u n c t i o n i n g  w o m a n . . . ’

S So it m ust have been curious perform ing . I don’t 
know how hyped u p  you usually  get before a p e r ­
form ance. Is it usually p receded  by some anxiety 
an d  rush?

E O h, sure, I get my nervousness an d  my jitters 
and  my ad ren alin  rush  an d  fear of failing.

S Was th a t p u t in to  a slightly d ifferen t perspective 
by feeling these d ifferent things? I im agine th a t 
to be perform ing whilst p regnant, you would have 
a very in teresting  double focus.

E Well, I th ink  it was exciting, also because there’s 
an  idea th a t a p reg n an t w om an is somehow not 
a function ing  w om an. So I found  it very exciting 
to work righ t th rough .

S It seems quite anarchistic ally subversive perfo rm ­
ing p reg n an t and  people no t knowing; there’s 
som eth ing  qu ite  delicious ab o u t people taking 
you to be the  sam e as you were, an d  you know ing

E . . . yes, m e know ing th a t I was d ifferent. A ctu ­
ally, one th ing  th a t people said was th a t there 
was a d ifferen t k ind  of sensuality to my m oving, 
a softness th a t I th ink  could  have com e from  b e ­
ing p regnan t. B ut I th ink  th a t once it was visible 
then  it was really nice to be perfo rm ing  — know ­
ing th a t people knew an d  could see, an d  th a t 
I could  move. A nd one of the things people said 
afterw ards was th a t it was incred ib le to see bow 
light I could  be w ith this b ig  belly an d  th a t it 
d idn ’t really m atter. It d idn ’t really weigh m e 
down an d  m ake m e im m obile. A nd w hat was 
nice was th a t I felt he gave m e energy. For in ­
stance, w hen I was teach ing , do ing  A lexander 
work w ith people, I felt th a t my h ands were m ore 
vital an d  v ib ran t. T here  was m ore energy, m ore 
h ea t com ing ou t of them , and  it alm ost felt as 
if  he was supplying me, an d  th a t felt very nice. 
A nd people actually  said th a t my hands were 
d ifferent. My teach ing  changed.
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‘ I  m e a n  d o  f a i r i e s  c o p u l a t e ?  
d o  a n g e l s . . . ? ’

S We never see p reg n an t w om en on the stage, in 
th ea tre  or dance, or any a r t form  in the western 
trad itio n , do we? Do you know of w om en who 
have perfo rm ed  pregnant?

R  M eredith  Rogers d id  last year in  R unning Up a 
Dress, w hich was g rea t, b u t she dressed in  a way 
to disguise it.

S W h a t ab o u t o the r dancers?
E T here’s been a couple of w om en in  New York who 

perfo rm ed  p reg n an t b u t I don’t th ink  they were 
too public . T hey  were sm all down-town perfo r­
m ances. B ut i t’s a p ity  because I find  the p reg ­
n a n t w om an’s shape so beau tifu l.

S I suppose th a t’s connected  to the way dance is 
usually though t of as being  extrem ely ath letic  . . .

J  . . .  as well as athletic i t ’s th a t im age of the dancer, 
you know, w ithout breasts, w ithout b um , w ithout 
belly. You’re no t even supposed to be a w om an 
really to be a dancer.

E No, well i t’s unden iab le  really — w hen you’re 
p reg n an t you’re a double woman!

S I still th ink  it’s curious though , you th ink  how 
m any ballets are abou t rom antic  love.

J  T h a t they’re n o t m ore voluptuous?
S Well th a t i t ’s all one stage of a sexual re la tio n ­

ship, the outcom e of th a t rom antic  love m ay be 
pregnancy  an d  th a t is never portrayed.

E Well sex is sem i-taboo.
J  Also w om en dancers are expected  to rem ain  pre- 

pubescent in  the ir im age in  o rder to enhance the 
voyeurism an d  fantasy of bo th  the m ale an d  fe­
m ale viewer, b u t for d ifferen t reasons.

E I th ink  th a t there is so m uch  fantasy bu ilt up  
in  term s of the whole th ing , I m ean  do fairies 
copulate? do angels copulate? do Swan M aidens?

S B ut you can  have The R ite o f  Spring.
E T h a t caused a real furore because there was m ore 

sexuality p resent th a n  in  anyth ing  before th a t. 
B ut also w hat is in teresting  is th a t if  you see p h o ­
tographs or draw ings of balle t dancers from  the 
n in e teen th  century, they are round , they are not 
boyish.

J  Yes, in  the visual arts of th a t period  the im age 
of w om an an d  w hat was considered seductive in 
draw ing or p a in tin g  was round , very full.

S T h ere  is an  assum ption in  ou r society th a t round  
bodies can ’t be graceful; yet often w hen you see 
a large person m oving, there is such precision

an d  lightness it can  be qu ite fascinating  to watch.
E O h yes.
J  E lephants are like th a t, we have this w hole im age 

of them  as clum py b u t they are so delicate abou t 
the way they place th e ir  w eight down.

E I saw a film  of elephants, they were ro lling  in 
the m ud , an d  there was such sensuality, it was 
incredible to see these huge an im als just . . . O h 
it was beau tifu l. O ften  w hen I w ork on people 
one of the things I keep saying is th a t the body 
is ro u n d  — it is th ree d im ensional. We see o u r­
selves as being two d im ensional an d  m uch  fla tter 
th a n  we are. I know one of the m ost intense ex­
periences I can  have is of filling ou t, of becom ing 
m ore spacious internally.

S How ab o u t choreograph ing  a piece for p reg n an t 
wom en, funded  by, say, the B icen tennial W om ­
en’s Fund? (laugh ter) No, seriously.

E I don ’t know if th a t w ould be of in terest to m e 
because then  you would be im posing. I th ink  
th a t a p regan t w om an should  be able to do the 
things she does, an d  th a t o the r people do and  
th a t o the r w om en do, w ithout being seen as a 
‘special case’. I know th a t if  I m ake a piece th a t 
has its origins in  my feelings ab o u t being  p reg ­
n an t, o r having a child , I would no t w ant th a t 
to be too b la tan tly  obvious because it would p ro b ­
ably be m ore in teresting  . . .

S . . .  if  those things in form ed the work.
E . . . yes, ra th e r  th a n  ‘this is my piece abou t p reg ­

nancy’. W ell, I th ink  th a t m aybe w om en are 
forced in to  having to m ake those sta tem ents b e ­
cause it is no t allowed to be expressed so m uch .

J  I th ink  th a t w ith M ary Kelly’s Post Partum Docu­
m ent, the em phasis she was p lacing  was to in ­
clude it as a work of a rt, as a p a r t  of life and  
therefore as a topic th a t could  be realized in  art.

S I t’s ju st th a t it usually doesn’t get into the public 
dom ain  a t all.

E A nd also th a t she chose an  area — I m ean , who 
w ould usually choose the babies napp ies — th a t 
was interesting.

S T h e  stains on the nappy  liners fram ed.
E In  a way, th a t is the first tang ib le th ing  th a t a 

baby  creates, too.
S Very tangible.
E I take Bryn along w hen I teach, carry ing  him  

along in  the snuggly, an d  I th ink  th a t N an  used 
to teach w ith M ark s trapped  on h er hack 
sometim es.

R  Life doesn’t stop, it ju st changes shape.
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J  T he sort of work th a t you do, Eva, w ould be sim ­
pler. I can  see it accom m odating  and  in te g ra t­
ing  a lot m ore th an , say, the  k ind  of work I do.

E Because you teach  in  a college?
J  Yes, the struc tu re  is im posed on you.
S P robably  if Eva was still w ith the  Trisha Brown 

Company it w ould be h a rd e r  to do.
E Yes it w ould be very d ifficult especially now with 

all the tou ring  th a t she’s doing.

H aving your own teach ing  prac tice  has allowed 
you to create your own term s.
Yes, up  to a po in t — I teach when I need to teach. 
Valda Setterfield used to tou r w ith her son, when 
he was qu ite  sm all. H e’s there on a lot of the 
pho tographs — so I th ink  i t ’s possible. T h ere  are 
a n u m b er of o ther dancers in  N.Y. now who have 
recently  h ad  ch ild ren , an d  they’re con tinu ing  to 
work and  dance an d  to u r — I th ink  it is possible.
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Theatre of The Ordinary: l-r Andrew Marrish, Lynden Nicholls, Lynne Santos.
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A N N  T R E G E A R

I N T E R V I E W  L Y N D E N  N I C H O L E S  
OE T H E A T R E  OE T HE  

O R D I N A R Y

From a very early age Lynden Nicholls had a conviction 
that she was going to be a dancer She attended ballets 
and pantomimes and saw The Sleeping Beauty when she 
was six. Both the dance and theatrical elements of the per­
formances excited her. She began ballet at age seven and 
loved it so much that she knew what she was going to do 
and be. As a consequence of this early commitment she 
has always known what to do with her life.

