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Abstract

This study examines the social conditions for the nature and development of
theatrical dance as a historically constructed field. The first part consists of a
sociologically informed narrative of the making of dance from its initiation as a
courtly practice (court ballet) to its contemporary form (ballet and modern dance),
with an emphasis on the social, political and aesthetic contexts in which it was
shaped. This narrative outlines the logic of symbolic negotiation, focusing specifically
on conflicts over the content, bodily forms and techniques of dance, which take place
in different spaces and modes of production. These symbolic negotiations are
conceived as reconfigurations of social and political struggles but they are of course
expressed through the practices of specific individuals within the field.

This historical analysis sets the scene for an examination of the particular logic
or rules that govern dance production in contemporary Britain and Greece. Although
ballet in Greece has been relatively dependent on the development of the from in
Britain, the two countries are approached as separate cases. The experience of thirty
working dancers and choreographers (twelve in Greece and eighteen in the UK) is
charted within very divergent conditions, namely training and performing as
institutionalized in each country. These dancers and choreographers shape their
bodies and tailor their practices in relation to ideal types of performers. They form
highly diverse dance styles, especially given their interest in differentiating their own
practice from current dance forms. Such styles stand in competition to each other,
resulting in conflicting definitions of dance — and of course — dancing experiences.

These particular meanings of dancing and dance making are highlighted by
artists’ various trajectories within the fields or subfields. The interviews reveal the
interdependency of the British and Greek systems of dance production. As will be
shown, the individual dancers’ and choreographers’ trajectories depend on their
possession of capitals (economic, social, cultural). It is claimed that the “talented
dancing body” in each society is shaped with reference to the particular aesthetic and
technical components promoted by the different dance styles.
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Introduction

The present thesis constitutes the outcome of an effort to understand and explain an
area of social activity which sociology has largely ignored, namely that of theatrical
dance (ballet and contemporary dance). In this section | will outline the structure and
content of the thesis and discuss the rationale behind the project. Furthermore | will
discuss the methodological and ethical aspects of this project with an emphasis on the
ontological and epistemological principles that underlie the researcher’s particular
choices in the course of this investigation. At the end of this section | provide a

glossary with the key theoretical concepts used throughout the thesis.

The study is divided into two parts. The first part embarks on a sociological
reconstruction of the history of theatrical dance in an attempt to examine the
conditions of possibility of the practice in time. From the inception of dance as a
courtly spectacle and entertainment, to the eighteenth century Action Ballet, and from
that to the Romantic Ballet and the first steps towards rhythmic movement — both of
which broke away from established balletic conventions — | examine the processes by
which theatrical dance operates as part of certain social, political and aesthetic
milieus, which shape the practice of ballet and modern dance by particular
individuals. This historical journey sets the scene for the second part of the thesis: a
comparative study of the world of dance performance in Greece and the UK drawing
on the empirical research examining the experience of thirty two working artists (see

appendix) across England, Scotland and Greece.

| focus especially on the experiences of choreographers and dancers across the
ballet-contemporary dance continuum in order to reconstruct dance as a collective
process of production (field). Considering theatrical dance as a field (Bourdieu,
1993a), namely a set of objective and historically interconnected positions
responsible for the emergence of theatrical dance and in an effort to map the

experience of its practitioners within this system of positions, | aim to examine the



objective and subjective aspects of the practice of dance. | simultaneously explore the
training conditions and experiences of dancers and choreographers, the conditions of
professional work and their particular strategies/trajectories with regard to the world
of dance, and most importantly their bodily experiences and perceptions.

The body is the primary form of capital (physical capital) invested in the field of
dance production and as such my thesis explores its relationship to the making and
enactment of dance as well as the bodily experiences and perceptions of dance
practitioners. Definitions of dance and the dancing body are also explored as
emerging from the dancers’ and choreographers’s accounts of the former. A brief
discussion of talent as defined through this network of relationships is also included.
This thesis examines closely the relationship between the objective material
conditions that make the production of ballet and modern dance possible and the
symbolic, aesthetic and bodily negotiations that constitute dance as an art form firmly
grounded in a sociologically-informed account of the history of its development.

Hence, this thesis entails a sociologically-grounded history of ballet and an empirical
sociology which locates individual experience within the historical process- both as a
bearer and agent of this process. The need for a historical sociology of dance was
posed by the relative lack of sociological research in this area of social activity, which
would allow a preliminary understanding of the inception of the practice, reveal the
rationale of theatrical dance production and hence explain its contemporary character.
The study of dance history adheres to an epistemological stance that aspires to avoid
what Bourdieu calls “‘scholastic’’ confinement (Wacquant, 1999:277) in the study of
social world; namely the treatment of social phenomena and dance performance in

particular as a ‘‘spectacle to be read’’, namely as an a-historical/stagnant entity.

The historicization of the space of positions and their incumbents that result in the
performance of ballet and modern dance enables the sociologist to trace and establish
valid relationships between phenomena and simultaneously construct a viewpoint on

dance production. A viewpoint that enables the explanation of the making of dance as
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a historical system of relations sustained by a particular logic and through specific
processes, practices and embodied dispositions. Specifically, the symbolic practices
which dance practitioners perform through their bodily engagement in dance are the
outcome of a rationalized approach. Every approach to movement is the product of a
set of practices which dancers, choreographers and teachers enact and every variation
or innovation is rationally measured against this set of practices. In other words ballet
and subsequently the field of theatrical dance as a whole has an internal logic, which
shapes the practice and in relation to which transformations occur in time (Hammond
and Hammond, 1979).

However, the sociological reconstruction of the history of dance also responds to a
lack of a socio-genetic approach in the area of dance history®. History has tended
hitherto to either present the emergence of theatrical dance as the result of a sequence
of ingenious individual initiatives or study individual performance in context without
however explicitly relating this to the logic of dance production. In either case, the
history of theatrical dance lacked a systematic explanation of artistic change. Hence,
the historical part of this thesis contributes to an explanation of artistic change as a
symbolic reconfiguration of social change. In other words, it embarks on a socio-
aesthetic explanation of the practice of dance with reference to particular individuals
and cases and their ‘political’ role in the symbolic economy of the time. The
contextualization of dance practice does not merely serve as a framework for the
historical narrative — as is often the case — but rather aims at explicitly clarifying the
underlying relations between bodily practices, aesthetic/artistic phenomena, political

power and social relations through specific examples of individual practice.

In that sense, Durkheim’s (1982:211) idea that ‘history and sociology [should] merge
into a common discipline where the elements of both become combined and unified”’
comes into practice through a temporalized examination of the practice of ballet and
modern dance. Moreover, since sociology — as Bourdieu argues (1993b:26) records a

particular instance of the phenomenon in question — a reconstruction of its history

® A few bright exceptions of historical studies are (Franko, 1986; 1993;1998; Franko and Richards,
2000, Garafola, 1998; 2005, Maletic, 1987, Manning, 1993).



enhances our understanding of the present state of affairs in which it emerges. In other
words, the historical sociology of dance constitutes a prerequisite for the construction
of theatrical dance as a sociological object of study (Bourdieu, 1977a). Hence, on a
methodological level a historicized strategy towards the study of artistic phenomena

avoids an a-theoretical empiricism on the part of social science (Steinmetz, 2011: 48).

In both the historical and empirical parts of this thesis | have employed a comparative
approach, namely one which examines the development of theatrical dance in
different countries (national fields, as we shall see). As Bourdieu (1996a:183) argues
“To analyze different fields in the different configurations in which they may appear,
according to the era and to national traditions, treating them each as a particular case
in the true sense, that is a case which figures among other possible configurations, is
to give the comparative method its full effectiveness”. In that sense the present thesis
is an attempt to call for a genetic, structural and comparative sociology of national
fields of dance production (see, Wacquant, in Bourdieu, 1996b: xv)

What is more, the parallel qualitative assessment of two systems of production (Greek
and British) was prompted by the expansion of the Royal Academy of Dance and
Imperial Society of Teachers of Dancing’s systems of training in Greece. The ever
growing shift from the Russian systems of training to the above in amateur schools
and the formal introduction of at least one of the two systems in professional training
in early 2000, posed a question about the origins of such a shift. The progressive
dependency of Greek ballet and modern dance on the British systems of dance
instruction and production - under which the researcher herself was also trained -

became a crucial problem in this thesis.

In more detail, the analytical purpose of the comparison between Greek and British
dance production was the examination of the conditions and the consequences of a
growing appreciation and use of British systems of dance training and their
incorporation in the curriculum of recreational and professional dance schools. In

effect, the centre of this comparative investigation became the production of particular
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types of dancers, teachers and choreographers who embody and practice particular
styles of dance in particular ways i.e. as produced abroad. The latter revealed that the
rationalized organization of both ballet and modern dance, within a curriculum that
corresponds to the stages and certificates guaranteed by British Boards of
Examinations/Schools, operates as an asset or as a form of educational capital. In this
way dance training has become an area of de facto power relations between training
systems, or more broadly, of power relations between national systems of dance
production. The increasing regulation of students under these examination boards, the
accumulation of certificates that bear the brand of British institutions and, as we shall
see, the further training of Greek dance students in the UK, revealed the domination

of the latter in Greek dance training at least and possibly also elsewhere.

Indeed, the relational and comparative investigation of this phenomenon throws light
on an uneven relationship between central and peripheral national systems of dance
production and the relative state of dependency of the latter on the former. The UK as
a core country controls, as we shall see, the production and supply of cultural products
i.e. dance training systems, material resources (schools) and (ideal) body types. It
constitutes in that sense a hegemonic force within Greek dance production. Thus
issues of cultural domination, cultural imperialist relations and cultural/artistic
legitimacy were revealed through the evidence provided by this comparative
examination of Greece and the UK. Nevertheless, the purpose of this sociological
comparison was not just to produce a strict causal explanation about cultural
dependencies but to also reveal the ‘‘patterns of similarity and difference across

observed phenomena’’ as products of such relationship (White, 2008:3).

Theoretical Framework.

In an attempt to overcome the dichotomy of structure and agency, namely the
distinction between the organized conditions in which movement translates into dance
and the subjective creative action as stemming from the body, | have employed
Bourdieu’s analytical apparatus (see Glossary at the end of the section). The field, as

an arena of competing interaction where dance making (action), is ‘structured’ as a
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result of the conditions in which it takes place, but also ‘structuring’ in that it actively
shapes and/or challenges these conditions (Calhoun, 2006: 1405), is a major
instrument in the analysis of theatrical dance. Furthermore, the concept of the field as
a system of interdependencies helps us understand the particular nature of individual
dispositions and practices in the making of dance and dancing by relating them to the
negotiations taking place amongst actors. Furthermore, individual progress can be
better traced in the trajectories of dance makers, by approaching their “position
takings” as a result of the intersection between their own creativity and the space

available for the latter.

The trajectory, namely what connects the individual with the structured system of
practices, is conceived as the movement across positions of power in the field.
Individuals arrive at these positions steered by their sense of the ‘game’. This sense
results from the embodiment of the conditions in which individual actors are
generated (habitus) and, in particular, the social and symbolic conditions of existence
and creation respectively, that steer individuals. Habitus or bodily hexis in this respect
bridges the Cartesian dualism between mind and body and unifies the subject’s
dispositions including their own bodily practices (Howson and Inglis, 2001: 310) and
consequently links them to the social and symbolic order. The body in the world and
in the field of theatrical dance is thus both a means and a purpose. In that sense, the
body is not merely acted upon by social structures but rather contributes to a
continuous interplay with them. This interplay simultaneously alters and sustains the
field.

This analysis however, poses questions regarding the potential of individual
invention/creativity in a predetermined set of relations to which each actor enters to
pursue their interest (primarily aesthetic in this case). If habitus is the conscious and
unconscious internalization of norms through which one creates, norms which are not,
however, explicit prescriptions of actions - although they may operate as such - how
does change occur? In other words how ‘‘can the habitus be something other than the
weight of the personal history that conditions the activity of the actor’ (Frére,

2011:251). Frére argues that Bourdieu’s concept of habitus renders creativity and
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habitus mutually exclusive. However, Lahire (as cited in Frére, 2011:251) explains
that habitus is a ‘‘plurality of dispositions’’ resulting from the exposure to a
multiplicity of situations, inscribed in the mental schemata and individual bodies. In
that sense this resourceful habitus accounts for individual flexibility in diverse social

settings.

The conception of habitus as tied to or wholly shaped by social norms, often results
from a conception of Bourdieusian theory as a theory of reproduction. According to
Wacquant (2004:389) Bourdieu broke away early from a structuralist tradition by
introducing the concept of strategy, namely a form of rational action depending on the
conditions in which actors are situated and the resources available to them; a concept
that incorporates the potential for movement and negotiation of the situation. In this
light Wacquant argues that Bourdieu’s primary questions about the Algerian social
reality included the potential for the emergence of a revolutionary class fraction as a
result of the shifting pre-capitalist conditions. Furthermore, Bourdieu’s reintroduction
of habitus was not posed by a theoretical need to address the tensions between
structure and agency but from his awareness of the embodied experience of his
Algerian participants whose traditional sense of existence was confronted by the ways
of the capitalist city and armed forces. In that sense the habitus emerges into
Bourdieu’s theory not as a static concept, but as an attempt to understand what
happens amidst shifting realities which individuals constantly confront and by which

they are shaped.

This change, a result of shifts in power and interest amongst hierarchically related
groups of individuals, who negotiate power in everyday activity, situates their
experience of interaction and regulates further their activity. However, in times of
crisis, namely abrupt or fundamental change, habitus confronts a new landscape of
interaction which may render it invalid. In this thesis, then either explicitly or
implicitly, the concept of habitus, as a result of a plurality of conditions, is
instrumental in the explanation of the shifts as well as the perpetuation of dance
practices, always informed by shifts or developments in the social organization of

dance making. Especially in the historical section of this study, the idea of bodies as
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bearers of symbolic codes which are negotiated through movement is crucial and can

explain both the persistence of ballet as well as the emergence of new forms.

Methodology

However, this type of study requires to a certain extent what Bourdieu (Bourdieu and
Wacquant, 1992:30) calls methodological polytheism, namely the employment of all
possible methods in order to address the question at hand. In order to reconstruct
sociologically the history of theatrical dance the researcher resorted to existing
historical studies and histories of dance, individual studies - including sociological
approaches to specific phenomena in dance practice - as well as to primary sources
such as biographies, manifestos, reviews, or other primary works such as available
lectures and videos of old performances. Thus, the purpose of historical research
through multiple sources was to shape a ‘‘feel’”” for the various phases in the
production of dance. In that sense it aimed at the mapping of the particular
positionings of the actors involved in the aesthetic and political climate in which they

operated.

