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49 On status anxiedes cansed by the growth of 2 female work force and the relation of these

50

@Eﬁes to lower-middle-class jingoism i the late ninereenth century, see Richaed N
Price, “Society, Status, and Jingoism: The Social Roots of Lower Middlé Class Patriotism

1870—19c0," in The Lower Middle Clasr in Britain, tfro—i914, ed, Geoffrey Crossick (Lonclon:
Croom Helm, 1977), pp. 8g—112. Allan atracted a large number of women to her peefor-
roances, partcularly the rnadnees. One article, “Miss Maud Allan: Palace Crowded with
Ladies ta See New Dances,” LDty Chromele, 13 Jane 1908, esdmared that go petcent of one
matinee audience was female, commenting that “3

significance of that absence for the composition of the andience. Nevertheless, if large
numbess of wornen regularly attended Allan’s performances, it may have been because they
found her dancing libetatory {making the analogy ro the suffrage movemenr more te:l].in‘g
than the author 1o doubs iatended). Without concrete information on the response of
these women to Allan, one can only specnlate that she pethaps modeled for them a use and
presentation of the fernale body that they found atteactive and that was not readily avaiable
elsewhere in their culture.

Important discussions of ambivalence as a characteristic of colonial discaurge oecur in
Horni Bhabha, “Signs Taken for Wonders: Questions of Ambivalence and Autharity under
a Tree Owrside Delhi, May 1817, Critinal Inquiry 12 {Aunuran 1985), pp. 144—65. .a;1d “Of
Mimicry and Man; The Ambivalence of Colonial Discourse,” Oeoder ,
125-33.

o t might have been a suffragist meeting” ;
e Salome dance was not presented on this program, and ivis impossible to determing the * 3

28 (Spring (984), pp. -

8 THE FEMALE DANCER AND THE MALE GAZE:
FEMIMNIST CRITIQUES OF EARLY MODERN DANCE

Susan Manning

n academic circles it has become a trutsm that feminisms (plural)
have replaced feminism (singular), However, this is not necessarily
the case in dance studies, a discipline that has vet o develop and
apply the diversity of feminist methods and theories curtently found in other
fields of the humanities.! To survey the recent literature on feminism and
Western theater dance is to recognize the extent to which dance scholars have
telied on gaze theory as a starting point for their analyses. Not that other
approaches—particularly those adapted from anthropology and sociology—
have been absent. But to the extent that dance scholars have moved beyond
discrete applications and evolved a dialogue on feminist methods, that di-
alogue centers upon gaze theory.

By “gaze theory™” I mean a set of concepts that originated in film studies,’
migrated to theater studies,* and now have found their way to dance studies.
From my petspeciive, these concepts include not only the proposition that
women on film and on stage typically are represented from the perspective of
the male spectator (the notion of the “male gaze” or, alternately, the voyeuris-
te gaze) but also the counter-proposition that female spectators possess the
potential to look in a way different from their male peers. How and when
female spectators are enabled to look differently and thus to realize a subjec-
tivity of their own remains a much disputed issue. In this essay T use the term
gaze theory to refer to a broad range of literature that applies the concepts of
the voyeuristic gaze and female spectatorship in diverse ways. For my pur-
poses, the divisions within this literature—for example, between formulatons
that claborate gaze theory in psychoanalytic terms and those that recast the
theory in other disciplinary contexts—are less important than the ways that
gaze theory, broadly defined, has entered dance studies.

Surveying the literature, one notes first that feminist critics who have ap-
plied gaze theory to ballet have reached strkingly similar conclusions. With
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made a shared tradiden of the individual styles of Leie Frlier, Isadora Dunean,
Maud Allan, Ruth St. Denis, Mary Wigman, and the eatly Martha Graham.

In “Founding Mothers: Duncan, Graham, Rainer, and Sexual Politics,” Roger
Copeland celebrates modern and postmodern dance as the one art form
whete “women have been not only prominent, but also daminant.”™ Drawing
on the distincton Luee Trigaray makes between the visual and the ractle,
Copeland associates nineteenth-century ballet with the male choreographet’s
(and, by implication, the male spectators) privileged looking at the ballerina,
la contrast, early modern dancers, notably Isadota Duncan, “placed a much
higher premium on kinetic empathy than on visual expetience.”” Thus Dua-
can reversed the hisrarchical otdering of visuakity over eactility charactetistic
of Western {and masculinist) thought. In so doing, Duncan danced out her
own—and her generation’s—rebellion against the Puritanism of the Victorian
era. This rebellion culminated in the theater of Martha Graham, whose works
dramatized the canflict between Puritanism and sexual expression,