Dancing not only provided Lynden with an activity and 
a future, it also created a place within her own family where 
she could achieve and enjoy without talking. There was 
always her and her dance, a hide-out and a best friend. 
It took a number of years of performing with ToTO before 
Lynden was able to use verbal material because for so long 
dancing had been a non-verbal retreat. The ToTO rehear­
sal process of positive feedback gave her the confidence 
to value her own chattiness. When Lynden was pregnant 
and ordered not to dance she actually enjoyed writing down 
her experiences. The result of this experience was Preg­
nant Ponders, a performance which was all talk and no 
movement.
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A N N  TREGEAR: W hen was ToTO form ed?
LYNDEN NICHOLES: W hen  A1 (W under) cam e from  the States in  1982 I organised twelve people to 
work together w ith a perfo rm ance a t the end . A1 wrote to m e saying th a t he w anted  people who could 
sing, people who could  dance, people who could  act an d  people who could  play m usic. A1 h a d  been 
Terry S endgrafs (the  trapeze person) teacher. A l’s connection  w ith A ustralia cam e th rough  Bob Beswick, 
Terry an d  me. Bob an d  A1 were best buddies a t Nikolais. Bob h a d  been  to A ustralia in  the early  seventies. 
H e was a real in sp ira tion  to me, physically w onderful w ith long grey hair. It was the first tim e I d  seen 
a d ancer w ith an  undancerly  figure. I th o u g h t ‘Isn’t this g rea t, you don’t have to be the balletic im age.’ 
His techn ique wasn’t rig h t o r w rong. I suddenly realised th a t there were o ther ways of m oving th a t 
weren’t balle t an d  w eren’t M argaret (Lasica). T h e  first show Pedestrian Crossing, a t Rosina H all was 
a g rea t success. People who cam e to see it loved it an d  we all found  it a g rea t experience. It wasn’t 
totally  im provised, it was really a series of connected  vignettes, very scored. B ut there was som e singing 
in  it an d  some ta lk ing  an d  m ovem ent.

W hen you say scored you mean a certain structure was set up or certain instructions given?

T h ere  were very strong  structures set u p  — the opening  of the show was K aren B ond an d  me. K aren 
was sitting  in  a chair, I was sitting  on a case an d  we were im provising w riting  letters to each  o ther 
ou t aloud . W h a t we said we m ade  up  on the spot each  tim e b u t we knew th a t we were going to be 
a lte rn a tin g  w hat we were saying an d  we knew w hat cam e next. O u t o f th a t show a n u m b e r of people 
s ta rted  w orking together, im provising together. We d id  a couple of perform ances an d  th a t was ToTO. 
A1 an d  I d id  a couple of due t shows. In  1985 we s ta rted  perfo rm ance workshops. T here  are now six 
of us w orking together an d  we work together four tim es a week.

You are quite an accomplished person, you have quite a lot o f  skills.

Ten years balle t an d  ten  years contem porary. I ’ve been  dancing  twenty seven years w hich is a long time. 

How does your technical background mesh with the work you are doing?

Because I have th a t background  it would be m ore likely to be the tool th a t I use th rough  im provising. 
I tend  to com m unicate physically. If  I h ad  a d ram a background  I m igh t perhaps slip in to  characters 
m ore easily, create m ore d ram a tic  contexts, ju st because th a t would be p a r t of my background , my 
m ateria l an d  my skills, m y know-how. I th ink  clarity  o f expression is really im p o rta n t an d  if I h ad  no 
skill it w ould be m uch  h ard e r for me. I ’d probab ly  focus on a p a rticu la r  field, physical skills, m oving, 
dancing , w hatever you w ant to call it, d ram a tic  skills, singing or m usic skills; I th ink  I ’d have to choose 
one of these an d  work a t it really hard .

W hat did you f in d  about ballet and contemporary dance that you needed to move away from ?

I m oved away from  balle t because I was fru stra ted  a t never being  chosen to be the person in  the tu tu  
an d  it daw ned on m e th a t I w ouldn’t be chosen an d  th a t I w ould be a ch a rac ter person. 
I was seeking a way from  techn ique m ore in to  a physicality of th ings an d  falling an d  ru n n in g  really 
tu rn s m e on. Byron Brown was getting  into the body w ithou t any w rong or rig h t an d  I discovered the 
floor, an d  began  to discover how I w anted to move. T h a t was before I discovered how I w anted to move 
by choreography w hich I found  difficult step for step, an d  th a t’s w hat the M odern  D ance Ensem ble did.

Even i f  people tried to choreograph fo r  your body you fe lt that didn’t help you in the way you wanted to move?

In  a way it d id  because I enjoyed perfo rm ing  an d  I always felt th a t I perfo rm ed  th ro u g h  the steps. 
However w orking w ith in  such a technical fram ew ork an d  som eone else’s teach ing  wasn’t my body’s te ch ­
nique. I could  do it an d  I loved do ing it, b u t the m ovem ents w eren’t com ing tru ly  from  m e because 
they d id n ’t com e from  my body.
W ith  Terry Sendgraf an d  Byron Brown I th o u g h t ‘T his is me, I exude in  the floo r’ — I was looking 
for w hat I enjoyed ra th e r  th a n  following w hat som eone else told m e to do. In  the States I d id  lots of
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Just Your Ordinary Crocodile Attack, Lamenting the Moose, and 
now Hedgehog Slice. These are the three names we chose out 
of hundreds in search of the PERFECT title tor each performance 
series we have undertaken in 1986.

Hedgehog Slice has nothing to do with delicious morsels or little 
animals being chopped into slices! ! We are tree to choose virtu­
ally any name for our shows because what we do is TOTALLY 
and absolutely improvised. We do not depend on stories, or sug­
gestions from the audience nor do we use the structure of games 
to present an evening's work. Our interest is to combine our dance, 
music and language skills to create a single piece of spontane­
ous theatre based on our impulses as performers.

So although the performance has no pre-conceived format, our 
rehearsal process involves developing form and continuity from 
personal impulses. This takes us into abstract, character and 
naturalistic modes which intertwine throughout our performances. 
Tonight there will probably be some dancing, a bit of storytel­
ling, maybe even a song or two . . . Content can range from 
true personal material to outrageous lies and fabrications.

Neither the performers nor the audience know what will hap­
pen next.

Theatre of The Ordinary: Programme note

im provisation classes, no righ t o r w rong way, very lightly scored classes and  I was no ting  w hat I d id  enjoy.

Improvisation was your key fo r  developing your own way o f moving. A way o f discovering something  
about the way you move?

Yes and  it also gave m e ways of re la ting  to o ther people m oving.

W hen w orking w ith a p a r tn e r  in  an  im provisationally  s tru c tu red  class I could actually  be d anc ing  w ith 
the person in  the  way they w anted to be m oving a t th a t po in t of tim e. In  a techn ique class we are 
all doing the  sam e m ovem ents o r we are told how to relate. Even in  creative m ovem ent y o u d  m ostly 
be told how to relate. In  an  im provisation class I d  enjoy the sense of feedback from  som eone th rough  
m oving and  it was feedback th a t I could give them  th ro u g h  my m oving too. So it was ju st danc ing  
w ith o ther people th a t gave m e a sense of my own enjoym ent, and  style as well. My teach ing  was im p o rtan t 
here too — if I ’m  try ing to p u t ou t ideas it helps m e know w hat my ideas are or how I stim ulate myself 
to find  in terest in  m ovem ent.

You were always regarded as a very responsive partner.

I ju st love the essence of danc ing  and  I can  always see th a t in  o the r people an d  I can  tu n e  in  to the 
way they’re w orking an d  m oving. I can ’t p u t into words w hat I m ean  — I ju st read  things physically.
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Theatre of The Ordinary: l-r David Wells, Gill Shaw, Al Wunder, Lynden Nicholls, Lynne Santos, Andrew Marrish.

I can  feel w hat I need  to do in  o rder to try an d  jo in  in  w ith others.

Can you clarify that last statement?

I can  feel a n u m b e r of duets. Firstly, a d u e t w ith sim ultaneous solos ie. some awareness of the o ther 
in the overall relationship , basically solos in the sam e space; secondly, two soloists inolved in a single 
event w hich looks hom ogeneous, thirdly, two people doing the sam e th ing. I would go in  betw een all 
th ree an d  be fairly conscious of w hat I was doing. I ’d w ant to sense w hat they were doing an d  how 
m y work re la ted  to theirs.

Is all ToTO’s work fa irly  unstructured?

Yes, though  no t necessarily every perfo rm ance will be w ithout structure.

How do you work in rehearsal?

T here  is so m uch  to work on. A n h o u r by oneself w arm ing up. We’d have talked to each  o ther abou t 
w hat we ideally w anted  to focus on. I feel I haven’t m uch  stam ina therefore m y responsibility would 
be to include some stam ina work. A l’s knees an d  feet are stiff, so he’d focus on th a t. T h en  we work 
w ith p artn e rs  an d  are trying ou t w orking w ith a consistent p a r tn e r  for a ten  week period.

The process you are using to start work — an outsider couldn’t ju st jo in  in?

No. To be a skilled d ancer there’s a certa in  level of skill you have to have u n d e r your belt. To be a 
skilled im proviser is ju st the same. T here’s a body of knowledge w hich is im provising just as the re’s body 
of knowledge w hich is technical skills. We work on th a t body of im provising knowledge.
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W hat sort o f  things?

T hings such as how to grasp on to som ething th a t’s h ap p en in g  for you, w hich we call m a teria l, and  
how to develop th a t m ateria l ra th e r  th a n  le tting  it fly by.

W hat techniques do you use to grasp that material?

T here  are no really h a rd  and  fast rules. I t ’s m ore th rough  repe tition  an d  outside feedback from  having 
others w atch you im provise till you gradually  acknowledge, well, this was some m ateria l for me. T he 
very strong underly ing  th ing  th ro u g h  A l’s an d  my teach ing  an d  ToTO is positive feedback. For instance 
‘I really enjoyed it w hen you spent so long in  the  co rner on  the floor’ ra th e r  th a n  ‘I t was too long for 
m e or it wasn’t developed’. W h a t happens th rough  the positive feedback is th a t you s ta rt to say to yourself 
ab o u t things you enjoyed ‘Yes, I d id  like it an d  it felt good to o thers’. A fter only hearing  good things 
and  w hat others enjoy you begin  to know w hat your m a te ria l is.