In tandem with this historically focused work, | proceeded with a reconstruction of the
experience of thirty two working dancers and choreographers in the area of ballet and
modern dance in Greece and the UK, through qualitative interviewing. The latter was
also contrasted to and framed by other sources of information such as school, and
dance company websites and newsletters, published interviews, articles on the
political developments in dance production, as well as a few contemporary studies in
cultural/dance policy. My empirical investigation aspired to shed light on the
following questions: who are the professional dance practitioners, namely what are
the social characteristics of those individuals who become theatrical dancers and
choreographers and what are the conditions of their initiation into dance, that is how
and why do they start dancing and what sort of processes result in their embodiment

of dance.
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In order to understand these complex and interrelated conditions and processes in
depth semi-structured interviews were chosen as a method to be employed. The
particular correlations to be examined, as well as the intricacy of the questions
involved are better addressed through the latter (Ritchie and Lewis 2003: 58). From
an ontological viewpoint regarding the conditions of one’s existence as inscribed in
their experience and from an epistemological one that sees these conditions as also
embedded in the verbalization of individual narrative the sociologist resorted to
qualitative interviewing (Bourdieu, 1999). The interview guide used was divided into

six main themes which were elaborated through specific questions.

The first theme concerned demographic data in combination with the conditions of
initiation to dance, i.e. it explored the social and cultural conditions of the
respondents’ introduction to dance lessons. Secondly, there were a set of questions
about how my respondents arrived at their decisions about taking up dance
professionally, including the parental contribution/response to such decision. The
third theme revolved around the experiences of training: interviewees were asked to
assess and evaluate the conditions in which they trained, the institutions they attended
and the outcome of this educational process. A further subset of questions concerned
the processes of transition to professional life, reflections on the conditions of work
and material existence and an evaluation of the professional experience of these artists

as they had come to assess it at the time of the interview.

A fifth set of questions investigated how artists define theatrical dance and the style
they practice, their relationship to other forms of dance, the accessibility of dance as a
whole and their attitudes and positions towards other styles and forms of rhythmic
movement. Finally, the last series of questions concerned reflections on the role of the
body in theatrical dance as well as its relationship to different styles of movement and
in particular the position of the dancing body in the various phases of dance, namely
training, rehearsing and performing. Furthermore, interviewees were asked about their
experience of and response to bodily conditions such as injury and pain, and their

experience of bodily sustenance and care. Questions about dancers’ and
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choreographers’ bodily image, experience of ageing and sense of physicality were

included.

The interview was structured through the above order of themes in order to produce
narratives illuminating each respondent’s trajectory/career in dance, as well as their
aesthetic dispositions and positions in dance production. The objectification of these
narratives, namely an analysis of their positioning in various social orders, produces a
new narrative about these orders, which aims to contribute to a better understanding
of the latter. Even though the experiences and viewpoints of the particular dancers
and choreographers — as reconstructed through their narrative — constitute specific
examples in the (symbolic) order of theatrical dance, they still offer valuable insights
into the latter. Thus, the trajectories that these artists draw in social space through the
practice of dance constitute examples of the potential positions one can arrive at, at
any time, as a result of the dynamics developed between their subjective strategies
and actions and the objective fields of activity they enter (in our case, dance schools,

academies, companies etc).

The sample for this part of the study consists of thirty two artists (dancers and
choreographers) of which twelve worked in Greece and eighteen in the UK®. The
distribution of the sample between the two fields was determined by two parameters:
the qualitative character of the research and the size of the fields of activity under
study. This piece of work does not aspire to quantify the data drawn in order to
generalize the findings; however, | did seek to ensure that the numbers of interviews
were relative to the size of dance production in each country. Dance production in
Britain is significantly larger than that in Greece; therefore | considered it more
appropriate to interview a larger number of dancers/choreographers in the UK. In
order to attain as a variegated a palette of experiences as possible in a field with
numerous companies and dance academies as well as free-lance projects | accessed

dancers and choreographers practicing under many possible genres.

% See appendix for tables on the sample.
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The sampling method followed was a combination of purposive and snow-balling
techniques. The rationale was to draw on dancers and choreographers who practice
dance in multiple formats such as in large and small-scale companies, in residencies,
as free-lancers or in various other projects. Similarly, | intended to interview dancers
who practice multiple genres and their derivatives such as ballet, modern ballet or
neoclassical, dance theatre and modern dance. Access to one artist more often than
not led to the opportunity to contact another colleague or friend who may have or may
have not practiced dance under the same conditions or genre. However, the
consistency and size of the sample was greatly affected by the extent of access the

researcher had to particular structures of performance.

Access to large-scale (ballet or modern dance) working artists was limited compared
to that of free-lancers or small-scale working groups. Frequent rehearsing and touring
made availability very limited, especially in the UK. As a result reaching these
individuals presented great difficulty at various levels. In general, access to large-
scale production is an intricate matter, even when a gate-keeper is involved. Ortner’s
(2010) experience of trying to study in Hollywood is comparable to that of any
researcher trying to access big cultural institutions. Moreover, her decision to ‘‘study
sideways’’ suggests a similar practice to my own studying dancers in small-scale
companies and free-lancers, formats in which former ballet and modern dance

practitioners often resort to after having worked in bigger companies.

In several cases reaching ballet dancers (and choreographers especially) entailed
emailing and telephoning public relations representatives of the company they worked
for, various administrators, or other mediators who would contact the former on the
researcher’s behalf. Even when artists would consent to an interview the only time I
was able to contact them immediately was at the time of the interview itself. This
type of controlled access was also reflected in the context in which some interviews
took place, namely the dance company premises. Similarly to the situation that Wulff
(1998) encountered in her study of ballet companies, Ballet Across Borders, physical
access to large-scale company premises can be very controlled. Special permission

has to be given to anyone who wants to enter the latter, as the receptions have records
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of all forthcoming appointments and the names of the people who are scheduled to
access the company. In several cases the researcher was led by a mediator/receptionist
to a specific room where the interview would take place. This level of formality was,
however, broken in some instances due to the interview itself, especially in cases
where a follow up interview was required or in cases where access to another artist
was requested. Personal telephone numbers and emails were entrusted to the

researcher in order to facilitate future communication.

However, immediate access to artists was also achieved through other methods such
as attending performances and subsequently going backstage. In almost all cases
potential interviewees consented to an interview and provided contact details in order
to arrange the former. This applied to both large and small-scale artists. The latter,
however, were comparatively more accessible than the former. Small-scale working
artists and free-lancers were traced and contacted via the details available in their
company/project websites or in online dance directories. In all cases, potential
interviewees were handed or sent an information letter about the aims and objectives
of the research and the content of the interview. In several cases the interview
questions were sent in advance to provide some reassurance or information to the
interviewees. In this way informed consent was achieved. The majority of the
interviews were face to face but one was conducted through teleconferencing and two
over the telephone. Especially in these cases the content of the interview was sent in

advance.

However, access was also facilitated by the researcher’s relationship to dance as a
former practitioner. Especially for the Greek sample access was facilitated through a
circle of former colleagues or classmates who have proceeded to dance professionally.
This high level of familiarity with various aspects of dance practice constituted the
researcher as an insider to the world under study. Even in ‘‘unknown territories’’ such
as the British field of dance, where access depended on the strategic decisions of the
researcher, being an insider prompted artists’ consent. The relatively common
experience of the logic of dance worlds became a medium of establishing rapport,

trust and empathy between researcher and respondent. Moreover, it reduced the
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potential tension produced by the underlying power relations, which position the
researcher - who has a privileged relationship to the production of knowledge - in an

asymmetrically powerful standpoint over their participants.

Social research, particularly its specific manifestation — interviewing — is a form of
social relationship according to Bourdieu (1999:608), and as such it can be subjected
to the distortions integrated in its construction. Therefore, the sociologist as bearer of
legitimate knowledge and of a relative volume of cultural capital, exerts symbolic
violence upon the individuals they interrogate, stimulating a form of anxiety shaped
by the need to give legitimate responses (ibid: 611). To reduce the potential of
unconscious exertion of censorship on the interviewees the researcher accentuated
their identity as a dancer. It was the latter which made participants feel less alienated
from their interviewer, and this was particularly evident in linguistic signs and

gestures assuming a common view of what was being stated.

However, the researcher had to constantly challenge the knowledge she shared with
her respondents for this was the object of investigation. On the one hand, the extent of
familiarity enabled a better grasp of the appropriate questions to be addressed. The
knowledge of a series of practices common to almost every dancer and
choreographer, as well as the familiarity with the vocabulary of theatrical dance
facilitated an understanding of these artists’ experiences. On the other hand the
process of interviewing required a higher level of attentiveness in order to focus on
the uniqueness of the particular story, a story that signifies a particular position in the
universe of relations under study. Hence, conducting in depth interviews involved a
“forgetfulness of self” (Bourdieu, 1999:614), in order for the researcher to be
immersed in the worlds of her participants. As a result the nature of the field of
research and the level of familiarity with the latter required a balance between the

roles of the dancer and that of sociologist.

However, familiarity with the world under study and with the actors engaged in it

may distort one’s gaze on the phenomena under examination. In this particular case
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being someone who “possesses a priori intimate knowledge™® (Merton, 1972, as cited
in Hellawell, 2006:483) regarding experiences under research, required a point of
reflection upon the process and outcomes of this project. Reflexivity in this case
entailed being conscious of the possibility that previous personal experience might
result in taking for granted what is actually to be examined, namely the obvious and
underlying relations among practices and circumstances. In other words, during an
interview any emergent issues, which fell under the experience of the researcher, were

questioned and investigated further.

Conversely, an “outsider” — defined by Hellawel (2006:484) as someone completely
unaware of the phenomena under research — might be considered to have a more
enhanced vision of the emerging issues and thus be more capable of producing
objective accounts of the realities under investigation. However, the researcher would
argue that this is not the case; sociological understanding requires a level of critical
detachment from one’s ideas, values and experiences. In that sense, the practice of
sociology becomes synonymous with exercising reflexivity, an inherent process of
any scientific enterprise regardless of the researchers’ relationship to the object of
investigation. Critical reflection upon one’s positioning and preconceptions is the
precondition to sociology, without which any of these roles (insider/outsider) can

jeopardize the sociological study.

In more epistemological terms, the validity of knowledge produced by social
investigation depends on “a judicious combination of involvement and estrangement”
with the object of study (Hammersley, 1993:219). As Bourdieu (1999:612) argues, the
researcher operates like a stage manager, who by objectifying their own relationship
to the area under research can focus more or less on particular aspects of a
phenomenon. Similarly, Hellawell (2006:483) argues that being familiar with a
certain community of people or having a priori knowledge about their practices does
not necessarily suggest membership of the researcher in the former. Thus the “insider

role” is not associated with the complete immersion of the researcher in the particular

® The researcher had long-term experience in theatrical dance at a professional level.
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universe of relations. The relationship between “insidersism” and “outsiderism” in the
scope of social research appears in the form of a continuum along which the

researcher may move according to the particular circumstances

The construction of an interaction like that of interviewing is indeed a really enhanced
experience, managing the asymmetries conceived so as to extract emotions and
thoughts for both sides. My experience of interviewing can be condensed, in
Bourdieu’s (1999:614) terms to a feeling of “spiritual exercise”, namely a conversion
of the viewpoint | had for these individuals as artists, which often took place. Indeed
most encounters constituted unique experiences each for different reasons, while the
intention of the researcher towards the people who offered their life stories for the
sake of this research was not that of an invader but of someone who made an effort to
understand them. A few participants explicitly commented on how valuable an
experience the interview was to them since they were given an opportunity to explain
their views and feelings and in some cases realize them as well. This was a priceless

reward, maybe more important than obtaining the desirable information.

In an overview, in order to comprehend the particular experiences and positions
which dancers and choreographers possess, | needed to examine the social conditions
in which they were generated as well as their exemplification in individual
trajectories. As Bourdieu (1999:613) would put it, our analysis is “a generic and
genetic comprehension of who these individuals are, based on a (theoretical or
practical) grasp of the social conditions of which they are the product; this means a
grasp of the circumstances of life and the social mechanisms that affect the entire
category to which any individual belongs and a grasp of the conditions, inseparably
psychological and social, associated with a given position and trajectory in social

space”. In that sense “understanding and explaining are one” (ibid).

The conditions of one’s existence can only come to be recognized through the
verbalization of each individual life history. It is the sociologist who sheds light on

the social relations of which these individuals are bearers and products. The social
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conditions of which the sociologist is an “objectifier” - with her socio-logical view
over them - are initially represented in the individual’s narrations. The sociological
analysis of the generation of dancers as artists and professionals is a process of
objectification, namely the historicized “nomination of the conditions of their
production” as Bourdieu (1999) would put it; in other words an analysis of their
experience of the dance world. Overall the processes of sociological investigation -
from the moment of its birth that is the conception of the phenomena under
examination, the methods put into practice, to the final product of a sociological
account- is a highway of questions concerning the possibility of knowledge of the

social world.

Data Analysis

Language

The data collected during the research process were recorded and fully transcribed in
two separate languages since interviews were conducted in Greek and English
respectively. A few Greek interviews were fully translated in English as a trial but in
the process it was decided that | would code each response to the different items and
have the main themes of the responses summarized in English. This helped me keep
the Greek data contextualized as responses were coded in a way that adhered better to
the structure, content and ‘‘feel’” of the interview. These responses also became more
meaningful in relation to the pattern that emerged from the Greek interviews as a
whole. Quotations drawn from the Greek interviews were not always translated word
for word but rather so that they could make sense in English, taking into account other
verbal parameters; in other words the specific linguistic idioms and tone of voice
which often determined the content of the quotation. In that sense, some quotes were
paraphrased rather than closely translated, a practice familiar amongst interpreters and

other translators.
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Analysis

The six thematic divisions of the interview schedule, outlined earlier, constituted the
main guides for the analysis of the data collected, as these themes had an internal
logic, namely to represent the trajectory and experience of each artist clearly
throughout the different stages of dance production. These themes became the
chapters of the empirical part of the thesis. Initially, each set of interviews (Greek and
British) was analysed separately and contextualized against the respondents’
presentation and evaluation of the conditions in which their experience was formed in

order to reconstruct the national fields of dance in their present state.