The postmodernists in turn reacted against the physicality and overt sen-
suality of Duncan and Graham. Copeland explains this reaction in terms of the
ferninism of the sixtics and scveades, which “eved the sexual revolurion with
considerable suspicion, featful that it hadn’t reaily liberated women, but had
simply made them more availabie”!! Yvonne Rainer’s 1973 film “7hi Is 7he
Story of a Woman Who . . " investigated the dynamics of the gaze, drawing an
aralogy between the spectator’s telationship to the performer and the man’s
relationship to the woman, two years befpre Laura Mulvey published her semi-
nal essay “Visual Pleasure and Narratve Cinema.” In pointng out the con-
vergence berween Rainer’s and Mulvey’s concerns, Copeland acknowledges

the divergence between Rainet’s and Irigaray’s positions, that s, the divergence
berween Rained’s suspicion of sensuality and Irigaray’s celchration of physical-
ity. The author himself docs not take sides in this debate, bur rather notes how
postmodern dance reflects the divis:ons in contemporary feminist thought
From one perspective, Copeland historicizes the relations berween carly
modern dance, postmodern dance, and vatieties of twentieth-century temi-
nism. From another petspective, he reduces these relanions according to a
model that posits art as more reflective than produactive of social relatons, His
concluding paragraph watks a fine line between contextualizing dance in its
historical setting and assumung that dance sZrrers its historical setting:

Obvicusly, none of the choreography I've been discussing can, or
should, be reduced purely and simply ro its feminist dimensions. The
aesthetic ard political parh thar leads from Duncan to Rainer. . . ts loag,
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circuitous, and complicated. Feminism is one of many influences exerted 3

on, and reflected in, these works. But the fact temains that modern and
postmodern dance ate probably the only art forms in which vatous
stages of feminist thinkiag are literally ezbodied,

Despite his disclaimer, Copeland ulimately does view dance as a reffection of
its society and thus commits what some scholars label the fallacy of reflection
theory.

Like Copeland, Elizabeth Dempster presents broad contrasts between bal-
let, early modern dance, and postmodern dance in her essay “Women Wrlting
the Body: Let’s Watch a Litile How She Dances.” Unlike Copeland, however,
she consciously rejects the assumptions of reflection theory and premises her
argument on the observation that “social and political values are not simply
placed or grafted onto a neutral body-object ike so many old ot new clothes.
On the contrary, ideologies are systematically deposited and constructed on an
anatomical plane, i.e., in the neuro-musculature of the dancer’s body™** Carty-
ing through this claim, Dempster bases het analyses on the technical methods
of the dance styles under discussion.

Her argument sets up a clear opposition between classical ballet and post-
maodern dance. “In the classical dance,” Dempster writes, “the spectator is
invited to gaze upon a distanced, ideal world where the female dancer is traced
as sylph and cipher, a necessary absence.”® In conttast, “the body, and by
extension ‘the feminine,” in postmodern dance is unstable, flecting, flicketing,
wansient—a subject of multiple representations.” ' It is the shifting quality of
the body and subject in postmodern dance that Dempster finds so liberating,

Her attitnde toward earlier modern dance styles is far more ambivalent, She
recognizes that Duncan and Graham “proposed a feminist dance practice
which would rerurn the real female body to women.” Yet she also recognizes
that Duncan and Graham posited a natural and intetiorized body that seemed
to reiterate praditional assumptions about the relatedness of women, nature,
emodonality, and the body. It was Graham’s codification of her technique, she
believes, that led to the cooptaton of modern dance. Once “one woman’s
speech [became] ‘women’s language,’” the ability of eatly modern dance to
challenge dominant conceptions of gender was rendered null. Postmodern
dance avoids such cooptation by defining itself notas a newly innovated dance
vocabulary but as “an interrogation of language itself.””

Although in an endnote Dempster cites Susan Foster's distinction between
resistive and teactionary modes of postmodernism,'® her description of post-
modern dance never becomes less than celebratory. She does not address the
specific example Foster gives of treactionary postmodernism-—the dancing of

"Twyla Tharp- Indeed, her argument make
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transgressive potential of eatly modern dance, in particular its “commitment 3
to women’s stories and lives.” But in the end, she believes, the essentialism of 4

f early modern dance, the “notion of women’s nanrral body or women’s univer-

» sal essence,” undercut its potential to resist the parriarchal status quo. Follow-
ing the lead of Elizabeth Dempster, Wolff asserts that “dance can only be
subversive when it questions and exposes the construction of the body in '}
culture” and credits postmodern dance with this achicvement, citing the ex- 3
amples of British choreographer Michael Clatk and American choreographer-
turned-filmmaker Yvonne Rainer.*

Although she mentions Clark and Rainer by name, Wolff provides no fur- 4
ther analysis of their works. Even more than Dempster, she relies on an
abbreviated, idealized deseription of postmodern dance. In the end pose
modetn dance becomes more of a metaphor than a practice in Wolff’s account, §
a metaphor for the alternate position she stakes out in the debate between
essentialists and ant-essentialists. Moreover, her metaphorical figuring of
postmodern dance introduces a teleological nartative to her survey of dance
history: that is, postmodern dance tealizes the transgressive potential that *§
early modern dance failed to achieve. A less pronounced version of this teleo-
logical narrative underlies Dempster’s dance histoty as well.