Does it happen that you like things and others don’t?

Sometimes. We say getting  a sense of clarity  in  com m unicating  no t like or dislike, they’re the  w rong 
words! O ne w ould like to th ink  th a t the m ore you im provised, differences in  the way you an d  others 
perceive it w ould h ap p en  less an d  less. T hings th a t you felt were really clearly expressed w ould have 
a sense of clarity  for the outside eye, b u t the w atcher m ay have a d ifferen t in te rp re ta tio n  from  you. 
T h a t is fine and  I like th a t — all can  have th e ir  own in te rp re ta tio n  inc lud ing  the  perfo rm er b u t w hat 
you w ant is the  clarity  of p resen ting  som ething. You are always after the feeling of clarity  th ro u g h  w hat 
you are doing and  th a t’s a b it like developing m ateria l.

Do you want to say something more about improxnsation as a body o f knowledge — what techniques you use.

A fter a gu ided  w arm -up, ‘focus on a d ifferen t body p a r t — w hat is the rela tionsh ip  betw een the feet 
an d  the fron t of the chest’, you could  work on th a t body articu la tion . B ut you’d  keep it open  in term s 
of your own style, m ak ing  you aware of your own body an d  articu la tion . ToTO has no ticed  i t’s physical 
con tact work falling  in to  pa tte rn s  and  we are w orking specifically in  rehearsals to expand  the range 
for people being  in physical con tact. For exam ple travelling an d  m oving in  an d  ou t of the floor in 
counter balance. T h e  real base of the  g roup  is m ovem ent skills.

W hat does the ordinary’ mean in Theatre o f  the Ordinary?

W h a t’s b eh ind  it is the  belief th a t you don’t have to be an  ex trao rd inarily  ta len ted  or gifted  sort of 
person to perform . People in  the ir ordinariness are in teresting  an d  th a t can  be perfo rm ab le  m ateria l. 
So i t’s abou t the type of people th a t could perfo rm  an d  the  type of m a te ria l th a t can  be perfo rm ed  
and  th a t people actually  find  in teresting  if it is perform ed.

As opposed to what?

As opposed to creating  a piece of th ea tre  a round  an  issue like say, ap a rth e id . T h e  issue of personal 
relationships w ith in  a house m igh t be just as in teresting; things are perhaps m ore everyday. B ut ToTO 
is no t ju st th a t.

W hat are you showing in your performances?

T h e struc tu re  of the group  of ToTO, the  type of people in  it an d  the  n a tu re  of the  work. We have 
a five year p roject and  are developing the work as we go along. U nderly ing the phrase ‘T h ea tre  of the 
O rd inary ’ is a political sta tem ent. We will always w ant teach ing  to be an  im p o rta n t p a r t  of ToTO. We 
w ant to encourage o ther people to perform , ord inary  people to perform , older people to perform , together 
w ith people w ith dance backgrounds, the m echan ic from  next door — ideally we’d love people like 
th a t to be do ing our workshops.
T h ro u g h  people like th a t perfo rm ing  an d  app rec ia ting  each o th e r’s com m unication  th rough  the ir perfor-
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Theatre of The Ordinary: l-r David Wells, Gill Shaw, Al Wunder.
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L y n d e n N i c h o l l s

Dance is my country. Improvisation, ToTO style, is my adventure 
out into the world. At last my unconscious need not hide amongst 
abstract movements but can exude, burst or pop into my cons­
cious work through various channels of skills and communication.

An adventure treads the unknown. It has an immediacy of per­
ception, of alertness to situations, decision making and accep­
tance. There's an exuberance in improvising that I love to feel 
and express. People responding to themselves and others with 
honesty and clarity.

Theatre of The Ordinary: Programme note

m ance in  the  workshops an d  classes, they’d then  get an  un d erstan d in g  of w hat we were com m unicating  
th rough  our perform ing; i t’s got lots of levels for a com m unity  th e a tre  set-up.

In  terms o f  performance, why your insistence on ordinary when most o f  you are highly trained and  
in the process o f training others, working with a body o f knowledge? Isn’t that ju st anotherform  o f training?

Yes and  yes it is open to anyone b u t you do need  an  in terest an d  belief in  the  work.

Although there is no insistence on physical type, there is an interest by ToTO in very contemporary 
skills o f performance or communication or self-awareness.

ToTO did  and  does w ant this work to be accessible for all to p a rtic ip a te  in  an d  th a t’s why the title 
is im p o rtan t and  the  nam e is also to give a m ulti-sk illed  um bre lla  u n d e r w hich to work. ToTO perfo r­
m ances are by the six people . . . there are a couple of levels of ToTO. Firstly ToTO the perfo rm ance 
group, secondly, people doing classes w ith ToTO for a n u m b er of years.

The skills developed are not ju st improvisatory but come about by the performers close association over 
a num ber o f years.

Yes.

I  see a great deal o f  comic material in ToTO’s work.

A  lot of the work is funny an d  I th ink  th a t’s because it is spontaneous. I f  you do som eth ing  an d  people 
laugh  it spurs you on to follow th a t m ateria l an d  you are getting  d irect feedback from  your audience. 
T here  is a tendency to develop funny or light m ateria l. In  the  last year we as a g roup  have developed 
the skill in  an  evening’s work to contro l the  overall em otional dynam ics of the  perfo rm ance (in  the  first 
perform ances we w ould get h igh — sort of ou t of contro l, an d  so w ould the audience and  it w ould 
get sillier and  th a t w ould be the  show). We now have the confidence to cu t across the funniness if we 
w ant to and  I th ink  th a t’s b e tte r  theatre .

How do you start a performance?

We either decide to en ter from  the audience, o r m ake a separate  en trance. O nce we h ad  a form al sta rt.
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A N N E  T H O M P S O N

D A N C E  IS A N  
E T H I C A L  S T R U G G L E :

A N  I L L U S T R A T E D  T A L E :

Dig deep into black heart, 
black earth.

Dig with stick, 
down, down 

through worms.

Piercing the heart of the matter 
and losing heart
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C H A P T E R  O N E

I a rranged  for friends an d  professional acquain tances to a tten d  a religious ceremony. We walked with 
the others there, a ro u n d  and  around , in a figure of eight. We then  stood back  against the walls of 
the hall as they form ed a series of lines. T hey  robed  themselves an d  burst into song: a cerem ony h ad  
begun . A t some stage I found m yself seated w ith a religious leader an d  some ch ild ren  aro u n d  a low, 
sm all table, in fron t of the altar. We d rank  red  cordial. T here  were cakes an d  b read  and  butter. I felt 
uneasy and  was hesitan t in my actions because I d id  no t know the  protocol.

I stayed beh ind  afterw ards because the religious leader ind icated  th a t he w ould tell m e som e­
th ing  of w hat he knew. S itting  in  the empty, silent space, I w aited. T h e  religious leader cam e an d  sat 
down opposite me. I hea rd  the sound of ru n n in g  footsteps outside the  bu ild ing  an d  becam e frigh tened . 
There was a tapping on the side door. I looked to the religious leader for guidance. “It is your choice,” he said.

I w ent and  opened  the door. A young boy stood there in  disarray. H e explained  w ith urgency 
th a t he h ad  lost an  an im al a friend  h ad  asked him  to m ind , a tawny hare.  ̂ We w ent in  search of the 
hare. We followed the  h are  as it m oved th ro u g h  the undergrow th  a round  the bu ild ing . T h e  boy raced  
after the hare; the h are  d a rte d  away.

I explained to the boy the need for quietness an d  gentleness. I walked to the  h are  and  held 
my arm s open and  extended. T h e  h are  leap t into my arm s. Its w eight shocked me. I exp lained  to the 
boy th a t if, w hen ho ld ing  the  hare, he pan icked  and  clasped tightly, the hare  w ould struggle to be 
free. If he held  the hare  gently, w ith no sense of being its captor, the  hare  w ould stay of its own accord. 
I was no t sure the boy h ad  learned  enough to take the h are  hom e. T h e  boy took the  h are  inside. T he 
boy, the religious leader an d  I, m ade a box ou t of ca rd b o ard  in w hich to keep the hare. T h e  hare 
ju m p ed  a round  the bu ild ing.

A fter the boy h ad  gone, tak ing  the h are  w ith him , the religious leader explained  th a t because 
I h ad  chosen to answer the boy’s call, he no longer h ad  tim e to speak w ith me. “B ut he was calling 
me,” I said. “It was still your choice,” he answered.

Caption: I dreamed this on January 4th, 1987.

1. In a variety of cultures the hare is associated with female energy and is a symbol of the feminine principle.
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C H A P T E R  T W O
In  seeking to know I tu rn  to established structures believing th a t these structures house knowledge. Som e­
tim es this h ab it blinds m e to w hat I do know.

I trace  the th reads of this d ream .

A w om an searches for a know ing of ‘G od’. She goes to w here this knowledge is housed, bo th  
w ith in  a bu ild ing  an d  w ith in  a practice. A n ind iv idual who is invested w ith the pow er of this know ing 
offers to tell her w hat he knows. C an one know  by being  told?
T h e  w om an responds to the needs of a child . T h ro u g h  a ttu n em en t she knows som ething of being  a 
hare. She uses this know ing to assist the child  achieve som eth ing  he has been asked to do.
W h a t is this a ttunem ent?  T h e  only words w hich com e to m in d  are heightened awareness an d  a dissolving 
o f the boundaries o f  self, poor words because overused words.
In  one s ituation  the w om an understands herself to be separate  from  know ing an d  outstide of knowing. 
In  the o ther situation  she understands herself to be connected  to w hat she is seeking to know. She is 
inside knowing.
Poor words w hich say so little. Poor words w hich say too m uch .