The first step taken was to gather the interview material that referred to the structures
in which each individual operated (family, schools, training institutions, companies
etc) drawn from their accounts in order to reconstruct their positioning in dance
production at each phase of their career. Information about particular
institutions/schools embedded in the respondents’ narratives was examined alongside
other official documents such as websites, legal documentation, reports and
newspaper articles, in order to objectively reconstruct the institutional aspect of the
systems of relations in question (Greek and British fields of dance).

Secondly, | gathered those responses from each set that presented some level of
similarity, i.e. the narratives of those interviewees that had similar experiences or
operated in similar (institutional) conditions. | then synthesised these into a text
presenting the significant commonalities of dancing experience in each field. The
respondents with more divergent experiences or the ‘‘extreme’’ cases in my sample, I
treated as examples of a potential proportion of artists within each field that my
sample could not represent, due to its relatively small size. | simultaneously drew
comparisons across the two sample-sets for every theme/question asked, in order to
locate potential similarities and differences between respondents’ experiences and
between the conditions in which their experience was situated. In this way | produced
a synthesis of the common areas across fields or highlighted the differences where

appropriate.
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| also located other emerging themes across my respondents’ converging experiences,
e.g. shared assumptions about the ideal body type for dance, which was produced as a
conclusion to the repeated self-criticisms artists employed about how their bodily
image and performance did not match what was considered the right body for dance.
Lastly, | traced differences between experiences and structures in my two sample-
sets, which | formed into separate narratives in order to highlight the particularities of
each sample-set and potentially explain their nature, drawing on the contemporary

political, social and economic contexts in which dance is produced.

Ethics

Social research entails a sociological craft ethic, which irrespective of the
prescriptions given in a series of textbooks about methodology, is of major
importance. One crucial ethical dimension of research is informed consent. The
researcher is obliged to ensure potential participants’ awareness of the nature and
objectives of their research so as to achieve their consensual participation (O’Reilly,
2005). Yet, this statement is as vague as the mist. For, when immersed in the process
of investigation, one realizes that consent is a multidimensional and controversial
issue. In any case, objections are raised as to whether consent can ever be really
informed. The term “informed” actually refers to the amount of information the
researcher reveals to their participants in order for them to conceive their role and
input in the research: in Goffman’s (1961) terms to conceive of the definition of the

situation, that is the research project.

Therefore explaining the objectives of one’s research involves mostly a thorough
account of the main questions to be addressed put into simple language, as well as an
account of the rationale under which those questions were designed. Consent
becomes, however, problematic where snow-balling is used as a sampling method.

For, in the cases in which the researcher accessed participants via e-mail an
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attachment of a brief letter clarifying the content and objectives of the research was

sent. As a result consent was given for a meeting and an interview.

For those participants, however, who were contacted through other participants, the
researcher had to rely on participants’ representation of the research. As a result
people who appeared willing to meet me had to be asked ad hoc for their consent. |
intentionally stressed to those participants that they were not committed to me and
thus could withdraw their participation even if we were already in a meeting. No one
appeared to be hesitant in proceeding but frequently 1 was asked for some extra
elaboration of the research content, which was provided immediately. In that sense
one could argue that consent was given before being informed, although all
information and a full explanation were given in the meetings while asking for

consent on the spot.

A last but not least issue of ethical concern is that of anonymity and confidentiality
with respect to the data. The researcher has to make sure that all information elicited
remains confidential and anonymous and will not be available for wider use. | assured
my participants that the information trusted with me would remain confidential and
would be integrated with a series of other accounts, thus completely anonymized. |
stressed their right not to answer any question they felt was intrusive or would make
them identifiable. Even though confidentiality practically meant the protection of data
from being widely accessible, anonymity and its direct relative — recognition - was an
issue that the researcher had to manage in two ways. The use of a snowball technique
jeopardized anonymity at least among participants. This was an issue really
unsolvable given that snowball technique relies on the communication of common

experience among potential participants.

Consequently, anonymity referred to the protection of interviewees from being
exposed to the wider public together with a reassurance of not being identifiable in the
final version of the project. Moreover, securing anonymity or rather the unlikelihood

of being recognized in the written analysis requires an enhanced skill in scrutinizing
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and phrasing the outcome of the accounts collected. In some cases the final version is
deprived of information, which could jeopardize the anonymity of my participants.
Therefore, several parts of the accounts collected were considered as too sensitive or
highly distinguishing and are not included in the final version of this project. For the
protection of my participants | used pseudonyms throughout the second part of the

thesis.

In an overview, methodological and ethical implications are an integral part of social
research tied to the epistemological and ontological stance of the researcher. The
particular choices made in the course of this investigation stem from an evaluation of
the primacy of experience as a source of knowledge and consequently a careful

consideration of the means by which such experience can be grasped and explained.
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Glossary

Field: “A field consists of a set of objective, historical relations between positions
anchored in certain forms of power (or capital)” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992:16).
A field is also defined by the fact that the incumbents of these positions compete for a
particular forms of capital, and is therefore unified by a tacit consensus about what
constitutes value and success.

The field of power: the chiasmatic organization of power as a result of a historically
developed division of labour into material (economic) and symbolic (cultural)
spheres. The field of power is composed of the economic field and the field of cultural
production (Wacquant, in Bourdieu, 1996b: xiii) and is the site of relations of
cohesion or conflict between the classes: working classes and peasantry, petty
bourgeoisie (new and old) and the bourgeoisie (dominant and dominated fraction)
These are summarised as relations between dominant and dominated classes.

The artistic field/ field of cultural production is “an independent/[autonomous]
social universe with its own laws of functioning, its specific laws of force, its
dominants and its dominated” (Bourdieu, 1993a: 163). This social universe consists of
a set of historically interlinked positions often in the form of institutions, which are
occupied by social actors. The structure of the field, namely of this system of
positions, depends on “the structure of the distribution of the capital of specific
properties” which guarantees success and power within it and at the same time results
in “the winning of external or specific profits, which are at stake in the field” (ibid:
30). In that sense the field is simultaneously and inseparably a space of positions and
position takings, which are expressions of the individuals engaging in the activities of
the field.

The artistic field is also a field of forces and a field of struggles “tending to transform
or conserve this field of forces” (ibid). This network of objective relations relatively
determines and orients the strategies which the occupants of the different [positions
within it] implement in their struggles to defend, or improve their positions (i.e. their
position-takings). These strategies depend for their force and form “on the opposition
each agent occupies in the power relations [and in the forms of assets they possess as
a result of that position]’’. The field is also a space of possibles “which is objectively
realized as problematic in the form of actual or potential position takings
corresponding to different positions”. “The struggle in the field of cultural production
over the imposition of the legitimate mode of cultural production is inseparable from
the struggle of the dominant class to impose the dominant principle of domination”
(Bourdieu, 1993a: 41).

Trajectory: The course of individuals or collectives across different positions in the
various fields of activity and, in that respect, in the wider field of power as a result of
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their membership in these fields. Trajectories tie individuals to a specific field.
(Randal Johnson Editor’s Introduction in Bourdieu, 1993a).

Strategy: an organization of one’s resources into a plan for the improvement of one’s
position in a specific field or within the field of power. Strategies are partly a matter
of conscious decision making, partly guided by the instinctive sense of positioning
governed by habitus.

Field of restricted production/Subfield: “the structure of the field of cultural
production is based on two fundamental and quite different oppositions: first, between
the sub-field of restricted production and the subfield of large-scale production [...];
and secondly the consecrated avant-garde and the avant-garde [...] i.e. between
artistic generations [...] in short between cultural orthodoxy and heresy” (Bourdieu,
1993a: 53).

Autonomy of restricted production/field: “The field refracts, much like a prism,
external determinants in terms of its own logic and it is only through such refraction
that external factors can have an effect on the field. The degree of autonomy of
particular field is measured precisely by its ability to refract external demands into its
own logic” (Randal Johnson Editor’s Introduction in Bourdieu, 1993a:14)

Field of Dance: In this thesis, dance is conceived as a field, namely as a system of
positions through which individuals of specific social/class and aesthetic positioning
negotiate and develop forms and styles of dance movement, which are more often
than not in competitive relation to each other. Specifically, theatrical dance (which in
retrospect classifies together ballet and modern dance) is a subfield of this more
extensive system of relations, characterized by a symbolic dichotomy between ballet
and modern dance. Theatrical dance has historically fluctuated between the two poles
of cultural production noted above, whilst dancers and choreographers have been part
of a struggle for the autonomy of dance from political and economic determinations
(e.g the State or the Church), in other words a struggle to incorporate theatrical dance
within the restricted field of cultural production. However, dancers and
choreographers possess divergent ideas and practices about dance, influenced by their
social and aesthetic trajectories, their adherence to particular artistic generations and
aesthetic dispositions as well as their social position. Thus they compete to impose a
certain definition of theatrical dance in the form of either ballet or modern dance, and
further, within this dichotomy, of certain styles of ballet and modern dance. This
struggle operates in tandem with the struggle for the autonomy of theatrical dance as
such. “The struggles over the definition (or classification) [of artistic forms] have
boundaries at stake (between genres and disciplines, or between modes of production
inside the same genre) and therefore, hierarchies” (Bourdieu, 1996a: 225). The main
capital or property, which sets the field in motion and through which these individuals
employ in their engagement in the field is the dancing body or physical capital;
however other forms of capital including economic make dance possible.

27



Nomos: ‘‘the principle of vision and division that defines the field” (Bourdieu, 1996a:
223). In dance the principles upon which the definition of legitimate dance is built.

National Fields: The idea of a national field, namely a system of positions that is
informed by the historical particularity of a geographical area and the social and
political organization is quite significant. Questions about the historical roots of a
phenomenon often become “planetarized or globalized in a strictly geographical sense
[...] [and] at the same time [...] they are de-particularized by the effect of false rupture
effected by conceptualization, [...] [and are] progressively [transformed] into
universal common sense” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1999: 42). This conceals the fact
that phenomena have their roots in “complex and controversial realities of a particular
historical society, now tacitly constituted as model for every other and as yardstick for
all things”. As Wacquant (in Bourdieu 1996b:xiii) explains, the field of power and in
effect the subfield of cultural production, as a part of the former, have different
phenomenal forms within different countries depending on their historical
circumstances and the trajectory of the local dominant class within positions of
power. This thesis, as a consequence of its historical and comparative empirical
research, serves to reinforce the importance of historical and social peculiarities in the
organization of cultural production and of course, dance production more specifically.
These are always relevant to the structures of power in the particular geographical
areas under study. After all “To analyze different fields in the different configurations
in which they may appear, according to the era and to national traditions, treating
them each as a particular case in the true sense, that is a case which figures among
other possible configurations, is to give the comparative method its full effectiveness”
(Bourdieu, 1996a: 183). Bourdieu and Wacquant (1999:41) emphasise that on a
methodological level the universalization of a phenomenon is often a product of a
process of theorization and in that sense it constitutes an “‘imperialist’” act of reason.
This thesis has adopted a methodological relativist point of view in order to recognize
the potential differences.

Transnational Field of dance: the outcome of historically shaped international
exchanges of dance artists, which occur as a result of a unified field of entepreunerial
activity and recruitment worldwide. It is also the result of dance artists’ possession of
cross-national networks as engendered through their circulation in international
academies and theatres. The transnational field of dance is constituted through the
negotiation of movement as taking place via artists’ mobility across national fields the
trajectory of whom brings to the fore aesthetic, symbolic and political struggles in the
wider sense. At a theoretical level the transnational field is “the product of a genetic,
comparative and structural sociology of the national fields of [dance production)
(Wacquant in Bourdieu, 1996b:xv).

Capital: “accumulated labour (in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated” embodied
form), which when appropriated on a private, i.e. exclusive basis by agents or groups
of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living
labour” (Bourdieu, in Richardson, 1986: 46).
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Cultural Capital: results from the relationship between living cultural practices and
the rules of (legitimate) cultural production. It is apparent in three forms: a) embodied
in the form of dispositions of the mind and body, b) objectified in the form of cultural
goods and c) institutionalized or certified (in the form of educational qualifications)
(ibid: 47)

Social Capital: the set of social obligations or connections, especially the ones that
open up opportunities for employment or recognition. Like other forms of capital,
these can be converted into other forms in given situations.

Physical Capital: the use of the body as a form of capital within a context where the
former is the centre of production. “The use of the natural forces of the body to
appropriate that particular part of nature so as to optimize these kinds of forces”
Wacquant, 1995:67). The dancing body is a form of capital as it is the main means of
dance production. The latter becomes an asset to the extent that it incorporates
through practice a set of properties which are measured against the legitimate
principles of dance making.

Habitus: “a set of historical relations ‘deposited’ within individual bodies in the form
of mental and corporeal schemata of perception, appreciation and action” (Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 1992:16). Bourdieu, unlike phenomenology emphasises that although
these schemata and categories of thought and action are durable and to some extent
collective they are not universal or fixed, neither do they generate fixed entities
(Wacquant, 2009:142). “As the product of history, habitus produces individual and
collective practices, and thus history in accordance with the schemata engendered by
history. It ensures the active presence of past experiences which, deposited in each
organism in the form of schemata of thought and action, tend, more surely than all
formal rules and all explicit norms, to guarantee the conformity of practices and their
constancy across time’” (Bourdieu, 1990: 91f). As Fowler (1997:18) explains habitus
has an improvisational character, namely as a “feel for the game” (See also Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 1992) which entails a creative adjustment to the rules and structures of
social fields. It is an organizational principle for ones response not only to the internal
logic of a social field but to objective social needs.

Hexis: (Bodily) hexis the way in which the social becomes embodied and its
manifestations; in dance hexis refers to the shaping of the socially and historically
constructed embodiment into a dancing body as a historically and socially shaped
agency itself.
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Part One

Dance refers to the purposive orientation of movement towards a specific effect. With
the aid of Weber’s concept of rationalization (Gerth and Mills, 1948) we could define
dance as a rationalized practice based on the purposive use of bodily movement,
achieved through some form of mastery. Hence, theatrical dance refers to the ongoing
mastery of physicality - through complex patterns of motion and stillness - towards an
aesthetic experience both for the performer and the spectator. Consequently, the
history of dance is the narrative of purposive movement, which becomes a value
itself.