"To summarize my review of the literature thus far: the overviews penned by |
Copeland, Dempster, and Wolff necessarily rely on schematic arguments and .
broad generalizations supported by 2 few specific examples. Copeland’s sur-
vey can be reduced to a single proposition: the evolving practice of modern
dance reflects evolving notiens of feminism. In other words, att reflects cul-
ture. Deliberately avoiding the reflection theory that informs Copeland’s ac- 4
count, Dempster and Wolff risk another sort of reductive generalization. Their  §
arguments come down to the propositon: eatly modern dance produced a
corrupt feminism, postmodern dance an authentic feminism. In othet words,
contemporary theory becomes the yardsdck by which the critic measures
history.

1t is telling that the surveys nnder discussion fall on opposing sides of the
debate over whether early modern dance resisted ot reinforced the status quo
of gender. Copeland believes that eacly modern dance did resist dominant
conceptions of womanhood during the Victorian era. On the contrary, Demp-
ster and Wolf believe that eardy modern dancers’ resistance to the status quo
was coopred by, alternately, their codification of techniques first developed
experimentally and their essentialist notions of woman and the body. There
seems no middle ground between the two perspectves. The cridc either en-
dorses or dismisses the feminist aspirations of early modern dance.

The same either/or judgments inform the specific case studies of eatly
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kinesthetic power of Duncan’s dancing countered not only the voyeuristic
paze but also the essentialism that commentators such as Dempster and Wolff
have perceived in the form.,

However, Daly does acknowledge that American spectators of Duncan’s
eatly tours did generalize her performances of the “subject-in-process™ in
national terms, Noting that this was a time “when America was obsessed with
finding for itself a national selfhood, a cultural identity, and a means of individ-
ual self-expression,” Daly believes that Duncan’s American audiences pro-
jected their own self-fashioning onto her performances. In the eyes of pro-
gressive liberals, Duncan “embodied an optimistic belief in the reformability
of the social and political system,” while in the eyes of the radicals, the dancer
“enacted a paradigm of complete social ruprure,”* Limiting her comments to
the eatly phase of Duncan’s career, Daly presents the association between -I
Duncan’s dancing and the fashioning of an Ametican identity in terms thatare *
more celebratory than critical 2 '

In contrast o Daly’s attitude toward Duncan, Jane Desmond and Amy
Kotitz harshly judge Ruth St Denis’s and Maud Allan’s engagement with
agendas of racial and nadonal self-fashioning, Drawing on the theorization of
Orientalism by Edwatd Said and others as well as on feminist theory, Des-
mond and Koritz interpret solos by 8t. Denis and Allan, tespectively, and
point out how transparently the two choreographers staged Western stereo-
types of the East. Neither critic sees much redeeming value in such thorough-
going assent to Oriepralism,

in “Dancing Qut the Difference: Cultural Imperialism and Ruth St. Denis’s
Radha of 1906,” Jane Desmond reads St. Denis’s solo as a multilayered perfor-
mance text. Her analysis turns on the selo’s framing of female sensuality
within a narrative context of renunciation and transcendence, the evocation of
Indian temple dancing suggested by the dance’s title (figure 2}, Desmoud sees
the juxtaposition of female sensuality and representational pretext working in
a complicated way, both subverting and reinforcing strictures on the sexuality
of middle-class white women while projecting the Odental Other as a figure of
dangerous and excessive sexvality and redemptve spiritnality. Yet despite her
acknowledgment of the complexity of Radha, Desmond in the end views the
solo as far more recuperative than resistant. Indeed, her concluding remarks
call attention to the “invisible links that bind racism, sexism, and cultural
imperialism so tightly together,”* in St. Denis’s oeuvre and in society at large.