W h a t can  w riting  do? W riting  can  allow recognition  of shared  experience. Som eone else’s words 
can  give an  unw orded apprehension , presence of being, give it substance.
W riting  is an  art. D ance is an  art.
A rt could  be a m an ifesta tion  of the fact th a t every th o u g h t evolves a form .

W h a t else can  w riting  do? W riting  can  be used as if  it, in  itself, it housed knowledge. It can 
serve to separate  know ing from  people. It can  m ake people feel outside of knowing.
W riting  is an  a rt. D ance is an  art.
A rt can  p erp e tu a te  certa in  know ing a t the expense of o the r knowing. A rt can  be a m an ifesta tion  of 
the fact th a t form  can  keep certa in  values in place.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

I had hidden and I was afraid.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E
T he choice to stop danc ing  professionally was p rom pted  by my need  to exam ine the rela tionsh ip  between 
femaleness, dance and  theology. Theology is defined as the  ra tiona l analysis of religious faith . I use 
the term  to describe the search for self; m ean ing  the ind iv idual self, the  com m unity  self and  the pervasive 
self in the universe. T his decision was p rec ip ita ted  by the growing realisa tion  th a t I was “no t m yself’ 
and  the work I h ad  created  and  my dancing  were suffering because of this. I h ad  d ifficulty  constructing  
a w orkable iden tity  as a fem ale d an cer and  choreographer whose d anc ing  is m otivated  by a theological 
quest. In  this article I describe some of the obstacles and  pathways I encoun tered  on this quest.

C H A P T E R  F O U R
I no longer found dwelling on m ale  power, partriarchy , dom ina tion  and  power-over useful as a m eans 
of generating  creative action. I was confused abou t how to fully utilise my skills an d  ta lents and  yet 
no t im pede the expression of o thers’ skills an d  talents. In  S tarhaw k’s books. Dreaming The Dark: Magic, 
Sex and Politics, she in troduces the concept of calling fo rth  a power based on a p rincip le different 
from  power-over. She suggests th a t this power is re la ted  to the roo t m ean ing  of the word power, “to 
be able”. It is the power th a t comes from  w ithin.

“T here  are m any nam es for pow er-from -w ithin, none of them  entirely  satisfying. It can  be called 
spirit — b u t th a t nam e im plies th a t it is separate  from  m atter, and  th a t false split is the foundation  
of the institu tions of dom ination . It could be called God — b u t the God of p a tria rch a l religions has 
been the u ltim ate  source an d  repository of power-over. I have called it immanence, . . .  A nd  I have called 
it Goddess. . .  ”^

T his power is released th ro u g h  the body w hen the body is g rounded  an d  uncharacterised  by 
postural fixity. By posture I am  referring  to the body-set or p a tte rn  th a t is the substra ta  of a p a rticu la r 
ind iv idual’s m ovem ent. Such a body state perm its the universal forces ^  gravity, in e rtia  an d  m om entum , 
and  the forces of h u m an  consciousness — though t, feeling and  sensation, to play th rough  the  structu re  
of the body and  the body to accom m odate this play in responsive, dynam ic, life -perpe tuating  ways.

I found  the  following list of the p rincip le characteristics of m ystical experience useful when 
contem plating  the experience of this power-from-within in dance. M ichael Cox defines mystical experiences 
as ‘direct experiences of the Presence of G od’.

i. Ineffability  — an experience w hich is unu tte rab le .
ii. N oetic Q uality  — in te llectual speculation  m otivated  by feeling; states of insight in to  depths 

of tru th  u n p lu m b ed  by the discursive intellect.
iii. Transiency.
iv. Received — m ystical states b rin g  w ith them  the feeling of som eth ing  given.”

M uch experim en tation  in the perfo rm ing  arts has been  p ro m p ted  by the search for im m anence. 
In  an  effort to find  ways of m oving expressive of spirit dancers have always im provised. In itia l experim ents 
in im provisation are often lim ited  to knee-jerk responses to stim uli an d  unfo rm ed  releases of energy 
of various sorts. In  m ovem ent experim en tation  dancers have sought to refine and  tru st a physical in te lli­
gence — the dynam ic in terp lay  betw een awareness, stim ulus an d  action . To do this, m any  dancers tra in  
in  techniques w hich b rin g  to consciousness, the  activity of the percep tua l systems, inc lud ing  the propri-

2. Starhawk, Dreaming The Dark: Magic, Sex and Politics. Page 4. Beacon Press, 1982.

3. Michael Cox, A Handbook of Christian Mysticism: An Introduction To The Christian Mystical Tradition, Pages 24-26, 
Aquarian Press, 1986.
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oceptive system. A legacy of this tra in in g  has been  the acknow ledgem ent of the physiological basis of 
though t. T h e  no tion  of self as m in d  an d  body becom es an  anachronism  in the lived experience of the 
felt im age of m ovem ent, particu la rly  the construction  of the m in d  as the force of intelligence an d  the 
body as the m a tte r  w hich houses this m ind  an d  asserts itself in  uncom fortab ly  anim alistic (stup id , by 
im plication) ways.

Exam ples of these techniques are A lexander, Feldenkrais an d  Ideokinesis. These systems are 
processes ra th e r  th a n  dance languages. T hey  involve p a rticu la r  ways of th ink ing /m oving  w hich serve 
to free h ab itu a l (unaw are) postural fixity. Posture is the energy p a tte rn , neurom uscu lar p a tte rn in g  w hich 
constantly  characterises the form  an d  presence of an  ind iv idual. T h e  self w hich is the m in d /b o d y /sp ir it 
is valued for its capacity  to change an d  respond  w ith situational intelligence. Such intelligence requires 
the discipline of rem ain ing  aware so th a t a t no tim e one com m its to m ovem ent (w hether shiftings w ithin 
the body or m ovem ent th rough  space) th a t is destructive to the m ain tenance  of the  functional in teg ration  
of self.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3
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C H A P T E R  F I V E
H o w  can immanence be realised in dance performance?
Dance as spoken, sung and heard c .f . Dance as w ritten, drawn and read.

In  Susan Foster’s book Reading Dancing, the term s ‘read in g ’ an d  ‘w riting ’ are used as m etaphors for 
in te rp re ting  dance. T his choice draws upon  con tem porary  discussions of these term s in  literary  and  
cu ltu ra l criticism . Foster cites the  works of R oland B arthes, M ichel F oucault an d  H aydn W hite. Borrow ­
ing from  the ideas in  currency in  con tem porary  semiotics, she asserts th a t no  dance style is expressive 
of the n a tu ra l body because the body canno t be considered n a tu ra l, b u t m ust be understood  as organised, 
s tructu red , defined an d  represen ted  in  p a rticu la r  ways w ith p a rticu la r  social m eanings. T h e  body canno t 
serve as an  in strum en t for expressing intrinsic correspondences betw een m ovem ent an d  h u m an  feeling 
although  for m uch  of the  tw entieth  century, A m erican  concert dance has been viewed as the n a tu ra l 
and  spontaneous p ro d u ct of the  cho reog rapher’s insp ira tion  whose m ean in g  is conveyed w ith p rim ord ia l 
directness to its viewers.

Foster articu la tes how dances opera te  g ram m atically  as a series of syntactic procedures for 
m a n ip u la tin g  a vocabulary. T his vocabulary  m ay be as specific as th e  lexicon of moves of balle t and  
m any types of folk dance, o r m ay be defined by a generating  princip le  as in  the m o d ern  dance trad itio n  
i.e. a G raham  princip le is the organic sequencing of m ovem ent th ro u g h  the body. P rinciples inform  
the selection and  com bination  of the vocabulary  of a p a rticu la r  dance style. T h e  basic syntactic choices, 
once m ovem ent phrases are established, are repe tition  an d  varia tion . C on tem porary  choreographers 
have experim ented  w ith chance procedures, the conversion of m a th em atica l equations and  gam e stru c ­
tures into tem plates for dance sequences an d  varia tion  of the spatia l, tem poral o r tensile p roperties 
of a move or phrase. In  her book Foster proposes a set of conventions by w hich choreographers and  
viewers of dance m ake dance legible.

It is clear th a t any com m unication  using a language is no t a straigh tfo rw ard  transaction , is 
no t m orse code transm ission. Any dance piece elicits a range of responses. Given this, I propose th a t 
it is useful to consider dance in  perfo rm ance as a spoken, sung language ra th e r  th a n  as a w ritten , draw n 
language. C onsidering dance as an  oral language invests dance as an  a r t w ith the  power of living la n ­
guages opera ting  in  specific contexts to allow com m unication  of the h u m a n  condition  w ith in  those con ­
texts. T h e  spoken is no t severed from  the speaker.

D ance perfo rm ance can  be understood  as, a t least, a social occasion an d  at m ost, a com m unal 
occasion. For the realisa tion  of im m anence to be recognised an d  app rec ia ted  the occasion of the dance 
perfo rm ance m ust perm it p a rtic ip a tio n  of the audience’s consciousness.

O ften  dance is dished up  as a visual spectacle to be consum ed fron t on. T his spatia l relationship  
is accepted  as the no rm al way to witness dance. T h e  im plica tion  of this rela tionsh ip  is th a t dance is 
p ic torial s ta tem ent. T h e  presen tation  of dance as p ic torial sta tem en t separates the  dancer/s  from  the 
audience. It creates the form al relationship, viewer and  viewed. T his separation  divorces the audience 
from  the carnal, m orta l presence of the d an c er’s body and  the possibility of experiencing a shared  hum an­
ity w ith the dancer.