Theatrical dance specifically constitutes the outcome of the process of transformation
of a participatory kinetic phenomenon to a staged spectacle organized around political
and economic interests. The development of what in retrospect is classified as such —
and especially ballet — constitutes a dynamic modification of courtly dance as a social
event with a strong royalist program to a highly differentiated form shaped within a
sphere of interest where aesthetics and profit are interwoven. Dance as a social
practice is reconfigured to an art form, which is pursued by specific social groups and
becomes a part of what Weber calls an aesthetic sphere; namely the product of
rationalization of life and intellectual progress in which certain phenomena acquire
value and significance in their own right (Gerth and Mills, 1948: 342). As we shall
see, in this part of the thesis, this conversion overlaps and is interlinked with wider
socio-historical transformations: the rise and decline of feudalism, the rise of the
bourgeoisie and later on other forms of social struggle.

As we shall see, artistic change is the product of symbolic struggles, which, as
Bourdieu (1996a: 252) argued, are dependent in their outcome on the outcome of
wider social struggles and shifts in power. The result of such symbolic shifts is
negotiated and transformed through dance practices, which are intrinsically linked to

symbolic and material oppositions.
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However, the relationship between social and artistic change is not absolutely
straightforward neither does it imply parallel changes, which reflect the shift in
political or other interests in a clear way. This presents great analytical difficulties for
the researcher, as they have to assess how social struggles influence systems symbolic
production. Nevertheless, the development of balletic movement and ballet as a
theatrical form is also synonymous with the development of a field of dance, namely
an “independent/[autonomous] social universe with its own laws of functioning, its

specific laws of force, its dominants and its dominated” (Bourdieu, 1993a: 163).

Tellingly, the rationalization of social and political life determined the highly codified
forms such as the visual arts. The multiple identities stemming from this process,
namely the rationalized social divisions between types of artists (professional dancers,
choreographers, musicians etc.) and amateurs, or performers and spectators, are
indicative of a complex social negotiation — sometimes even conflict in the terrain of
the symbolic, a terrain that draws heavily on the social conditions which make it
possible (Hammond and Hammond, 1979). According to Sachs (1963:222) the
emergence of professional theatrical dance constitutes the unique and incontestable
product of western culture, characterized by a clear-cut split between power and

service.

This form of social organization, which functions under a certain distribution of
power and economic system, namely the monarchical governance and feudalism
initially, some type of democracy under the economy of money or capitalism
subsequently, presupposes a division of labour which distinguishes between those
who produce and those who enjoy the products. In a symbolic reconfiguration of this
separation arts incorporate two elements: initially the commissioned work and later
the cultural industry production and the pleasure drawn from spectatorship. The latter
was exemplified in the member of the court, who held the power to commission
artistic work and eventually in the homo economicus of civil society, who exerts
economic control in the form by paying for their entertainment. As we shall see
across this section “the struggle in the field of cultural production over the imposition

of the legitimate mode of cultural production is inseparable from the struggle of the
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dominant class to impose the dominant principle of domination” (Bourdieu, 1993a:

41).

Consequently, theatrical dance depends on: the socio-historical and economic
conditions in which it is born and especially the particular audience for which it is
intended; As we shall see, processes of artistic differentiation operate differently in
different contexts (national fields of art/cultural production are structured slightly
differently). As Wacquant (in Bourdieu 1996b:xiii) explains the field of power and in
effect the subfield of cultural production as a part of the former, takes phenomenally
different forms in different countries depending on the historical circumstances and
the trajectory of the local dominant class towards positions of power. Theatrical dance
depends on the economic and symbolic power of the institutions producing it as well
as the particular groups of artists and performers who employ their bodies in dance.
The artistic processes like teaching or performing characterize embodiment in a
specific way, which reflects the particular logic of theatrical dance. The body
constitutes the focal point of the historical process since “the whole range and history

of movement [reverberates]” in the performing figure (Foster, 1996:xv).
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Chapter 1

This chapter will discuss ballet as a result of French absolutism and courtly
interaction. Furthermore, it will outline the political meaning of the
institutionalization of dance and the subsequent struggle for the political/symbolic
autonomy of the practice from royalist prescriptions as expressed through the

practices of particular individuals involved in this struggle.

Ballet as a Court Entertainment

The term ballet derived from the Italian word balleto (dance), which initially referred
to all types of rhythmic movement. However, ballet has been identified with a courtly
practice in Italy and beyond. Italy was where forms of organized entertainment
emerged for the pleasure of the courtiers. This type of sophisticated leisure firstly
appeared in the thirteenth century but it was not until the sixteenth that it became a
distinctive form (Au, 2002). Court dances derived from simple patterns of rhythmic
movement derived from folk and ritual. These infiltrated the Renaissance courtly
festivities and transformed into more sophisticated types: the court dance and later on
the court ballet (Sachs, 1963:341). Renaissance dances consisted of the burlesque
associated with pageantry and the geometrical dances practiced in courts. These refer
to what in retrospect we name social dancing enacted individually or collectively for
communal entertainment. Yet both become theatricalised at some stage: geometrical
dance composed on the basis of symmetry and ideas of spatial harmony associated
with Absolutism. Conversely, burlesque - politically opposed to geometrical dance
through transgressive movement - satirized the seriousness of the noble form (Franko;
1986; 1998).

The term geometrical derived from the symmetrical positioning of performers in

courtly space and in relation to each other, which transformed dancing bodies into
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signs of geometry. Bodies held an upright posture in order to be perceived as points.
Each body assumed a spot, so that two-dimensional symmetrical patterns emerged.
The visual effect of this was a constant reconfiguration of proportionate shapes, given
that the spectator observed performers from above (Brinson, 1962:12). Theatrical
geometrical dance “drew on [the] spatial visualization of [...] text” (Franko, 1993: 9).
Bodily positioning was a reference to texts prescribing courtly manners®. Renaissance
geometrical dances connoted decorum and were part of the aristocracy’s quest for

self- perfection as a social example (Hilton, 1981:3).

Noble dance texts were implicitly related to courtesy books (Franko, 1986:11). Dance
manuals employed terminology already used in the former delineating demeanour and
appropriate posture. In that sense dance constituted “a part of [the] pedagogical
tradition which transmitted the social code” (ibid: 37). Renaissance dance was a
demonstration of dignity, grace and precision based on deep comprehension of
deportment. Social dance was a formalized act, which realized manners in a positive
way; as such bad dancing constituted a violation of code. Dance for the Renaissance
nobility was a corporeal exercise in the attainment of a physical appearance accepted
in courtly life but also a recreational practice in which efficiency and proficiency was

socially admired; in that sense it was “exercise as an end itself” (ibid: 7).

However, court dance and court-ballet do not wholly overlap. The former referred to
recreational practices whilst court-ballet was an organized spectacle, which involved
dance, imitative gesture, décor, effects and costumes (Kettering, 2008:394). Hence
noble dance had two versions: the recreational and the theatrical both in the form of
court entertainment (Hilton, 1981:3). At this early stage their difference lay mostly in
presentation, as geometrical dances were used in the creation of court ballets.
Geometrical dance became the first theatricalised form in Europe and the first attempt
to include the body as the key element in space (Franko, 1998: 92). However, it did
not involve narrative or mimesis. Even when dancers impersonated literary characters,

it was rhythm rather than the impersonation that prevailed (Franko, 1993: 29).

®  Texts on étiquette, such as that by Erasmus.
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Catherine de Medici was the Queen whose court festivities cemented a new type of
entertainment based on the arts. The former drew on a dynamic synthesis of poetry,
music, painting and movement. During her reign all arts became the intellectual
property of the court, symbolizing its power and majesty. Dance in particular served a
definite purpose: the representation of the courtly power structure. Specifically,
dancers employed their bodies in the construction of large-scale shapes, which
represented the hierarchy of power, also reproduced through the hierarchical
positioning of these otherwise noble dancers: into corps de ballet, coryphées and
stars’ (Bland, 1963:43). However, it was not until 1580 that this multi-media formula
transformed into a genre intended for exhibition (Au, 2002). In this year the
establishment of the proscenium irreversibly altered the nature of court dance drawing

a distinct line between participant and onlooker.

Theatrical dance acquired a specific character and structure when transferred to the
French court. This geographical and cultural relocation, which took place after
Catherine de Medici’s marriage with Henri II of France, was crucial for the
transformation of court dance into ballet (Homans, 2010:3). Catherine’s festivities
provided the terrain in which the structure and the conventions of court ballet formed.
Under the pressure of creating impressive entertainments as symbols of the royal
wealth and power, one can observe the loosening of courtly conventions and the
introduction of non-noble skilled dancers in court spectacles (Au, 2002). For instance
acrobatics — usually included in performances — demanded well-trained performers,
which entailed skill as a principle of selection rather than rank® (Hilton, 1981: 4).
Court dances and festivities were a concurrent phenomenon in the French and Italian

courts, which symbolically competed for supremacy.

" At this stage performers were themselves members of the Court with some form of skill often

acquired and developed through manner appropriation.
8 Performers were more often than not male and performed female roles by cross- dressing
(Kettering, 2008: 396-397). Dancers were, however chosen due to their connections to the court, if not
rank. As professionals they may have served the King or his immediate family (ibid: 403).
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Nevertheless, ballet, a rich spectacle — presented in the royal residence theatres
(Hilton, 1981:4) — was generated in the seventeenth century French Court. The
conditions under which ballet emerged overlap with the rise of the court society as a
complex network of relations between the French monarch and the system of inter-
dependencies that constituted the court. As Elias (1983:18) argues, the French court
was a figuration of mutually dependent individuals who were internally ranked and
determined by their relationship to the monarch. The court was linked to the ongoing
centralization of power through the radical monopolization of “two decisive sources
[...]; the revenue derived from society as a whole, which we call taxes and [the]
military and police power” (ibid: 2). The politically unstable medieval society -
characterized by the centrifugal distribution of power amongst the various
representatives of the state - was succeeded by the absolute rule of the king, whose

authority superseded that of the nobility, clergy and high administration.

Indeed, underneath the king, came the prevalent categories of the nobility: the so-
called nobility of the sword, the high clergy and the high judicial administration,
which were internally ranked and in constant competition. After these powerful strata
came the middle and lower layers of the court, which belonged in any of the above
three specialized occupations. During this early period, though, there already
appeared groups of economically strong financiers who managed to penetrate the
court and secure a position within it (Elias, 1983: 61). Later in the seventeenth century
the intense processes of industrialization and industrial urbanization enabled new
social layers to emerge. These ambitious bourgeois strata managed to intermingle
with the nobility under a regime of exchange of financial favours with them and the
King, who gradually encouraged them politically. The outcome of this embrace
between the court nobility and the bourgeoisie was a social figuration called ‘court-
aristocratic nobility’. These strata engage in an intense antagonistic struggle in order

to sustain or upgrade their position in the court.

In feudal society, as Bourdieu (1993b) also argues, the relationship between
groupings of power acquired a dualistic form by means of oppositions between

warriors and priests, military and hierocratic authority, the nobility of the sword and
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the nobility of letters. The gradual rationalization of the state apparatus and the
emergence of this “second capital”, forced these antagonistic groups into a complex
web of interlinked positions, within multiple fields/rationally divided areas of social
activity, in which the various forms of social power operate. Bourdieu calls this set of
interdependencies the field of power, which incorporates the economic field, as the
one pole and the field of cultural production®, as the other. Indeed, the new social
divisions that emerge in the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth century in France
(industrialists versus artists, managers versus intellectuals) constitute reflections of the
dominant and the dominated poles in the field of power. In between there exist strata
whose position is linked to the particular structures of capital, i.e. structures that

correspond to the one or the other pole.

The Royal Court as the administrative headquarters, the central governmental organ
and the centre of intellectual life constitutes the ancestor of the field of power. In this
network, the future of an individual was defined by the “fulfilment of social demands
and pressures which [were] experienced as duties” and performed in the royal
premises as professions (Elias, 1983: 53). Court professionalism was both a
performance and the instrument for social rank improvement. This type of
performance, as we shall see, would be crucial for the development of ballet as a
courtly spectacle. Specifically, court members developed a rank ethos, realized in
duties, self-presentation and social performance such as feasts. This ethos grew out of
the structure of court interaction whilst it also constituted a condition for the
perpetuation of courtly activity; in that sense it was not freely chosen

Courtly life was characterized by an overlap of personal and official interest; it
involved a professional aspect, namely the pursuit of career through the complex
network of inter-dependencies and the personal side of everyday routines including
socializing and entertainment. This duality was reflected in the division of courtly
space for diverse purposes, such as the ceremonial room, which preserved the

socializing character of the lord. In general the spatial organization of the House

® The forthcoming field of dance is in that sense a subfield of the field of cultural production.
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reflected the system of relationships that constituted the court as the first House,
which included the “extended royal family” (Kettering, 2008:393).

According to Elias (2001) in the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance there
appeared explicit tendencies towards the individualization of social life manifest in
the split between private and public shades of activity. Professional and financial life
acquired a social/public character and a specific type of conduct was formed to serve
communication and exchange. This entailed a type of professional role-playing, which
excluded trivial everyday practices. The latter are gradually kept in the private sphere.
What Goffman (1969) would describe as front and back stage behaviour is
particularly indicative of the Renaissance courtly interaction. The “privatization” of
practices refers initially to the restriction of physical and emotional acts linked to

instinctive urges and impulses.