Amy Koritz extends Desmond’s argument about how early modern dance
conflated the staging of Woman and Otiental in her essay “Dancing the Orient
for England: Maud Allan’s 7ke Vision of Salome.” To a greater degree than
Desmond, Koriiz explores the potential disjunction between the Western
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woman as performer and the Oriental Other as subject matter. Koritz first
notes how Allan displaced the threat of her assertive female sexualiry onto her
representation of an Osiental woman. But Allan could not afford te identity
herself wholly with an Oriental Other. Rather, she “made the East transpatent
to the West by representing its essence,”! thus simultaneously embodying and
distancing herself from her performance of the spiritual and sensual Oriental.
Yer Allans embodiment of the essence of the East also circled around and
reinforced her staging of the Western women’s separate sphere, for her dance
reaffirmed “the spifitual nature of (middle-class) womanhood.”?? Thus her
solo resolved the potential disjunction between Otientalism and the ideclogy
of separate spheres, as “the dark contnents of Western femininity and Orien-
talistn [met] in Allan’s depiction of Salome.”?

Koritz surmises that the reason why The Vision of Salere enjoyed such popu-
larity among English audiences when Allan appeared at the Palace Theatre in
1908 was that the dance “both fcalmed) and fembodied] anxieties about female
power and sexuality being raised by the suffrage movement and the incursion
of middle-class women into the work force. [The dance] both [calmed] and
[embodied] anxiedes about English knowledge and imperial dominaton of

the Hast.”** Although Koritz casts her analysis of early modern dance in less
judgrmental terms than does Desmond, she nonetheless concurs with Des-
mond’s conclusion that The Vision of Salome, like Radba, functioned to contain
potental threats to the social order.
What both Kotitz and Desmond overlook, however, is the kinesthetic
dimension of Allan’s and St. Denis’s performances, a dimension that surely
informed their dancing as well as Duncan’s, Like Duncan, both Allan and St,
Denis innovated thett own movement vocabulaties- that drew on methods
of physical culture—aesthetic gymnastics and Delsartism—widely pracidced
among middle-class women of the time. Unlike specrators of nineteenth-
century ballet, whether male or female, who rarely had direct experience of the
movement techniques presented onsrage, many female spectators of early
modern dance did have such direct expetience, which surely intensified theit
kinesthetic response to the performances they witnessed. Although few
women wrote reviews of eatly modern dance, more than a few recorded theis
enthusiasm in lerters and memoirs, and these sources suggest that they viewed
the kinesthedc power of early modem dance as a metaphor for women’s
heightened social mobility and sense of possibility. It may well be the case that
the representational frames of Otientalism were less central 1o the responses
of contemporary female specratots than they were to the tesponses of male
reviewers of the time.

Neither Daly, Desmond, nor Koritz extends her argument to the practice of
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In a back published after thus essay was written, Dane inte Dance: Ladera Dsncan in Amierica

{Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1995}, Ann Daly does catry her discussicn into
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33 Ibid, p. 3.
34 Ib.id., p- 76.
33 Thjspositioﬂisimp]'jcjtth 9 SOME THOUGHTS ON CHOREOGRAPHING
Nationalivn: i the Dm..fe_,-,a ‘;’;gh Hl;‘t expl!CiEinmy boolk Bestasy angd e Dewivn: Fomin
36 Mabel Dodge Luhan, Mfz;ﬁw y }f”’g (Betkeley: University of Californga puge e HISTORY
an, % 81
Press, 1985}, PP 310—20, 2&ers (v fi; Afbuqucrque University of Neg, ﬁiﬁim
Brenda Dixon GoMschild

We all see things through our personal histories, with their parts rooted in convention
and their patts that became subject to change. These histories come to include reflec-
tions on what made us entet into them. Through such teflections 1 believe we become
polidcal, because they address guestions of gender, race, class, nationaliry and family
origins. With polidcal consciousness . . . some knowledge of self and place . . . change
becomes possible,—Jill Johnston!

History is a fable agteed upon. So too is identicy, which.is a story not only arrived at by
the individual but conferred by the group.—John Lahr?

or historians in any discipline the process of writing about the past is
an exercise in metaphoric choreography. Deconstruction theory has
taught us that to formulate a history means to interpret selected
events. Besides the subjectivity of any one interpreration, the researcher/
histosian also tisks the danger that theory /philosophy will come loose from
context—an untenable situation, as the two guotations above indicate. In
order to avoid that occurrence, I find it helpful to remind myself that I am first
cause / first context. As an erstwhile theater professional, I find that choreog-
raphy and the dancing body play a role in shaping my approach to researcch. [
arrive at ideas affectvely and kinesthetically, as wel as cognitively. For exam-
ple, I was actively at work on this essay in tmes of vulnerability and intuition:
waking from sleep (especially from naps!); in the midst of my movement
workout; as I lay sunbathing in midday summer heat. Such is the way in which
I am seduced into 2 topic, listening to my accumulated research as it begins to
speak to me. It parallels the way in which I worked as a performer, choreogra-
pher, and director, It approximates the findings noted in lirerature on the
creative process.” Other performing artists who have become writers and
scholars may note similar processes. In the same vein, I advise my doctoral