It also places the m ovem ent experience of the audience outside of the dance language being 
presented, creating  significance by asserting difference. D ance language is presen ted  as m ovem ent re ­
fined beyond the  capabilities of the viewer, except in  some post-m odern  dance or folk dance perfo r­
m ances. T h e  idealisation  of the h u m a n  body in  certa in  kinds of action  and  the p resen ta tion  of m ovem ent 
as if dance h ad  m ore inheren t m ean ing  th a n  everyday body language perpe tua tes the tendency in our 
society to perceive one’s own body as separate  from  self, im perfect, in a rticu la te  an d  best ignored.

T his self-forgetting is reinforced by the fact th a t dance perfo rm ance functions as a m ovem ent 
sta tem ent by one (or few) to others who are still and  silent. D ance perform ance, as a rule, insists on 
the bodily confinem ent of the audience. T h en  the still m any  pay the one (or few) to dance. T h e  m ute 
m any pay the one (or few) to speak, to sing. W h a t conditions allow the m u te  m any  to h ear w hat is 
being spoken? Do they need  to be fam iliar w ith the  dance language being  used? Do they need  to be
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physically fluen t in  the dance language being  used? W h a t are the responsibilities of the d an cer and  
the choreographer in  this process of speaking to, speaking in fro n t  o/? How are they im plica ted  in  the 
process of cu ltu ra l rejection  of the body as self, as ageing, w eathered, flesh an d  bone self? How are 
we im plicated  in  the A ustralian  tendency to equa te  virility an d  power w ith youth , agility, suppleness 
o f lim b, physical prowess an d  the seem ing ability  to conquer space an d  time?

W hen  dance is p resented  as a visual display of bodies in  m otion  unaffected  by the audience’s 
consciousness, th e ir  perceptions of dance are often lim ited  an d  defined by the following constructions 
of the body in  our society — the body as a m ach ine fuelled by m uscle power, certa in  kinds of bodies 
as objects of aesthetic beauty, an d  the  physical form  of the body as the only site of sexual attractiveness. 
These constructions are in  evidence an d  p erp e tu a te d  in  som e dance criticism  an d  som e dance advertise­
m ents. T h e  pleasure derived from  w itnessing dance then  becom es synonymous w ith  the en terta in m en t 
provided by ath letic  prowess (exem plified in  gravity defiance an d  m uscu lar defin ition), classical beau ty  
an d  form alized im ages of phallocen tric  eroticism .

In  discussing dance as spoken, sung an d  heard , my use of these term s is in form ed by the ideas 
of N elle M orton, a fem inist theologian . In  h e r book. The Journey Is Home, she suggests th a t the deifica­
tion  of Logos reduces com m unication  to a one-way relationship . T h e  g lorification  of speaking bypasses 
the far m ore rad ical, divine aspect of hearing . She asks the reader to experience the divine, no t as 
the W ord, b u t as a d ep th  hearing , a h ea rin g  th a t is far m ore th a n  acu te listening, a h ea rin g  engaged 
in  by the whole self, a h ea ring  th a t evokes speech. T his idea suggests a reversal of the going logic in 
w hich som eone speaks precisely so th a t a m ore accurate  h earing  m ay take place. She seeks to give recogni­
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tion to a hearing  th a t takes place before speaking. T h e  im plications of such a hearing  by an  audience 
challenge we artists to create occasions where our a rt can  be created  in  the m om en t of being  actively 
received. T h e  im plications of such hearing  challenge each of us, as m em bers of various audiences, to 
h ea r each o ther into speech.^

C H A P T E R  S I X
T his re-evaluation  of term s w hich have been system atically constructed  as pairs, ie speak in g /h earin g , 
m ale/fem ale, m ind /body ,^  is an  exam ple of the fem inist m etaphysical discussion an d  New Age sp iritual 
teach ing  w hich has been inform ed by Ju n g ’s descrip tion  of consciousness, b o th  ind iv idual an d  collective, 
as the flow of psychic energy betw een various poles. H e term s this psychic energy ‘lib ido’ — desire, long­
ing, urge. Ju n g  believes th a t libido is transm u ted  th rough  symbols from  an  instinctive to a cu ltu ra l 
purpose. Two of the m ost significant symbols of the collective unconscious — the pool of m ateria l from  
w hich our ind iv idual consciousness em erges — are an im a (the fem inine) an d  an im us (the m asculine). 
Using this construct, some suggest th a t the free opera tion  of the fem inine p rincip le will restore harm ony 
and  balance to the ea rth . T his belief can  result in choosing uncritica lly  to use the capacities w hich 
have been relegated  to w om en in  the spheres of opera tion  trad itionally  allocated  to w om en an d  occupied 
by wom en — in tu ition , expression of feeling, concern  for the personal dim ension of relationships. In  
her critique of Ju n g ’s theories N aom i G oldenberg  asserts th a t Ju n g ’s theory  of the opera tion  of the an im a 
and  the anim us in  the psyche served to codify im ages an d  rigidify them  into stereotypes. She suggests 
th a t a lthough  this was done w ith the in ten tion  of giving w om en a b e tte r  p lace in  the p a tria rch a l systems 
of religion an d  psychology, it h ad  the  effect of p rescrib ing a lim ited  function  for w om en an d  in stitu tio n ­
alising a psychic difference between m en and  women.® T h e  p roblem  of rem ain ing  bou n d  to old d u a l­
isms seems particu la rly  evident in  the work of those who reclaim  trad itio n a l w om en’s experiences.

However, n am ing  w om en’s experience can  be the  m odel for fem inist transfo rm ation  of religion 
and  culture. T h e  argum en t th a t the  overarching divine p rincip le is m ore appropria te ly  symbolised in 
fem ale term s, as Goddess, given th a t “the fem ale who gives b ir th  to the m ale, includes the m ale, in 
a way th a t the m ale divinities canno t include the fem ale”,^ is an  exam ple of fem inist critique of trad ition  
based in wom en’s experience.

4. I am not attempting to value speech at the expense of writing but to suggest that the lived experience of the spoken word, 
where the listener is in the presence of the speaker, is a suggestive metaphor when contemplating dance performance precisely 
because human presences interacting can permit transference of meaning in ways that the absence of human interaction disallows.

5. Liz Gross lists the following effects of binarisation —
a. The two terms are constructed as logically contradictory, incompatible ones, between which there can be no mediation. 
If one term of the pair is selected ipso facto the other is excluded;
b. a binary pair is not simply mutually exclusive, it is also mutually exhaustive: there is no third term, no middle ground 
between them. Binary terms define all the possibilities inherent in each situation;
c. one term is accorded logical priority and given positive-value; the second is characterised only as the absence or privation 
of attributes of the first; and
d. if the second term has no positive qualities of its own, then it becomes an infinite, formless, undefinable aggegate of all 
that is not the first.” Article; Liz Gross, Derrida and the Limits of Philosophy, Thesis 11, Number 14, 1986, Post-structuralism 
and the Limits of Philosophy.

6. Naomi Goldenberg, A Feminist Critique of Jung, Signs, 1976, 2 (2).
Naomi Goldenberg, Jung After Feminism, in Rita M. Gross, ed., Beyond Androcentrism: New Essays On Women And Religion. 
Naomi Goldenberg, Feminism and Jungian Theory, Anima, 1977, 3 (2).
Naomi Goldenberg, Dreams and Fantasies As Sources of Revelation, in Carol R Christ & Judith Paskow, ed., Womanspirit 
Rising: A Feminist Reader In Religion, Harper & Row, 1979.

7. Starhawk, Op. cit. Page 11.
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Power as momentum

In  Sufic teach ing  the body is the V irgin M ary an d  M ary is the  m a trix  of all divine possibility 
in  form , here, in  the w orld. M ary’s pu rity  is understood  to be h e r com plete adaptab ility , the ability 
to flow w ith each  m om ent an d  h er capacity  to give b ir th  to C hrist is understood  to be the capacity  
to yield to transfo rm ation  u n h in d e red  by ego. It is said th a t as we becom e awake an d  receptive to each  
m om ent im m anence becom es a possibility.®

C H A P T E R  S E V E N  
T h e  application of theology in  society.

“T h e aesthetic position assumes th a t there is a pre-existing harm ony  betw een all parts  of reality. Yin 
an d  yang, m ale an d  female, sp irit an d  flesh, hum ans an d  natu re , n a tu re  an d  the divine, all are parts  
of one p rim al rhy thm . T h e  b reak ing  of this harm ony  into contraries is an  i l lu s io n ... It is a lie foisted 
on us by an tin a tu ra l civilisation. T his p rim al harm ony  lies u n d e r the sign of the  m o th e r . . .

T h e  ‘e th ica l’ o r ‘liberation ’ perspective on fem inist theology also believes in  o rig inal harm ony  
as a symbol of the au th en tic  g round  an d  p o ten tia l of h u m a n  life. B ut it takes m ore seriously the broken 
relations betw een self an d  body, self an d  others, self an d  natu re , self an d  God.

It sees this brokenness as generating  a massive historical counterreality , a system of relationships 
th a t divides all reality  from  its au th en tic  po ten tia l.