Elias (2000) in The Civilizing Process analyses the history of manners in order to
explain the embodiment of self-control, which has now become a reflexive
mechanism. His reference to the Erasmian courtesy-book concerning practices like
defecation or how to behave during a meal, makes evident that “civilized” behaviour
is the product of long term exertion of control over one’s urges. The embodiment of
such regulations becomes a value itself and functions as a social mark linked to
specific social origins. The appropriation of manners and self-control constituted a
political strategy of the ancient regime and the distinctive feature of court interaction.
In Bourdieu’s (1984) words, courtly life inscribed on the mental schemata and bodily
structure of the courtiers, particular ways of being, namely a courtly habitus, which
was politically significant. The intricate elaboration of appearance and behaviour
served as a medium of social distinction, as well as a manifestation of status and
position. Etiquette as this type of conduct is known was a political means both in the
narrow and broad sense. As a set of behavioural patterns embedded in court
interaction it served as a mechanism of action encouragement via mutual demand and
acceptance (Elias, 1983:88).
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The significance of all this for dance is that Etiquette was thus theatricalised in the
form of ballet, which symbolized the court society, in its own way. Court ballet
became according to Franko (1993:2): ‘the most conspicuous arena of self-display
and transformation’. Professional dancers along with the courtiers struggled to
maintain their face value, the favour of the kings and secure patronage (Kettering,
2008: 403-404). In the period before Louis XIV’s appointment to the throne dance
was, thus, purely mannerist. Mostly based on noble gestures exchanged between
courtiers, ballet realized the formation of geometrical shapes in the ceremony room.
Dance was a means of cultivating demeanour and civility and hence was not an
autonomous practice. Dance masters taught court-conduct rather than a recreational

activity. However, during Louis XIV’s reign ballet took a different form.

Louis consolidated the court as the centre of authority, which became less fragile and
penetrable than previously. Such concentration of power was monarchy’s answer to a
series of upheavals during Louis XIV’s childhood. A group of nobles, known as the
“Frondeurs”, challenged the throne and claimed power. Although unsuccessful their
revolt triggered general doubt regarding the monarchy (Hilton, 1981:7-8). Henceforth
Louis’s father and Louis XIV himself became preoccupied against the growth of
nobility and worked towards the stabilization of monarchical authority through the
systematic control of courtiers. Thus Louis XIV cultivated etiquette as a network of
social positioning governed by mutual indirect pressures orchestrated by him.
Etiquette was thus used as an instrument of power through which the king could
favour or disfavour the members of his court (Elias, 1983: 90). Nobility and

aristocracy negotiated their position in court through this.

Such negotiation was not solely behavioural but also physical. The age of absolutism
was bodily-centred. The political and legal discourse of the time was beset with
references to the body. Descriptions of the monarchical structures as members of the
physical body are indicative (Melzer and Norberg 1998: 1-2). The king was always
considered as the head of the state while his subjects were the members. The
absolutist/royal body served as an institution of power and the ultimate source of

authority in its materiality (Turner, 1996:42). The kingdom and the king although
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distinct in principle were practically politically amalgamated in the absolutist ideal.
The state had no legal/political institutions or forms of collective expression or
constitution to be established by other than the monarch himself physically and
symbolically™ (Merrick, 1998:13).

Louis XIV was thus concerned with the use and placement of bodies, both his own
and those of his servants and courtiers, so that they glorified his power. Louis XIV
systematized etiquette by classifying everyday court practices into a complex network
of performances. Every gesture, including imperceptible movements, was subjected to
control so that it abided by his project on manners: “The adherence of each body to its
specifically assigned tasks and of all bodies to a generalized manner of interaction
was mandated [...] as a primary means of consolidating and protecting monarchical
authority” (Foster, 1996:23). Minutiae of etiquette were indicators of individual
position within “the balance of power between the courtiers, a balance controlled by
the king” (Elias, 1983: 85). This complex network of mannerisms was significant in
terms of prestige. Each action was assigned with a certain status and reflected the face

value of the person performing it.

Louis X1V transferred this schema of (bodily) conduct to the theatre, simultaneously
transferring the social situation of the court to the performance. Thus he transformed
ballet into a practice with a certain political character, which became the phenomenon
of his time. Being a dancer, Louis XIV became aware from early on of ballet’s
potential as an ideological mechanism and a means of control, which enhanced his
own power and prestige (Franko, 1993: 109). Court ballets depicted an idealized
social unity under the absolute power of the king with a direct reference to his

10 As Kantorowicz (1957) argued in The King’s Two Bodies, the relationship between the monarch

and the state was founded in the double nature of the royal corpus. The king possessed two bodies: a
material one — subject to decline — and a sacred one, symbolic of eternal power. These two aspects
were especially manifest in the royal funeral, which constituted a mechanism of social unification. The
ritual involved both the physically deceased body and an effigy, around which a meal took place. The
effigy constituted this symbol of absolute and everlasting power while it materialized in some sense the
royal divinity. In this way royal power was symbolically sustained despite the monarch’s physical
exhaustion. The split between divine and natural body legitimized absolute power. Similarly, the sacred
corpus constituted an ‘‘incarnation of the realm’’ sustaining the belief in monarchy, whilst
ideologically founding power in the royal corporeality.
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presence as a spectator and witness of his own political authority. In that sense ballet
evoked two parallel realities, the one performed and one referring to the legitimization
of such performance by means of the royal presence (ibid: 36). These spectacles were
relatively open to the public or at least to anyone dressed well enough to bypass the
guards (Kettering, 2008:394). In this way the wider public witnessed the royal

majesty.

The royal physicality and especially that of Louis XIV — also a dancing presence —
was a sign of power and authority. Foucault defined the king’s presence as a
performance of power (as cited in Franko and Richards, 2000:44). In that sense Louis
XIV’s (dancing) body was the site of a systematic expression of sovereignty as it was
not only the ultimate symbol of status and prestige but also the material basis of the
latter. The King was the embodiment of material wealth from which the definition of
prestige derived. Consequently, his performance as a dancer was not merely
symbolic; it was distinctive of its potential to transform into political power per se.
“‘[Prestige] was the product of baroque political economy, [...] reducible to the

material fact of the king’s body’’ (ibid: 47).

Until 1661 ballet constituted an allegory of court relations. Louis XIV’s emphasis on
ballet aimed at the distraction of the nobility from the pursuit of political power as the
King redirected the former in a constant struggle for prestige (Hilton, 1981:8). The
immanent danger of elite circles outwith the court and the growth of the nobility was,
in this respect, the motive behind the institutionalization of dance (Elias, 1983:78). If
dance was a powerful political weapon then it should be less accessible to the political
enemies of the king. Hence, Louis XIV founded the “Académie Royale de Danse” in
1661, an institution for the cultivation and perfection of the art of dance (Homans,
2010: 15). The legal framework (Letters Patent) in which he placed court ballet

cemented a series of regulations that empowered the royal institution.

A committee was assigned to establish the legitimate types of movement and dance

and new dances were performed before the committee in order to be approved.
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Similarly, anyone who declared themselves as dancers was required to register their
name and address with the Academy (Franko, 1993:110). This bureaucratic
organization and control over dance was exemplified in the classification of rhythmic
movement. This was thus a first expression of the rationalization of dance occurring
in a similar way to what Weber described with regard to the organization of musical
values and their standardization through notation (Turley, 2001). The academy
monopolized both the definition of dance/ballet as a bodily technique and dance
production as a whole. The nobility practiced, performed and organized ballet under
the supervision of the royal institution but could not determine the content, style or
bodily technique applied. Thus nobility was deprived of ballet as a means of political
influence since the royal institution achieved full control over the practice and the
political meaning of ballet.

However, the institutionalization of dance was ideologically founded on two
principles: the reform of noble dance as a technically declining genre and the
autonomy of dance from other forms like theatre and music. The academy would,
thus, professionalize ballet and demarcate it against amateurism whilst securing its
distinctive character. The technical mastery of the dancing body was, thus, introduced
as a scientific enterprise. Ballet was central, in this respect, to the rationalization of
movement on the basis of human physiology. According to Franko (1993:110), the
Royal Academy adopted a new stance regarding bodily movement “under the guise of
pedagogical infrastructure”. The focus on technique and training was manifest in the
declarations of the academy. However, corporeal enactment still drew on etiquette,
which set the basis for the academic curriculum (Foster, 1996). On the other hand, the
establishment of a specialized Academy, namely a Dance Academy secured the

autonomy of ballet from music and drama and mixed spectacles. .

However, at this stage — as we have seen — dance as a corporeal phenomenon was
rooted in a practice embroidered with noble mannerisms as performed in courtly
interaction; it was not considered as an expressive performance. Dance was a
demonstration of virtue and self-restrain, which lacked emotional expression (Franko,

1986: 33). As Elias (1983) explained, etiquette constituted a means of self-distancing
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and emotional detachment from the public affairs. Thus court ballet was far from
expressing emotionality. Moreover, it included no plot or narrative, neither was it an
extrovert exploration of bodily efficiency (Foster, 1996). In court ballet the body was
an accessory, a means of displaying the noble and royal subject (Franko, 1993: 1).
However, Louis XIV set dance into the centre of corporeal engagement. In that way
not only did he seize control over the noble body but he also founded dance as a
discipline (Foster, 1996:23). Dance became a part of the profane sphere, fully
bureaucratized and formalized in the Weberian sense (Franko and Richards, 2000:
36). The institutionalization of court ballet was a rational political action intended to

maintain political order; in that sense dance was a political practice per se.

Consequently the professionalized dancing body elbowed out the amateur noble one.
The development of dance on the basis of royal comportment and aesthetics did not
exclude technical excellence. The introduction of turnouts, for instance, at about this
period was the manifestation of technical advance in the service of a certain aesthetic.
The turnouts initially facilitated the demonstration of accessories (ribbons and
buckles) pinned on royal costumes. However they gradually became the major
technical ingredient of ballet (Bland, 1976:48). The bodily techniques applied
appropriated movement, situating it in the centre of a network of corporeal
placements that was considered morally and honourifically acceptable. The execution
of such movement progressively formed a chorographical vocabulary, which became
the foundation of the balletic idiom. The five feet positions - still a distinctive
property of ballet - constituted the outcome of periodical technical modifications of

bodily positioning.

However, at this stage, the boundaries between social and staged dance are not clearly
set as the particular forms were still a possession of the royalty, limited within the
court. Court dance in both its versions (social and theatrical) was a genre made by the
nobility for the nobility, excluding the participation of other classes, based on the
enactment of etiquette. The court dance developed as a distinct genre, consolidated as
such through its Academic institutionalization, which seized control over the practice

and the bodies of its practitioners and the political enemies of the Monarchy. The
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Academy defined the legitimate ways of moving through the formation of a
curriculum based on the rules of comportment, which in turn secured the legitimate

type of dancing body, which became professionalized.

18" Century action ballet: Towards the art of dance.

The history of eighteenth century dance is interwoven with the gradual decline of
absolutism and thereupon the emergence of new forms of social organization. This
section will discuss the challenging of court ballet as an activity, a part of the process
towards the autonomy of dance (both theatrical and social) from courtly prescriptions
and its reformation as a civil activity. This reformation was a product of tensions
between institutions like the Royal Opera and smaller theatres, as well as pressures
within the Royal Institution. Here, as we shall see, there emerge the first seeds of two
opposing traditions in dance, which will result, centuries later, into the major break-up
between ballet and modern dance closely linked to the social and political
positionings of their practitioners.

In the late seventeenth century the French Court effectively incorporated the
emerging elites of finance, which increasingly occupied key positions in the state
administration. Intense processes of industrialization and urbanization produced new
social strata. Market-linked class structures emerge and the new powerful strata
gradually consolidate. Wealth as defined by the possession of money and investment
potential, form trade and industry beyond the court. The loss of direct extraction of a
surplus by the nobility and the decline of monarchical control politically, following
the transition from what Elias (1983) referred to as a feudal kingdom to a kingdom
sustained by a monetary system, becomes significant. Ambitious bourgeois strata
mingled with the nobility under a regime of financial exchange of favours with the
King who gradually encouraged them politically. The outcome of this embrace was a
social category called “court-aristocracy” which steadily became economically

powerful through mercantile activity. The structural modification of the French state
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was expedited by a generalized social movement against social oppression, which
resulted in an open conflict of forces in the 1789 Revolution. This was necessitated by
a chain of tensions between the ancient regime and new social forces striving for the

emancipation of civil society.

The new social classes, operating within the emerging field of power surfacing
through the Revolution held new political values and ideals. Their immediate interest
was the re-definition of social relationships on the basis of freedom and equality,
which constituted the humanistic claim of the Revolution. The idea of individuality
informed all social practices, from politics to arts and sciences of the Enlightenment,
which in turn become forms of capital in the differentiated sphere of power (field of
cultural production) (Bourdieu, 1996b). The effort to establish the right to expression
became the centre of social struggle. Arts and their practitioners also sought
autonomy from political influence and enforcement. Voices, as we shall see, claimed
that arts exist in their own right, independent from power and interest. It is in this
context that we see the withdrawal of dance from the field of political action and its
conception as a political act. The nature of the balletic idiom itself was itself at stake.
The revolutionary forces facilitated the conversion of court ballet into a relatively
autonomous art through the transformation of its content and conventions from
monarchical to civil. Ballet transcended its earlier representational logic namely the
exaltation of absolute power and came to emphasize individual experience. Indeed
here Bourdieu’s (1996a: 252) idea about the dependence of symbolic struggles on the
outcome of social struggle in the field of power becomes apparent.

In the eighteenth century dance was rediscovered and reconceived as a unifying,
universal phenomenon and a means of expression. Accordingly theatrical dance was
situated in the centre of individuated expression as a cultural practice (Foster, 1996).
The former was reconfigured through a shift in bodily values linked to the collapse of
the noble body as paradigm of corporeality. The new social strata yielded different
ideals in relation to the body and regarded physical activity as beneficial both health-
wise and entertainment-wise. The urban environment is where these ideas develop

and materialize; the court is no longer the centre of corporeality. Dance becomes a
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much wider social activity and masters are employed in the French cities — including
Paris — to teach the new aristocracy the art of rhythmic movement (Bland, 1976:51).
The content of court (ballet) entertainment was irreversibly altered, as the intellectual
movement of humanism enforced a dramatic viewpoint on the subject matter of ballet
(Sachs, 1963:341). Ballet as a new type of dance was associated with mimesis, a
specific theatrical quality, which resulted in the consolidation of the former as an art

intended for display.

Thus, in the eighteenth century different forces struggle for the definition of theatrical
dance while other styles develop in the shadow of serious theatre. The French Royal
Opera functions as a conservative mechanism aiming to preserve the noble features of
ballet and the established forms of representation. Ballet of this kind is mostly
practiced and produced in the Opera, which became the guarantor of the genre.
However, a number of private theatres emerge with special privileges to mount the
genre. Touring companies also present some type of ballet, usually attached to private
theatres. This period is thus synonymous with a struggle for the right to produce
theatrical dance expressed in the tension between the opera and the so-called fair
theatres. The latter presented pantomimic spectacles and dance, which became
increasingly popular. Indeed here we can trace the inception of a field of dance
(Bourdieu, 1993a), which is constituted as an arena of competing symbolic interests
between the dominant academic style and other forms of dance and movement which
struggle to gain legitimacy and space. These interests are negotiated through sets of
positions, namely the Academy, the fair theatres and so on, in which specific
individuals are situated. The tension between academic ballet and pantomimic dance

exemplifies this.

Pantomimic dance drew on burlesque, whose subject matter was the ridicule of
courtly manners. However, pantomime per se developed both within and outwith the
context of the court and in that sense both “legitimately” and “illegitimately”.
Specifically, what was called comedy ballet - treated by the Royal Academy and

influenced by Commedia dell’ arte - utilized pantomimic gesture to place emphasis on
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the funny episodes of the plot. Some comedy sections included pantomimic dance®*, a
device characterized by intense movement intended to vividly portray a character or
situation. Burlesque was also based on vivid movement and lively facial expression
and was initially a non-narrative genre founded on masquerade. Burlesque’s
distinctive property was the grotesque application of the body through provocative
movement to scoff at noble manners and courtly life. Specifically, “the genre aimed at
a purposive ideological distortion of [court-ballet’s] traditional aim: the glorification
of the sovereign” (Franko, 1993: 78).

These satirical elements embedded in dance were of great political significance as
they were transmitted across the social ladder through performance; hence functioned
as criticisms of absolutism and as expressions of underlying public disenchantment.
The political function of burlesque was, however, twofold. It also paved the way for
an alternative conception and application of the body. Burlesque legitimized the
neglected social body, namely the non-noble one, which became a vehicle of
expression for every body. The use of voluptuous movement often sensual, abrupt,
ironic and in that sense realistic, gave space to the regular body (Franko, 1998:69).
Consequently, burlesque secured the political autonomy of the actual performing
bodies (Franko, 1993:5).

However, the institutionalization of ballet and geometrical dance in 1661 cemented
the exclusion of burlesque from the Academic curriculum as offensive, whilst
simultaneously placing rhythmic movement under thorough control. Through the
Letters Patent with which Louis XIV announced the foundation of the Royal
Academy, the legitimate forms of bodily movement and appropriate placement were
designated, thus marking a precise distinction between noble and non-noble dance.
(Franko, 1998:68). Conversely, burlesque emphasized individual performance

through exaggerated grotesque movement, which was aesthetically undermined.

Moliere’s work is a typical example of the genre- his comedies were ordered firstly by Louis
XIV’s brother and then by him himself.
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Burlesque was practiced outwith the Academy and the court in peasant festivities and
fairs. Fair theatres inherited these styles and utilized them in their quest for profitable
activities. These theatres transformed pantomimic spectacles into forms of popular
entertainment (Foster, 1996), whilst constituting fields of experimentation in both
movement and acting. Fair theatres facilitated the shift from dance as a spatially
defined activity to an expressive one. This change of focus from space to movement
established time values as a dance element. Thus the closure of a dance episode was
no longer the creation of shape in space but the completion of an act in time. (Franko,
1998:69).

18" Century Theatrical Production

As we have seen, theatrical dance had hitherto constituted a propaganda medium.
However, as power changed hands so did ballet as a means of political influence. In
the early eighteenth century ballet was still a courtly representation grounded on
geometrical dance and the principles of painting. Theatrical Dance constituted a
revival of painted life through bi-dimensional geometrical symmetry in the form of
tableaux vivant. Dance represented noble painted life (Au, 2002). Yet, several writers,
including Diderot, argued for a new subject matter of dance, namely human affairs
and emotions. Rhythmic bodily movement could serve emotional expression rather
than adhere to courtly aesthetics. In general, “[the] agenda for the reform of dance
[fitted] within a larger aesthetic project that conceptualized a new role for all the arts
as capable of cultivating an innate sensibility on the part of one human being over
another” (Foster, 1996:32).

However, such reform took place under certain socio-economic conditions of
production. The eighteenth century performance was marked by the competition
between fairs, private theatres and the Royal Opera, which operate as a set of
positions constituting a primary form of a field of dance. The Royal Opera was the
locus where academic opera and ballet developed. Private theatres produced various
spectacles - often pioneering- and fair theatres offered unrestricted public

entertainment. Profit making governed the particular strategies of these stages, which
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devised mechanisms to achieve high attendance. The key element in eighteenth-
century French theatrical production was the privilege; “a privilege was a monopoly
authorized and enforced by the court for the purpose of limiting certain genres to
certain theatres” (Chanzin-Bennahum, 1988:20). “Serious theatre”, namely the one
intended for the aristocracy, was spatially separated from other genres, a distinction
which was further reinforced by censorship. Censorship, a well-established practice in
the history of French theatre, was still exercised by the King. The latter assigned the
examination of written scripts for drama, ballet or opera to a trustee, who banned

spectacles challenging the political status quo (ibid: 4).

Consequently, theatres engaged in a constant rearranging of their productions in order
to achieve both legitimacy and pre-eminence amongst their competitors. Likewise the
Royal Opera constituted an additional source of restriction forbidding certain genres
in certain theatres, thus, becoming a powerful means of artistic regulation (ibid: 20).
The Royal Opera consolidated its complete supremacy making use of its legacy and
ultimate privilege: the Louis XIV rules about performance (Letters Patent). This set
of rules secured the exclusive treatment of specific genres in the institution. In fact
they served as a form of written law about intellectual property more widely, on the
basis of which the Opera designated its rights to mount Opera, Drama and Musical
Comedy. What is more these rules bestowed the Opera with the authority to nominate
itself as the guardian of performing arts imposing fees on the productions of fair

theatres while favouring some private houses (Lee, 2002: 58-60).

Fair theatres were under constant surveillance as they were, by definition, arenas of
“deviant” experimentation. Pantomime was one of the devices these theatres
employed. Foster (1996:35) argued that pantomimic performances were a widespread
phenomenon that took the form of a “craze”. This triggered competition amongst the
big private houses, which therefore demanded state financial and legal support to
compete with their adversaries and the Royal Opera. The latter also prohibited fair-
theatres from mounting spectacles that could be classified as noble genres. This kind
of restriction combined with excessive censoring of theatrical texts forced fair-

theatres into an unregulated application of pantomime in replacement for the spoken
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or sung text. Conversely, private enterprises increasingly mounted dance spectacles,
which, in turn, steadily gained more viewers. In 1760 the most successful fair-theatres
founded year-round houses on the new Paris boulevards: “[dance] contributed
generously to the heterodox entertainments enacted by both professionals and
aristocrats at their own private theatres” (ibid: 57). Indeed here we can discern the
two poles of artistic production, which Bourdieu (1993a; 1996a) describes in his Field
of Cultural Production and The Rules of Art, namely the set of positions that is
exemplified in artistic production as popular, profit-driven production and the one
referred to as art for arts’ sake. “[T]he structure of the field of cultural production is
based [on a fundamental opposition] between the sub-field of restricted production
and the subfield of large-scale production” (Bourdieu, 1993a:53). However, at this
stage dance production particularly had not achieved full autonomy from political
power and therefore it resembles more like an amalgamation of economic, political
and symbolic interests rather than an autonomous field of symbolic power in its own
right. In other words, what is at stake here is the beginnings of a new found autonomy
of balletic/dance practice from powerful social forces and their institutions (such as
these that had occurred in the form of royal operas and theatres), expressed through

performance and bodily movement.

The case of the Royal Opera

The Royal Opera as an institution under the control of the crown suffered from a
really complex hierarchical bureaucracy. Productions involved decisions constrained
by cost, casting, “public” reception, the rival boulevard productions and the wishes of
the Queen. The Opera, as discussed above, cultivated the inherited court ballet as
dynamic movement was kept under control and primacy was given to decorous dance.
Movement remained hierarchically classified as established by Louis XIV’s charter
and technical difficulty became the principle of dance evaluation. The Opera
developed three specific genres: the noble, a harmonious sequence of elegant poses,
the semi noble and the caractére, a vivid and dynamic form which included both the
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false™ and the true five positions (Foster, 1996:109). The emergence of caractére was,
thus, the outcome of the pressures exerted by the spread of pantomimic dance outwith

the classes of the institution®.

The Royal Opera employees worked under the auspices of the Royalty and were
automatically assigned a degree of status, which in turn entailed the improvement of
their social position. Dancers especially constituted a very special social category,
although they were of mixed social backgrounds, including “working class” (ibid:
67). Especially for the female dancers of lower class origin, a post in the opera
coincided with a marital strategy and with an escape from parental supervision.
However, this had a collateral effect, promiscuity. Dancers, given their status,
attended the meetings of aristocracy in private theatres and mingled with the upper
class. The implicit purpose of these events was the sexual affairs between female
dancers and noble men. However, it was not until the late eighteenth century that this
phenomenon became extensive in the classes of the Opera.

The Opera employed dancers for their skill and proficiency whilst it also channelled
them to specific genres according to their bodily capacities. Dancers were ranked as
Premiers, members of the corps de ballet and figurants (Lee, 2002). The distribution
of skill between genders was equal, especially reflected in the wages of both female
and male dancers. The latter received the same stipends for the same position whilst
neither was considered more efficient in technique or agility. The only point of
differentiation between male and female dancers was the style employed in the
execution of movement tied to gender assumptions: strong and forceful for the male
dancer or soft and tender for the ballerina (Foster, 1996:109).

By all accounts the Opera employed virtuoso dancers to protect the noble genres. For

virtuosity differentiated the operatic ballet from the boulevard and private theatre

12
13

The inverted version of the five turned-out ones.
Although the opera was very resistant to external influences pantomime was a powerful device
(Chanzin-Bennahum, 1988).
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dances. Ballet-masters emphasized proper alignment and technical efficiency through
a mechanical approach to the body; this was the outcome of a bodily conception
shaped by the machine analogy, which dominated the discourse of the period. As a
result “the spatial and temporal demands for mechanical efficiency placed on the
body, served as well to define what was desirable choreographically” (ibid: 73). It
was this type of “mechanical” performance, which was also contested by the new

pantomimic dance.

The symbolic premises of action ballet.

Pantomime set at stake the theatrical status quo by stretching performances to include

balanced combinations of music, lyrics and dance, which (quite unlike what was
hitherto presented) made sense as a sequence of scenes and actions. While
pantomimic spectacles flourished in certain stages, the Encyclopaedists published a
series of writings on dance and ballet, which they saw as a dramatic/mimetic genre
that ought to represent human action (Chanzin-Bennahum, 1988:12-15). Dance
reformists like Jean-Georges Noverre and intellectuals like Diderot and Rousseau
took special interest in the aesthetic possibilities of pantomime and wrote about the
integration of pantomime in ballet. In all of these accounts pantomime was considered
in unison with physical activities like dance, thus consisting of an undivided entity.
Yet, although pantomime per se was increasingly employed in the elite houses and
private theatres, the advocates of dance reformation were still not conscious of how
this unification would be achieved (Foster, 1996:42).

Encyclopaedists criticized Operatic ballet as incoherent with no profound plot or
meaning. They advocated the initiation of a storyline in ballet in order to attract
audiences (Homans, 2010: 77-80). In the period prior to and immediately after the
Revolution great emphasis was placed on spectatorship. The rise of the middle classes
enforced claims for realism; that is to say an adequate representation of the new ways
of being. Rousseau particularly wrote on the possible unison of dance with

pantomime in order to enhance the effect of realism in ballet. The result of this
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embrace would be the ballet d’action; an attempt to transform a textual story into
dramatic danced action. In that sense ballet would no longer be the result of textual
imposition on the body but rather a translation of a written story into dance narrative
where the characters gestured the plot (Foster, 1996: 74).

This radical redefinition of dancing implied new skills and new levels of virtuosity. It
also cemented a novel co-operative relationship amongst the artists producing the
final work. The Paris Opera was the centre of these remarkable negotiations, given its
transition from a royal to a state institution under the auspices of the King. The Opera
contained diverse people in its classes, and despite the pressures exerted from above,
its troupes developed ideas for the art they practiced. Jean-Georges Noverre is one
example. His written work on dance (Lettres sur la danse 1760) was an
exemplification of the new spirit, designating the aesthetic character and purposes of
action ballet. Noverre initially developed his ideas in ten productions under the
patronage of the Duke of Wurttemberg in Stuttgart (Cohen, 1992:57).

Noverre derived his themes from Greek antiquity and mythology (Homans, 2010). He
drew particularly on a seventeenth century composer: Jean-Baptiste Lully. Lully
developed Ballet-Comedy influenced by commedia dell” arte - “a serious and
consistent dance drama” (Bland, 1976:51). Noverre gave impetus to Lully’s ideas by
making dance on the basis of a plot, including characters and interactions. He also
removed virtuoso intermissions to achieve logical affinity between movement, action
and design. These components equally added to the spectacle — coordinated by the
choreographer — who now assumed a prominent role. Noverre’s work emphasized the
relationship between music, dance and “acting” through facial expression. This in
turn cemented a different type of dancing body agile and well trained. The body was
now considered an element under mastery, and what is more, a terrain where
emotions were generated. Technical skill and expressivity became qualities unified in

the dancing body of action ballet.
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Noverre sprung up from the provincial fair theatre activity. As a result his
appointment at the Opera in 1772 triggered general dissatisfaction. He was an
advocate of the new dance, namely the ballet of the new social strata and made
unexpected demands on dancers, who were placed under strenuous physical working
conditions. Consequently, they claimed wage increases and other benefits, whilst
struggling to retrieve their relative autonomy in shaping the roles they performed.
This internal turmoil ceased sometime in 1776 when a committee was appointed to
settle both programming and payments for all the employees. This committee
included all working artists in the Opera: musicians, dancers, singers, designers etc,

thus connecting different genres at an administrative level (Foster, 1996: 89).

Furthermore, a new division of labour was employed. The choreographer became the
leading figure, whose conception of the plot dictated the appropriate musical and
motional sequences for the dramatic narration. The placement of the choreographer in
the centre of dance production proved to be really disturbing to both composers and
dancers, who were now less autonomous. Choreographers had the first and the final
say in the making of ballet. In the end it was their view of the story that was displayed
via the bodies of dancers (Foster, 1996: 76).