T his co rru p tio n  does n o t leave e ither side unco rru p ted .
L ibera tion  fem inism  does n o t believe th a t one can  b an ish  the con trad ictions by cu ltu ra l m ethods 

of identify ing w ith the m a te rn a l pole against the p a te rn a l pole of the trad itio n a l dualism . Rather, it
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calls for an  eth ical struggle to transform  b o th  the self an d  the social system th a t supports exploitative 
relations.”^

“T h e extension and  deepening  of psychic in teg ration  led w om en necessarily towards a critique 
not ju st of m ale psychic dualism  b u t also of m ale sociological dualism . Psychic in teg ra tion  dem ands 
a sociological rev o lu tio n .. .T h e  crossing of the  psychic-social boundaries of the m ale, dualistic world 
leads w om en on to a fu rth e r  vision, a transfo rm ation  of the  rela tionsh ip  betw een the spheres of psychic 
capacities and  social roles.”

Some artists who agree th a t a r t is a psychic-spiritual m a tte r  would, however, challenge the no tion  
th a t a rt has anything to do w ith socio-econom ic changes. T his individualising  an d  sp iritualising  of a rt 
can  constitu te a sp litting  of self in to  the  sp iritua l an d  the  social (em bedded  in  sociopolitical an d  ecologi­
cal systems). Those who have ab an d o n ed  religion m ay find  the jux taposition  of fem inism  and  theology 
bizarre an d  m isguided. “T heo log ian  Paul T illich  defines religion m ore inclusively as the expression of 
hu m an ity ’s u ltim ate  concern  — the articu la tio n  of longings for a cen ter of m ean ing  an d  value, for con ­
nection  w ith the power of being. U ltim ate concern  centers life and  enables people to choose am ong 
com peting  values.” M arxism , existentialism  an d  fem inism  can  sim ilarly function  to give m ean ing  and  
d irection  to h u m an  existence.

My theological quest was spaw ned by my confusion w hen confron ted  w ith decisions involving 
eth ical choices. H aving rejected the dualistic an d  h ie ra rcha l m en tality  th a t C hristian ity  inherited  from  
the classical w orld, because it serves the  act of dom ination , I sought an  eth ica l fram ew ork w hich w ould 
fu rth e r the process of transfo rm ation  of p a tria rch a l culture. T h e  p ro d u c t of such an  eth ica l fram ew ork 
w ould be m oral intelligence.

In  Right-W ing Women, A ndrea Dworkin discusses the fo rm u lation  of eth ical fram ew orks by 
wom en. She m akes the  d istinction  betw een m orality  and  m oralism . She defines m orality  as the  set of 
rules learned  by rote th a t keeps w om en locked in , so th a t intelligence can  never m eet the w orld head-on . 
M oral intelligence, on the  o ther h an d , is active; it can  only be developed and  refined by being  used 
in  the realm  of real an d  d irect experience. M oral intelligence is the exercise of m oral d iscernm ent. 
D iscernm ent could be viewed as a h ab it of m in d  and  h ea rt, specifically a h ab it of reflection th a t is 
rigorous. W hen  m oral intelligence does no t inform  decisions of power, decisions often get m ade  from  
a cost-benefit or purely  consequentialist analysis, or are m ade on w him  and  justified  retrospectively.

D a n c e  i s a n  E t h i c a l  S t r u g g l e

C H A P T E R  E I G H T

Factors which obstruct the operation of moral intelligence in  the dance culture in  Australia^^
1. T h e  dogm atism  of tolerance
“As a dogm a, tolerance asserts th a t there should  be no value judgem ents m ade ab o u t anything. Using 
the  rhetoric  of no t im posing values on others, w om en buy in to  a dangerous philosophy in  w hich they 
strip  themselves of the  capacity  for m oral ju d g e m e n t. . .  Values will always assert themselves. W hen  w om ­
en do no t take responsibility for generating  an d  represen ting  th e ir  ag reed-upon  values, they becom e

8. Reshad Feild, The Last Barrier: A Sufi Journey, Element Books Ltd, 1985.

9. Rosemary Radford Ruether, Feminist Theology and Spirituality, in Judith L. Weidman, ed., Christian Feminism: Visions 
of a New Humanity, Pages 13-14, Harper & Row, 1984.

10. Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and Godtalk: Towards a Feminist Theology, Page 113, Beacon Press, 1983.

11. Paul Tillich, The Dynamics of Faith, cited in Carol P. Christ & Judith Plaskow, ed., Womanspirit Rising: A Feminist Reader 
In Religion, Page 2, Harper & Row, 1979.
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pushovers for the tyranny of o thers’ va lues. . .  T h e  sources of this eth ic o f value freedom  are several: 
w om en’s n a tu ra l reaction  to the tyranny of p a tria rch a l values th a t are absolutist an d  u n b e n d in g ;. , .  the 
eq u a tin g  of m orality  w ith m oralism .”^̂

2. A lienation  from  personal an d  po litical power
Jan ice  R aym ond asserts th a t w om en’s a liena tion  from  the ir own power of being  confuses o th e r issues 
of power-over. She considers th a t this aliena tion  m anifests as —

i. an  au tom atic , uncritica l accep tance of an d  d em an d  for collectivism an d  nonh ierarch ia l 
structures. T his insistence often levels real differences th a t wom en have in  com petence, 
com m itm en t an d  capacities. W hen  differences in  ta len t or leadership  are, asserted, w om en 
who feel less pow erful are th rea tened . W om en who m anifest ind iv iduality  or directiveness 
are b era ted  for se tting  themselves a p a rt from  the group. Assertion of these a ttrib u tes  is 
experienced an d  labelled  as im plicit criticism  of a less vocal w om an;

ii. a tendency to endow  the group  w ith false power. For m any  dancers the com pany or group  
endeavour becom es an  entity  w ith  a life of its own. It is conceptualised  as a bastion  of 
om nipotence. Because they identify  com pletely w ith a group, som e dancers are unab le  to 
perceive the choices of action  available to them . T his a ttitu d e  breeds a com placen t accep­
tance of the established m odus operandi;

iii. the use of indirectness to achieve a goal. W hen  d irect power of being is no t called forth  
by the values of a group, the encouraged  eth ic is indirectness. Some g roup  m em bers will 
then  seek influence indirectly. These m em bers becom e able to m an ip u la te  o thers in  the 
group, using power-over to indirectly  achieve the ir goals;

iv. spending  an  in ap p ro p ria te  am o u n t of tim e an d  energy sorting  ou t in te rna l politics. T he 
dynam ics of the g roup  process are allowed to overshadow the goals o f the g roup  which 
describe its rela tionsh ip  to the w ider com m unity. Such activity can  spawn a ‘false’ sense 
of life in  a group  whose reason for existing has becom e confused;

V. the em phasis in  classical dance education  is on discip lin ing the body, the developm ent of 
grace an d  d ep o rtm en t an d  the h an dp ick ing  of a special few to be tra in ed  as perform ers 
for already existing situations results in the deindividualising, depersonalising and  dehum anis-

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

12. To articulate some of the factors which obstruct the operation of moral intelligence in the dance culture in Australia I have 
referred to my own experience of this culture and to Janice Raymond’s detailing of obstacles to female friendship in her 
book, A Passion For Friends. I find feminist analysis of women’s experience pertinent when examining dancers’ experience 
precisely because women and dancers share a universal devaluation based on a cultural assumption of the hierarchy of culture 
(the sphere of human control) over nature (spontaneous processes that humans don’t originate or control but are dependent 
upon). “Women are symbolised as ‘closer to nature’ than men and thus fall in an intermediate position between culture 
as the male sphere and uncontrolled nature. This is due both to woman’s physiological investment in the biological processes 
which reproduce the species rather than in processes that enhance her as an individual and to the ability of male collective 
power to extend women’s physiological role into social roles.” (Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and Godtalk, Op. cit., 
Page 72.) Dancers are often seen as the cultural embodiment of women and as such are often reduced to tamed and subservient 
bodies. Because of this I use the terms ‘dancers’ and ‘women’ interchangeably in my description of some of the attitudes 
which hinder the development & practice of moral intelligence.

13. Janice Raymond, A Passion For Friends: Towards A Philosophy of Female Friendship, Pages 169 & 170, Women’s Press., 1986. 
Yvonne Rainer challenges John Cages legacy of chance procedures as methods of non hierarchial, indeterminate methods 
of ordering materials which is the application of the belief that every action is of equal value in art practice. “For all John’s 
Buddhist leanings and egalitarian espousals, for all his objections to hierarchies and consequent seeming to operate in the 
space left by the absence of God, his ideas lead inevitably back to the ‘no contest’ of medieval annals, an early form of 
European historiography. We can’t have it both ways: no desire and no God. To have no desire for ‘improvements on creation’ 
— is necessarily coequal to having no quarrel with — God-given — manifestations of reality.” (Yvonne Rainer, Looking 
Myself In The Mouth, an article in October 17.)

14. At the 1986 Community Arts Network Conference, I attended a workshop which examined the problems which arose when 
attempting to achieve a group objective. Megan Evans presented a model of operation which challenged defining conflict 
as a problem. Conflict was presented as an opportunity to clarify the objectives of the endeavour.
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Little rebellions in the shadow of the father

ing of the d an c e r’s body. T his process dem oralises the dancer. T h e  d an cer transform s the 
reality  of this oppression in to  a psychosocial iden tity  w hereby she takes on the  status of 
victim  as a p rim ary  self-definition and  role.

3. Affinity as dependen t on absence of conflict
M any ind iv idual eth ica l fram ew orks becom e confused because, as social creatures, individuals w ant the ir 
eth ical fram ew ork to be valued an d  supported  by those w ith w hom  they associate. Because of this, e th ical 
fram eworks are no t m ade explicit for fear th a t such assertion will p roduce a recognition  of irreconcilab le 
difference w hich will a lienate people from  each other.

4. T h e  opera tion  of capitalism
i. C om petition  for scarce resources.

It is usually in  the econom ic in terest of groups to define th e ir  aim s b road ly  to a ttra c t person­
nel an d  fund ing . T his can  lim it the p rac tica l usefulness of these aim s an d  objectives.

ii. C u ltu ra l p roduction  is equa ted  w ith m a te ria l p roduction .
C u ltu ra l p roduction  becom es lim ited  by the pressure of tim e and  it becom es necessary to 
resort to known m ethods of achieving goals in  the effort to m ake a r t p roduction  econom ical 
i.e. to m axim ize o u tp u t and  m inim ize p roduction  costs.
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5. T h e  necessity of reaction
T h e  d ilem m a experienced by fem inists an d  dancers/choreographers alike, is w hat whilst th e ir  own p e r­
sonal response to p a tria rch y  an d  the dance establishm ent in  tu rn , shifts from  reaction  to coheren t, a r tic u ­
la ted  expression bo rn  of reflection, the p o ten tia l of these insights an d  the ir creative action  is m inim alised  
by the re-assertion of the trad itio n a l an d  the know n. This, in  tu rn , m ay provoke reactive behavour 
w hich m erely expels energy an d  supports the existence an d  p erp e tu a tio n  of the existing forms. Reflexive 
behavour, on the o ther h an d , uses energy to create new form .

6. Insistence on rad ica l strategies
R adical strategies can  be as oppressive an d  in ap p ro p ria te  as trad itio n a l m ethods, an d  operate  as unyield­
ing an d  unresponsive m eans of achieving a goal. M oira G atens m akes the d istinction  betw een tactic 
an d  strategy. Tactics have the im m ediacy of uncodifiab le subversive action . Strategies succum b to the 
danger of inflexible codification.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

C H A P T E R  N I N E

My observations an d  experiences of group  processes have led m e to und erstan d  th a t ind iv idual freedom  
w ith in  a social context is no t a po in t of d ep a rtu re  b u t a po in t of arrival. T h e  opera tion  of ind iv idual 
freedom  in a group  m ust have as its lim it the collective in terest. To perm it m ax im um  ind iv idual freedom  
the values an d  goals of a g roup  (the reasons for its existence) m ust be m ade  explicit an d  m ust be responsive 
to chang ing  circum stance. If  values an d  goals are a r ticu la ted  individuals can  choose to com m it to being 
a m em ber of a p a rticu la r  group, can  p artic ip a te  in  group  decisions an d  have reference points if  they 
wish to oppose a decision.

O ne of the problem s we w om en an d  dancer/cho reog raphers face is confin ing ourselves to little 
rebellions. Because we live in a p a tria rch a l society it is d ifficult no t to be seduced by power-over an d  
the ability  of such au tho rity  to p ro tec t an d  assign value. Unless we fo rm ulate  an d  articu la te  new eth ical 
fraweworks an d  value systems we will con tinue to refer an d  defer to inherited  fram ew orks an d  systems 
an d  revert to reacting  against these.

“If  we are to survive the question  becom es: how do we overthrow, no t those presently  in  power, 
b u t the p rincip le of power-over? How do we shape a society based on the p rincip le of power-from - 
w ith in ? . . .  T h e  power relationships an d  institu tions of im m anence m ust suppo rt an d  fu rth e r  the ability 
of individuals to shape the choices an d  decisions th a t affect them . A nd those choices m ust also recognise 
the interconnectedness of individuals in  a com m unity  of beings an d  resources th a t all have inheren t 
va lues. . .  T h e  im plications are rad ica l an d  far reach ing , because all ou r present society’s institutions, 
from  the m ost oppressive to the m ost benign, are based on the au tho rity  some individuals ho ld  th a t 
allows them  to contro l o th e rs . . .A  society based on the p rincip le of im m a n e n c e .. .w ould  be dynam ic, 
alive w ith the d ram a of conflicting needs an d  choices, w ith a constan t d em an d  for new an d  creative 
solutions.” ®̂

T h e  only rou te to new social relations is “dow n th rough  ou r com m on life together, le tting  go 
o u r logic, ou r authority , o u r use of one an o th e r” an d  sharing  an d  suppo rting  the spirit from  w hich 
new understand ines an d  new action  can  flow.^^

15. Moria Gatens Corporeal Representation in/and The Body Politic, Politics of the body Conference, Performance Space, Sydney, 
October, 1987.

16. Starhawk, Dreaming The Dark, Op. Cit., Pages 4 & 12.

17. Nelle Morton, The Journey Is Home, Page 224, Beacon Press, 1985.
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C H A P T E R  T E N

Perform ing occasions where the traditional audience/performer 
relationship was transformed

Perform ing as a m em ber o f  a co m m unity  fo r  tha t co m m unity

I grew up  in  a sm all M ethodist com m unity. W hen  I danced  in  church  as an  adolescent, the context 
and  the a ttitu d e  of those w atching im bued  the  danc ing  w ith shared  m ean ing . My d anc ing  h ad  a function  
for th a t com m unity. It was understood  th a t my dancing  was a form  of worship, a theological quest.

Establishing links o f  shared experience w ith a com m unity: in troducing  a particu lar aesthetic by 
providing opportunities fo r  partic ipa tion  in tha t aesthetic.

In  1986 D ance Works created  a group-devised piece w ith a fabric artist, T im  N ew th. T his co llaboration  
developed ou t of a com m unity  dance project in  W angaratta . T h e  perfo rm ance of this dance. Around  
Squares, in  W angaratta , was a secular exam ple of com m unity  celebration . T h e  audience recognised 
and  deligh ted  in  the solutions expressed in  the piece to the  creative question w ith w hich they h ad  been 
engaged — how can  fabric be com bined  w ith m ovem ent? T h e  com m unity  knew the  creators because 
of the teach ing  work of B eth  Shelton and  T im  N ew th, an d  the perfo rm ance con tribu tions of D ance 
Works bu ilt a fam iliarity  and  app recia tion  of D ance W orks’ m ovem ent style an d  dance language.

Creating perform ances which provide the audience w ith a choice regarding w hat relationship they  
have to the event.

In  1979 Lyndal Jones devised a piece for the University G allery a t M elbourne University, en titled  Dances 
To Order. T h e  structu re  of the piece was explained  in  the  perfo rm ance notes an d  involved tak ing  on 
body positions and  perfo rm ing  w alking patterns. T h e  vocabulary  of body positions was in troduced  as 
p rojected  slides. A n u m b er of perform ers a lte rn a ted  betw een perfo rm ing  this s tru c tu re  an d  w atching 
it be perform ed. T h e  audience was given a sim ilar choice.

M aking  the structure o f  a piece explicit so tha t the audience can becom e involved in constructing  
the piece in the action o f  viewing. D isclosing the m e th o d  o f  ordering the m ovem en t phrases.

In  N ane tte  H assall’s Transformations a variety of perform ers w ould develop im provisations w hich w ould 
then  be encoded as the language of the piece th rough  accurate repe tition . U nits of im provised activity, 
once encoded w ould then  be deconstructed , reo rdered  an d  jux taposed . T his activity inc luded  m ovem ent 
and  storytelling. T h e  con tinu ing  in terest for the  audience was the pressure p laced  on the  perform ers 
to recall w ith accuracy w hat h ad  been  created  spontaneously. T h e  audience as viewers tended  to have 
a clearer sense of the specific m a te ria l in  each of the  units of action  th a n  was possible for the perform ers. 
T h e  perform ers no t only h ad  to recall ind iv idual choices of action  b u t inc iden ta l an d  detailed  in te rac ­
tions w ith others. T his piece was perfo rm ed  in  the Sydney Town H all in  January , 1981.

Performing with generosity in non-traditional venues which render the perform er accessible.

In  1976, th rough  to 1979 an  alliance of dancer/choreographers w orked in  A ustralia. T h e  personnel of 
this com pany called D ance Exchange inc luded  Russell D um as, N an e tte  H assall an d  Eva Karczag. W h a t 
m arked  the work of this g roup  was the sim plicity of the  p resen ta tion  of the  d anc ing  in  venues freed 
from  cu ltu ra l baggage w hich can  de trac t from  the  pu rity  of the dance sta tem en t. T h e  danc ing  was 
the con ten t of the  work presented , an d  this dancing  was striking, sp irited , adventurous, virtuosic and  
generous.
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Performances in  1987 w hich spurred on my th in k in g  in  relation to this article.

The Fall
Elizabeth Dempster,
A thenaeum  Theatre, October 1987

T h e work of the solo dance artist speaks/sings of the value of ind iv idual action . T h ro u g h  presen ting  
an  ind iv idual artistic s ta tem en t these individuals choose to register in  the com m unity  psyche, the righ t 
an d  responsibility of the  ind iv idual to speak an d  act. T h e  power of the ind iv idual voice occasionally 
recalls the role of the sham an  in o ther cultures — to invoke the unspoken im ages of the com m unity  
psyche. A t these m om ents dance is edged tow ards ritua l.

E lizabeth D em pster is a dance artist who has created  a n u m b e r of solo an d  g roup  works in 
A ustralia since g rad u a tin g  from  D arting ton  College of the Arts in  Devon, E ngland . She perfo rm ed  two 
works in  this p rogram  titled . The Dialogue O f The Angels. In  The Fall, the garden  of Eden is suggested 
by a series of skeletal pyram id  structures positioned across the m id-section  of the space. L ibby dances 
in sem i-darkness in  the  distance. I sense ra th e r  th a n  see the w om an-like crea tu re  m oving. I recall w atch ­
ing an im als move an d  am  draw n in, a lthough  I canno t ap p reh en d  the  context an d  source of the m ove­
m ent. As Libby traverses the te rra in  the ligh t brigh tens an d  she com es in to  view. S ight alone canno t 
read  the physical th o u g h t w hich is this being  in  m otion . T h e  m ovem ent drips from  her, a liqu id  flow 
of though t.