However, ballet as treated in the Royal Opera did not facilitate the relaxation of the
body from courtly conventions, neither did it embrace all the novelties suggested. The
Opera was an ideological mechanism of the court, which served royal interests, both
aesthetic and political. Furthermore, Noverre was hired by Marie Antoinette; thus his
post never challenged the symbolic status of the institution, which remained a royal
structure. Balletic curriculum and training also remained highly formalized and
conservative (Chanzin-Bennahum, 1988:14). However, the Opera gradually became a
space of competing interest thus the principles of action ballet increasingly gained

prominence. Boulevard and fair theatres continued to mount awe-inspiring spectacles

" The term choreographer had hitherto meant dance notator. Similarly, choreography was defined as

the transcription of dance or the score itself. Action ballet gave new meaning to the term: as virtuosity
and expressivity turned into core balletic qualities, the dancing figure became a surface upon which the
choreographer could “inscribe” meaning. As a result the term ‘choreography’ now mirrored that
process (Foster, 1996:167).
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using acrobatics and complex gymnastics. However, the quality of such performances

never reached that of the Opera, given performers’ expertise in multiple genres

(Foster 1996: 94).

Yet even if the Opera intended to dissociate itself from ballet d’ action, it did so only
in name. Noverre’s service in the opera did indeed coincide with major administrative
and artistic transformations. The style of dance he introduced was less academic and
therefore did not adhere to the sterile principles that once governed court dance. It had
an alternative aesthetic goal: it was a medium of expression. Furthermore, the ongoing
expansion of public entertainment through fair theatres and some private venues
gradually displaced the Opera as the centre of artistic production and bodily
formation. Technical mastery and virtuosity became the basis for emotional
expression through the body. The emotional substance of action ballet constituted the
new principle of the staged dance (Lee, 2002). The late eighteenth century French
ballet developed in this direction and gradually acquired an elaborate content with
clear and coherent plot, distinct characters and a logical relation between action and
consequence. Love stories were thematically included and movement became the
main means to represent the emotional and psychological attributes of the characters
performed.

The mastery of the body also became the centre of interest — especially for dance
tutors — who embarked on studying anatomy to comprehend bodily movement. They
developed sets of exercises that facilitated elegant and flowing movement. Anatomy
was the means through which masters comprehended students’ physicality and bodily
“deficiencies” and devised types of “workout” to eliminate them. It was in this
context that the basic balletic exercises were formed. These gradually consolidated
into a specific pattern, which is still practiced in ballet today (Foster, 1996: 111). This
phase is also distinctive for the introduction of the mirror in the Opera rehearsing
studios. Masters encouraged students to supervise their own bodily placement and
movement through the latter. In this way, it was believed they would achieve proper

alignment and technical efficiency for the execution of “classical” movement (ibid:
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109). In 1781 the opera established its own school for potential dancers where the

previous educational initiatives were fully established.

Towards the consolidation of Action Ballet

Action Ballet was nevertheless a genre under constant reconfiguration stylistically
and technically whilst it became the bone of contention in an ongoing debate
concerning the representational and communicative power of dance. The idea that
staged dance could be more than a translation of text, raised concerns about the

suitability of balletic syntax for dramatic representation.

The philosophical underpinnings of action ballet resided in the Enlightenment. Action
ballet liberated the dancing body from the constraints of an imposed conduct — royal
or religious — reinstating it as an autonomous instrument of human physicality. The
body served the narration of both individual and collective experience and became a
medium of emotional release (Au, 2002:37). It embodied common interaction as a
subject matter and negotiated empathy towards the human being. It incorporated an
egalitarian view manifested in claims regarding the universality of dance. Action
Ballet thus consisted the product of social and political transformation but also
actively shaped those social shifts, which resulted ultimately in the French Revolution
(Foster, 1996:121).

However, even though artistic liberty and expressivity constituted principles of the
revolutionary reformism in arts, they were not fully satisfied through the revolution:
“what was deemed sacred and what heretical had been transposed by the destruction
of the monarchy; government control over all artistic production was only briefly
relaxed and then ferociously tightened again” (Chanzin-Bennahum, 1988:72). Ballet
was still part of political interaction and power; during the revolutionary period
especially, performing arts had to commemorate the political act of revolution, even

though reformists argued for the autonomy of arts from such prescriptions (ibid: 24).

56



Furthermore, the “Law Regarding Spectacles” issued in 1791 disturbed the ever-
changing performing universe. This decree authorized all living playwrights and their
descendants exclusive rights in performances based on their scenarios until fifty years
after death. In the past, the submission of a script to the Opera/Theatre entailed the
relinquishment of all control over the production, which limited the rights of several
artists. However, the law for spectacles did not affect directly the interests or the
status of choreographers™® and dancers (Foster, 1996:146). Nonetheless, it set their
relationship on a new basis as dance scores were now distinguished from individual

performance, which henceforth was considered an interpretation (ibid: 316).

Self-evidently, then, in the revolutionary period the theatrical world was a field of
conflict between the aesthetics and politics of the decaying nobility and that of the
new aristocracy and middle classes. The new regime embarked on changes to
consolidate control over artistic production and in 1793 the French commune declared
its authority to scrutinize balletic content. The following year this rule was expanded
to include ballet and pantomime livrets'®, which had to abide by the structure of
comedy/tragedy. Moreover, the central heroes of the plots had to be citizens and not
nobles or aristocrats (Chanzin-Bennahum, 1988:75). In the period 1787-1801, ballet
was considered counter revolutionary due to its monarchical origins, hence constantly
associated with the ancient regime. Hence, ballet’s autonomy from the field of politics
was not yet fully achieved as it was still under noble patronage. This had a
tremendous impact on its practitioners who were as a consequence seen as political
traitors and servants of the monarchy. Consequently a lot of ballet dancers and
choreographers migrated to London (Salle, Noverre himself, the Vestris family) in

order to perform the only style they were trained in, whilst others were imprisoned.

5 Choreographers — especially the ones permanently employed in theatres, published notated dance

scripts rather than texts, and independent choreographers were not obliged to follow the decree at all
since they did not have to submit any proposals to the houses. The latter either declined or accepted the
whole production once and for all.

" The livret was a type of extensive scenario including contextual information, an overview of the
story/plot, and a brief aesthetic preview. It also informed the reader on the cast dancers, actors etc, the
choreographer, the dance tutor, the composer as well as the set and costume designer. It also
acknowledged production problems, the patron and the publisher. These livrets were distributed during
performance bearing the date of presentation and the censor’s stamp (Chanzin-Bennahum, 1988:4).
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In this way then London became the locus where action ballet actually developed. As
the cultural centre of Europe, London hosted every performing novelty at the
emerging private theatres. As early as in the 1700s Marie Salle — an Italian ballerina —
performed in London theatres a role that cemented the beginning of action ballet. Her
role as the Galathea in Pygmalion choreographed by her father constituted a
breakthrough at the time (Au, 2002). According to Foster (1998:163-164) this
performance transformed the structure of ballet — as a pre-eminent form — in the way
advocated by Diderot or Noverre: “Salle’s choreography for Galathea, the work of art
that comes to life, embraced two distinct aesthetic traditions — the baroque opera
ballet and parodic pantomime — and from them bodied forth a third: the action story or
story ballet”. Pygmalion, and what followed on by Salle gave expression to the
philosophical notions of individuality. Moreover, they revealed a new type of

corporeality based on a more democratic conception of the body.

The Napoleonic Era

The influence of revolutionary ideas and the revolution itself reflected on the theme
and structure of ballet. However, in the Napoleonic period there occurred a backlash.
The staging of spectacles and the representational means used became, again, points
of conflict. Napoleon reduced the number of city theatres to seven and “assigned to
each a distinct repertory based on hierarchy and refinement” (Foster, 1996:150).
Genres were re-classified and Action Ballet was bestowed both on the Opera and the
second rank Port Saint Martin, which mounted variations of the Operatic productions
for popular consumption. New laws restricted entrepreneurship, which limited the
availability of dance. Yet, although the decline of ballet as a spectacle was apparent,
this was only a temporary phenomenon. The ongoing negotiation of the artistic aims
of ballet quickly rekindled interest in dance. The opposition of virtuosity against
expressivity as subject matters of dance changed the reception of ballet. Virtuosity
was cultivated and more complex steps and motional patterns were developed, turning

ballet into a more attractive spectacle.

What was more important, though, was the gradual dissociation of dance from a

system of social relations, which had previously rendered it an indication of high
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social origins and aristocratic identity. By no means did it any longer “maintain a
connection via [...] with the rhetoric of social comportment” (Foster, 1996: 173).
Moreover, dance was no longer a homogeneous phenomenon: it appeared as a
theatrical form and a spectacle distinct from dance as a leisure activity. Social dance
was now a totally separate genre, differing fundamentally from ballet in movement
and style. Contrastingly, by the end of the eighteenth century, action ballet
transformed into an hour-long danced story, which included characters situated in
specific historical contexts, depicted through costuming and scenic design.

Overall, eighteenth century dance was marked by the emergence of action ballet, as a
result of the decline of courtly dance and the emergence on new social and political
forces. The introduction of the dramatic element in dance and the democratization of
the dancing body were bodied in Action ballet. The inclusion of social bodies
irrespective of social origin or status as subject matters but as also as real dancing
bodies constituted a major shift. Bodies were no longer restrained by status-governed
rules of comportment neither would they be sorted according to principles extrinsic to
dance. “The new mimetic bodies [would respond] logically to events around them,
[dancing] out an independence never before available to them; freed from relational
protocols they had previously been required to perform, they could now initiate and
respond all of their own” (Foster, 1998: 173)

Overall, action ballet constituted a major aesthetic and symbolic shift in dance,
homologous to the transformation of the social world in which it emerged. It was the
first manifestation of dance as an art form and a product of theorization, a relatively
more autonomous and scientifically systematized practice, which was eventually
organized as a performance intended for an audience to which it would speak.
Moreover it became the locus of expression both for its creator and the performer
centered on their physical capital, namely the only possession of the individual, the
body; a body that bears and realizes the self rather than restricting it to a
predetermined type and space of performance. Action ballet in some sense was the
first break-up of court ballet into a distinctive more modern form, which would be the

ancestor of the form designated as ‘‘modern dance’’ centuries later.
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Chapter 2
The 19" Century

The Romantic Era

In the turn of the century action ballet becomes an international genre. Its expansion
beyond France and Italy coincided with the phenomenon of “Dansomanie”, a “social
dance” craze across Europe especially reinforced by the introduction of private large-
scale stages. The eighteenth-century dance legacies set the principles for the
development of the narrative ballet that referred to a sequence of action scenes based
on mime. Diverse elements contributed to realistic ballets such as settings costumes
and special effects. Music was linked to mimic gesturing, often embodying elements
from folk and other traditions of dance so as to assist historical and geographical
representation (Bland, 1976). Classical ballet as an ever-developing form premised on
the end of Feudalism, was significantly affected by the shifts in the political structures
of Europe in the transition to Capitalism. Ballet was transformed through
Romanticism by drawing on such social transformations, new sources of political
thought and aesthetics. Indeed this chapter will show that during this period a
continuous attempt to gain the autonomy of dance from political power and at the
same time from established symbolic prescriptions within the networks of dance
production is at stake. Part of the latter tension will soon result in the rupture of ballet

into two separate forms, namely ballet and what is designated as “modern dance”.

The Romantic Period, Bourdieu (1996a:113) argues, enforced the process of artistic
autonomization and consolidated the field of cultural production as a system of
interlinked positions involving different roles in artistic creation. Indeed the
production of dance was also now clearly linked to a chain of positions and position
takings, namely rationalized and classified divisions of labour in art, each one
responsible for the making of ballet (institutions schools and theatres, as well as
different roles: teachers, choreographers, stage technicians etc). Within this system, as

we shall see, symbolic oppositions occur; namely, contending definitions and
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principles of making theatrical dance. These are indeed refracted social oppositions,
which manifest themselves in symbolic terms, i.e. in artistic movements and ideas
about the content of dance as well as the style of movement employed. As we shall
see, these aesthetic tensions operate in tandem with processes of growing autonomy
from established and institutional definitions of dance and will lead to a succession of
significant ruptures in stylistic and expressive elements in ballet. These tensions are
also evident in local/national systems of artistic production, which are gradually
emerging in Europe. As Bourdieu (1993a: 53) explained “the structure of the field of
cultural production is based on two fundamental and quite different oppositions: first
between the sub-field of restricted production and the subfield of large-scale

production [...]; and secondly the consecrated avant-garde and the avant-garde”.

Diverse negotiations and institutionalizations of ballet operate in different countries
although, what underlies the primary conception of such forms of art is the
imperial/courtly origins and connotations in movement and content, until ballet fully
transforms into a democratic — or at least bourgeois — practice. Indeed Romanticism,
as we shall see, coincides politically with the emergence of nation-state and
nationalist conceptions and organization of dance practice emerge. However, that
does not entail: “The neutralization of historical context” as Bourdieu and Wacquant
(1999: 41) would argue. Thus questions about the historical roots of a phenomenon
should not become “planetarized or globalized in a strictly geographical sense” [and]
in the end one [should not] forget that they have their roots in the complex and
controversial realities of a particular historical society, [often] tacitly constituted as

model for every other and as the yardstick for all things” (ibid: 42).
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Ballet and Romanticism

Romanticism emerged at the end of the eighteenth century in political theory,
philosophy and art. The term Romantic derived from the French word roman,
denoting tales of military quests and adventure narratives about pursuits of
supernatural creatures in the name of chivalric love. When the word was integrated in
the German language, Romantic became a synonym for that fictional form in
literature — the Romantic Novel — which became representative of the new structure of
feeling (Richards, 2002:20). The Romantic Novel, a narrative of adventurous action
and emotional fervour in a naturalistic setting, embodied the heart of the Romantic
idea, namely, the expression of passion and excitement and ultimately the expression
of the Self.

Drawing heavily on Enlightenment and the liberal ideas of the previous century,
Romanticism placed emphasis on subjectivity and stood for a profound shift from
instrumental reasoning to sentimental expression as a projection of the will (Taylor,
1989: 368). Romanticism inspired a reconsideration of the relationship between
individuality and the external world. Scientifically and philosophically the question of
how parts (Organisms) are related to the whole (Nature) became prominent.
Romantics, unlike Descartes, considered Nature as an interlocking whole in which
organisms develop interdependently and according to a certain ideal type from which
they derive. Similarly, subjectivity consists in this whole and experiences reality as
the outcome of subjective conception and not as independent and external (Richards,
2002).