I m ust w atch this dancing  w ith my body, the m a tte r  of my body w hich understands the subtleties 
of m ean ing  conveyed in  m uscle work an d  the m ovem ent o f flesh an d  organs. Slowly, slowly I am  m ade 
aware of h u m a n  presence m aterialising , the force of h u m an  consciousness. A no ther beg inn ing  is suggest­
ed in  this danc ing  — w om an unspoken in to  being, unspeaking  in  being.

L ibby’s physical articu lacy  is skeletal ra th e r  th a n  m uscular, s tru c tu ra l ra th e r  th a n  stylistic. W hen 
she moves I sense the space in her jo in ts an d  the softness of this separating  of bone. It is no t as if  L ibby’s 
body collects or organises to act, b u t as if  it expands in te rnally  to allow shiftings of th o u g h t to seep 
th rough  the body. In  recognising the m ovem ent choices th a t L ibby makes, I am  shocked into recall- 
in g /im ag in in g  a tim e w hen the value of specific m ovem ents was no t an  assum ed fact; a tim e when 
m ovem ent em erged from  sensory, percep tua l an d  m o to r im peratives; a tim e of lack of a rticu la ted  
d iffe ren tia tio n .

L ibby’s tra in in g  is in  im age work. (Refer to Writing on Dance 1.) Im age work, a process of 
th ink ing  in  an d  th ro u g h  the body, perm its philosophising an d  know ing in ways unencouraged  in any 
of my schooling an d  train ing . It requires a discipline of m ind  an d  receptivity of body, a discipline of 
body an d  receptivity of m in d  to allow full p a rtic ip a tio n  of self in a tho u g h t, full experience of a though t. 
In  this process my yearn ing  towards fullness of being  an d  an  experience of self as p a r t  of the environm ent 
begins to be answered.

P erform ance work in form ed by the process of ideokinesis dem ands the k inesthetic p artic ip a tio n  
of the audience. Physical proxim ity allows such p artic ip a tio n .

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

Passion Lies B etw een T he B lack and  White,
Ju d e  Walton,
Reconnaissance Gallery, M ay 1987

In  her work. Passion Lies Between The Black and White, Ju d e  arranges the iconography of the piece 
to be viewed. M uch is exposed. This piece is for viewing, is abou t viewing. T h e  iconography refers 
to visual a r t p rac tice  ~  a slide screen, a scu lp ture (positioned in the perfo rm ance space so as to be 
unavailab le to touch), a p h o to g rap h e r’s silver um brella  an d  a tw o-dim ensional d rop  on the back  wall
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Jude Walton: 
Passion Lies Between 

The Black And White.

of b lack and  w hite squares. T h e  only visual sta tem en t positioned obliquely in  the space is an  article 
of clo th ing to be worn by the  perfo rm er — a b lack, silk dress hang ing  on a side wall. T h e  work is 
in  a gallery. I t is constructed  as a picture. It is only the  fact of Ju d e’s presence an d  m ovem ent w hich 
establishes three-dim ensionality.

T h e  piece begins w ith the appa lling  im age of the identity-less, d ism em bered  fem ale body. A 
story of her m u rd er is told by th ree m ale, disem bodied (taped) voices. T h ree  m en stand  on the  periphery  
of the space, fram ing  it and  occasionally w atching Jude. Sections of Ju d e’s body are presented , back 
projected  onto the screen, fram ed  by the cam era  eye — im ages of a w om an caugh t, viewed, cut into 
sections. T h e  m en leave the space an d  jo in  the audience. T h e ir  presence lingers for the  d u ra tio n  of 
the perform ance. G ender is a t issue here. Ju d e  is le tting  us know th a t she knows a dangerous gam e 
is being  played ou t. H er body is on show. T h e  risk is dissection, ob jectification . T h e  piece becom es 
one w om an’s a ttem p t to establish a tem poral, spatia l gap  w ith in  the closed construc t of perfo rm ance 
— you sit there an d  w atch. I ’ll stand  here and  do — for fem ale ‘presence’; a substan tia l, sensual, m utab le , 
carnal, em bodied  fem ale id e n ti ty . . . In  this way Ju d e  suggests the possibility of a tem poral, spa tia l gap 
w ith in  the closed construct of p a tria rch a l society w hich defines w om an as ‘o th e r’ an d  ‘lesser’. Perform ance 
becom es the  site of redefin ition  of w om an from  ‘ob ject’ to ‘sub ject’ of her own bodily  discource.

Ju d e  inhab its the space alone now. T h o u g h  created  by her, she does no t ap p e ar a p a r t  of the 
space b u t in  re la tion  to it. She dances. I recall an  elongated  d iagonal leap, a soft w rap  of her arm
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a ro u n d  h er body. T h e  percep tion  of the leng th  an d  streng th  of her body catches m e unaw are. W hat 
ab o u t her h ad  suggested fragility to me? T h ere  is a stud ied  ab an d o n  in her m oving. She speaks of the 
inc lina tion  to be sexual o r to m u rd er so as to reveal the shadowy in tim acy  of m om ents of passion. H er 
h an d  tenderly  traces a series of curves. She draws us into the experience of sensuality.

She sassies th ro u g h  an  alluring , wry sta tem en t o f the gam e played ou t betw een m en an d  women. 
T h e  reference is chess. T h e  playing field of b lack an d  w hite squares hangs suspended on the back  wall, 
looking a little like k itchen  linoleum . T his dance is ab o u t moves presen ted  for us to enjoy.

She positions herself in  rela tion  to th e  a lum in ium  tower. H er body begins shaking. She gives 
into this m ovem ent of flesh an d  th en  breaks free to charge the tower. She battles w ith this m onum en t, 
bu ild ing , m em orial, symbol of perm anency, dom inion  over flesh. She knocks in to  it, knocks it over, 
controls its fall, restores it, is caugh t u n d e rn e a th . C an  she possibly win this b a ttle  given its du rab ility  
an d  her soft hum anness?
Finally she reappears, having changed  in darkness, dressed in a silk slip o f a dress an d  she begins a 
journey  of stepping  forw ard an d  th rough , an d  re trac ing  her steps. T h e  ligh t is golden, soft, dusk or 
daw n, a tim e of transition . She sings. It is a h a u n tin g  melody, picked up  by, in  chorus w ith, her own 
taped  voice. H er tang ib le self an d  her disem bodied self calling  for each  o ther as h e r body moves haltingly  
forw ard to the edge of the perfo rm ance space.

Ju d e’s tactic is the in tim acy  she allows as a perform er. T his in tim acy  is of the body. T h e  piece 
traced , suggested w hat it is to live as a fem ale in re la tion  to the substance of m aleness. T h e  presence 
of w om an being  like an  absence, a lingering half-rem em bered  though t.

W r i t i n g s  o n  D a n c e  3

G rotesque U nder Stress 
T heatre  o f  T h e  O rdinary  
T h e  C hurch , Sep tem ber 1987

A n exam ple of collective en terprise is the work of T h e  T h ea tre  O f T h e  O rd inary  (T.O.T.O.). 
T his g roup  operates w ithout G overnm ent funding . T his fact speaks of a lack of p resum ption  regard ing  
the cu ltu ra l value or otherw ise of the ir art.

T h e  s truc tu re  of the perform ances is simple. T h e  space is em pty  except for a n u m b er of m usical 
in strum ents p laced  on the edges of the space. Ind ividuals en ter an d  the perfo rm ance begins. T h e  perfo r­
m ance is totally im provised w ith in  the bounds of the structures w hich have obviously been established 
over the  tim e of the g roup’s opera tion . T h e  rela tionsh ip  betw een perfo rm er an d  aud ience shifts between 
th a t of being spoken to directly  an d  the m ore conventional in te raction  of audience m em ber w atching 
perform er.

T h e  perform ance conten t includes sound, m ovem ent, verbal language and  perform er-perform er 
relationships. Contexts are created  an d  then  dissolved. T h ere  is no d o u b t th a t this perfo rm ance is taking 
place for the audience an d  because of the audience. W h a t is com m unicated  is a range of individuals 
co-operating . Im plic it in  the s truc tu re  of im provised perfo rm ance is the presence of agreem ent am ongst 
a set of individuals to be ‘out there toge ther’. T h ere  is awkwardness, em barrassm en t, clumsiness, grace, 
wit, exposure, em otion and  effort. It is this offering of the effort to com m unicate frankly ab o u t w hat 
it is to be h u m a n  an d  a social being th a t never fails to touch me. T his is no t the th ea tre  of solutions. 
This is the th ea tre  of surviving w ith h u m o u r an d  personal in tegrity  am ongst o the r hum ans.

Som etim es I am  irrita ted  by the gaucheness of these perform ers, the fact they resort to defensive 
strategies, such as h u m o u r based on gender stereotype. In  general I deligh t in  the experience of w atching 
the ir im provisations. I value the intelligence displayed in  im provisation. This intellegience is a liveliness 
of m ind  an d  body an d  an  attentiveness to the environm ent. In  im provised perfo rm ance I recognise 
the play of choice opera ting  at each  m om ent. T h e  danger is rehearsed action  is the danger of all cod ifica­
tion. It allows us to fall asleep ra th e r  th a n  to awaken, to be m indless ra th e r  th a n  m indfu l. •
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