Philosophers like Fichte and Schelling negotiated the problem of Self and Reality and
argued the significance of emotions as sources of knowledge. Fichte saw the Self
(ego) as an “all - encompassing consciousness in which and for which the empirical
ego and nature exists” (ibid: 31). For Fichte the ultimate purpose of subjectivity is an
in-depth introspection, which enables the absolute ego (this form of consciousness) to
come into the fore and reveal reality. Schelling considered the two poles Nature —Self
as organically related coming instantaneously to existence through absolute
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subjectivity, namely via absolute consciousness. Human nature in his view is not
determined by the external order of things, as Plato argued, but by “our own inner
impulses and our own place in the interlocking whole” (Taylor, 1989:301).

Reality, then, is a result of introspection, the exploration of inner feelings and
impulses, the expression of which shapes our knowledge of both nature and
individuality. Nature is realized within the subject and in that sense subjectivity is an
expressive act of nature, which instantaneously exists through introspection (ibid:
374-375). This profound shift from the definition of the world as externality to one
that stems from within, namely the (e-) motion of subjective state, is homologous to
shifts in social conditions of existence namely from the externally imposed feudal
order to the libertarian social order of individualism. Emotion as it broke out of the
formerly socially suppressed consciousness became the cornerstone of the Romantic
Movement. Sentimentality became central in the conception of nature and life —
evidently reflected in the arts as expressive forms — especially literature and (as we

shall see) in ballet.

Romanticism cemented a transformation in sensibility also facilitated by changes in
the social and political circumstances of European countries. The transition from
Feudalism to Capitalism — a change in the mode of production — cemented the
emergence of distinct spheres of activity with primacy given to the economic arena.
The latter appeared as a system of relations operating according to certain principles
and rationale and set the basis for the organization of social life. Thus the economic
sphere became the foundation of everyday life (Weber, 1997). The transformation of
social structures in Europe, as capitalism advanced through developed market
economies, enabled new ways of being. A novel ethos — exemplified in new forms of
conduct — marked European social life (Taylor, 1989:286). As Weber (2003) argued,
the bourgeois individual situated in the modern European cities forms relationships
with the aspiration to contribute to production, and pursues a regulated, modest life. It
is a historical phase during which ordinary life becomes the centre of social

reproduction.
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The transition from the aristocratic ethos to the bourgeois way of being (or habitus),
which followed the demise of aristocratic “lifestyle”, enforced new conceptions of
individuality. As the distinction between private and public is reinforced by the new
organization of life, the nuclear family becomes the centre of private life and
emotionality. Emotional expression is cultivated via spatial closeness and therefore
new types of intimacy emerge. Love becomes a central theme in family life directed
from one spouse to another and from parents to offspring (Taylor, 1989:290). This
focus on love, especially between partners, became the central theme of Romantic
ballet. Evidently cultivated by the narrative Romantic Novel, which developed a

discourse on “romance”, the construction of a new intimacy and a new ethos of
b

feeling became central (Giddens, 1992: 38-39).

This new romance became the subject matter of theatrical dance. The prevalent theme
in ballet becomes the love-death couplet (Bland, 1976:54). Most Romantic ballets
revolved around the unconditional, highly spiritual love - unfulfilled due to external,
often supernatural circumstances or death. The setting in which these stories unravel
is that of Northern countries, especially Scotland®, thus introducing a mood of
mystery and darkness associated with that part of the continent. This shift in content
was reinforced by further aesthetic negotiations. As sentimental expression took up
moral significance, melancholy emerged as the subjective state through which

experience was filtered.

Melancholy referred both to an individual mood and a setting, an atmosphere. It
expressed a new ethos, a detachment from sorrow and hardship, which was
aesthetically and morally condemned. This form of emotionality was interwoven with
the essentially beautiful and the morally accepted. As Taylor (1989: 296) argues: “if
distinction is attached to the loftiness of one’s sentiments and if the highest were
inseparable from renunciation and suffering, then the very savouring in melancholy of

a nobly felt misfortune could be seen as admirable”. Emotions (like love, sadness,

> This is a direct influence from the Romantic novel and especially from the work of Sir Walter

Scott.
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grief) became a part of a highly spiritual world that emphasized new sources of

morality and moral experience, which was conceived as aesthetically valuable.

The interrelation between moral and aesthetic values was very vividly reflected in the
representational techniques of ballet. The introduction of otherworldly beings (female
figures mainly) in the balletic plot, serving as symbols'® of sensuality, spirituality and
eternal love, is one significant aspect. These beings were capable of everlasting higher
emotionality, an idea envisaged in the Romantic philosophy of Schleiermacher'’, as
they were parts of an aesthetically and morally different universe. These supernatural
figures served as ideal types and dominated the balletic scene from their introduction.
Their melancholic and pale presence formed the new beauty ideal object of male
desire both on stage and beyond. These female types were firstly introduced in The

Sylph®® (later to appear in Giselle™), a direct reference to sensuality and sexual desire.

6 The use of symbols is according to Taylor (1989:379) an attempt of the subjective creative

imagination to represent reality via a production of new forms (symbols). These forms constitute
articulations of the inner vision. Symbolism is the language through which higher ideas, ideas beyond
one’s perception can be expressed; “the symbol allows what is expressed in it to enter our world. It is
the locus of manifestation of what otherwise would remain invisible”.

7" Schleiermacher considered that love led to an independent universe beyond our consciousness and
experience of reality. In his philosophical system love was a means to infinity, a transcendental
emotion to eternity (as cited in Richards, 2002: 105).

8 The Sylph (1832): is the story of a young Scotts Crofter, James, who is engaged to the girl next
door, Effie. On the eve of their marriage he is visited by a Sylphide, and fells in love. He abandons
Effie and pursues the Sylphide into her woodland home. James is desperate to possess her and is
tricked by the evil witch into throwing a magic scarf over the Sylphide’s wings. Instead of making her
human, it makes her wings drop off and she dies. “Ideal beauty cannot live in the mortal world
James’s anguish is given a terrible ironic twist at the ballet’s close as a wedding march passes by
celebrating Effie’s union with his more steady — headed neighbor Gurn” (Mackrell, 1997:23).

19 Giselle (1841): Count Albrecht falls in love with a peasant girl Giselle and pretends to be a peasant
himself in order to reach her. She gives in to her feelings for the prince but when she realizes he is a
noble man, she loses her mind and dies. Albrecht visits her grave where he dances with her ghost but
unfortunately the couple is encircled by a band of Wills that attack men and make them dance to death.
Giselle puts all her efforts to save her lover and keep him alive until dawn when both she and the Wills
go away (Mackrell, 1997: 24). Giselle is a Romantic Ballet that incorporated several Romantic themes,
namely the unconditional love between partners and especially the idea of life close to nature. The
story takes place in a village surrounded by forests and considerable emphasis is placed on rural life
(Bland, 1974:55). Life in nature constituted one of the strongest resolutions of the Romantic
Movement. The tendency for a return to Nature away from the corrupted city and the hectic pace of
urban living was particularly evident. Nature was considered as a shelter, a source of comfort and love
in which one could lead a simple, modest and therefore virtuous life (Taylor, 1989:297). Giselle was a
Bucolic Idyll, a very popular literary form of the time glorifying eternal love within nature. Giselle
represented nature as a web of love in similar manner to the Romantic poems (Richards, 2002, 101).
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The sylphs or wills were seductresses “impersonating” the eternal feminine appeal

(Mackrell, 1997).

The staging of (sexual) desire and love reflected the change in sensibility as envisaged
in real life. According to Taylor (1989:292) the industrial revolution and dissolution
of collective pre-modern societies altered the structured of communal living, just as it
raised the idea of privacy. Even though the distinction between private and public
roles as aspects of the self was designated in the context of the Court (see Elias, 1983)
through spatial arrangement, privacy became central in nineteenth century bourgeois
life. And consequently, love was converted into a private issue. The transition from
the communal way of being to the urbanized private one challenged the “collective
patriarchic order”. That is to say, the choice of partner, intimacy and marriage became
less of a family issue. Decisions lay now with partners alone. These changes in
intimate relationships and emotional expression were encoded in balletic narrative.
Moreover the sharp contrast between marriage as a familial arrangement and as a
fulfilling act of love — which is valuable per se — became apparent (Giddens, 1992)

(see the Sylph and Giselle).

The Romantic ballet negotiated myths and fantasies. However, the transition from
action to fantasy served the social need for intellectual and emotional distraction from
the experience of modern mass society and the alienating urban environment
(Mackrell 1997:18). As Schiller (as cited in Richards, 2002:54) explained, the
disharmonious relationship between scientific advancement — emphasized by
overspecialization — economic progress and material accumulation dissolved the
communal life bonds, a phenomenon that Marx would later on call estrangement. The
world of fantasy became a source of consolation, hope and comfort against alienation.
Balletic narratives served this purpose successfully. They excited fear and admiration
for the unknown or the supernatural and channelled desire and lust via a spiritual

representation of sensuality/sexuality.
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The new forms of intimacy and emotionality as represented in the mid nineteenth
century Romantic ballets stimulated a series of technical changes in both staging and
movement. The latter facilitated the visualization of the new content but were also
attempts to articulate ideas and express emotions in a new way (Jowitt, 1988:30-32).
For instance, theatrical technology was developed in order to produce the effect of
melancholy and darkness. Stage lighting, namely gas lamps were used to diffuse the
light and visualize the supernatural and the otherworldly. Lighter costumes were also
designed to enable fluency of movement and lightness - a sign of the spirituality of

sylphs. Point work was also employed in this respect (Garafola, 1997).

However, the most important developments concerned movement per se. New
choreographies meant new perspectives towards bodily movement. Movement
became distinctively engendered. This shift served the representational requirements
of partnership and love as the new balletic content. However, it also reflected a wider
change with respect to the gendering of social space. Differences in spatial
positioning (exemplified in the distinction between domestic and public space)
entailed different bodily applications, which affected deeply both social and theatrical
dance. The properties attributed to masculinity and femininity, ranging from the
physical to the socially constructed, thoroughly contributed to the reproduction of a
number of divisions in ballet. On top of the social representations of gender and the
opposed behavioural patterns assumed, the shifts in the perception of the anatomy of

sexes enforced modifications in the technique and structure of ballet (Foster, 1996).

As we have seen, eighteenth century balletic technique was common for both female
and male dancers and movement was homogenously performed. Contrastingly, the
nineteenth century cemented differentiations in the technique employed by men and
women, which gradually transformed ballet into a female art (Garafola, 1997:4). The
invention of the padded shoe (Pointe) facilitated such reconfiguration, as it
irrevocably transformed the classical style, by setting technique at a different level.
Point shoes placed the female dancer in the centre of attention and even though male

dancers could theoretically use them this never occurred in practice.
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The initiation of point-work coincided with the career of a singular dancer, the Italian
ballerina Marie Taglioni, in 1830. Trained both in the French school and by her father
Fillippo Taglioni, Taglioni became the symbol of Romantic ballet. Her role as La
Sylphide, the ghostly seductress, became a balletic prototype. Her footwork on point
created the illusion of weightlessness, giving expression to the idea of spirituality
(Bland, 1976:55). Taglioni’s padded shoes and costume (tutu) became the new
uniform of dance. Marie’s slim and ethereal presence reconfigured the balletic body
on the prototype of fine lines and ease of movement (Garafola, 1997). The popularity
of the Sylph expanded in France (where she made her debut), England, Australia and
Russia.

However, two years after the tremendous success of La Sylphide, Fanny Elssler®® — a
dancer from Vienna — introduced an alternative style of dancing, sensual and
provocative. The Cachucha was a Spanish dance drawing heavily from eastern
dances. This type of dance was typical for the twists of the torso and the excessive use
of stamping and heel tapping (Mackrell, 1997:21). Elssler came from a family of fair-
theatre performers and performed burlesque before she was discovered (Homans,
2010: 164). From this point the two ballerinas entered a competitive game, which
was actually the reflection of two different symbolic approaches to ballet or symbolic
oppositions in the field of dance. It was what Théophile Gautier (a literary critic and
poet) summarized in his characterization of the two as Christian and Pagan
respectively (Gautier, 1947: 16).

Gautier reviewed the performances of both dancers with reference to their technical
skill, bodily structure and performing manners. He spoke about the qualities he
appreciated in Elssler’s recital. He drew emphasis on her voluptuous figure as against
Taglioni’s slender and pale appearance. Gautier appreciated the different style that
Cachucha brought into performance, namely that of rhythmical and vivid movement,

which excited “a flair of attack” (Gautier, 1947: 16). Elssler was defined as a sensual

% Fanny Elssler was discovered from Dr Vernon, a wealthy entrepreneur who considered her an asset

for his theatrical productions (Bland, 1976:56).
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dancer; her movement was the glorification of the body, a quality, which according to
him, was inherently human. However, such style stood in contradistinction to the
conceptions of spirituality emanating from the Romantic performers. Gautier’s
analogy of Christian and Pagan styles of dance, through which he conceptualized the
particular ways of performing, was an attempt to address the underlying aesthetic and

moral values pinned on the diverse dance styles.

Gautier’s term “Christian dancer” connoted the (Romantic) idealization of life, an
idealization for which Nietzsche (1997: 66) accused Christianity as moral philosophy.
Christian teachings preached that a better world would replace the present one, thus
promising a better life in supernatural existence. This promise of ideal life constituted
both the moral and aesthetic centre of Romantic ballet. The denial of everyday bodily
pleasures at a representational level and the portrayal of love in a non-human,
spiritual form sealed the fulfilment of happiness in an otherworldly ideal universe.
The Christian (Catholic) prototype emphasized an unimpassioned, tranquil way of
being, where love emerged through moral action in a controlled and regulated fashion
in order to preserve a particular social order. Christian teachings condemned the
expression of passion and sexual desire, a phenomenon, which for Nietzsche, was a
direct negation of beauty and sensuality. What becomes increasingly evident through
this is that dance is still entangled in forms prescribed — even if indirectly — by the

political and religious order.

Romantic ballet thus kept the staging of sexual fantasy under austere control in the
disguise of otherworldly female figures: “These women, flesh and not flesh, alive and
dead, inviting yet remote, could hardly appeal more to men raised in an era of
repressive social propriety and sexual double standards. They represented licensed
fantasy; they were danger and desire incarnate” (Mackrell, 1997: 21). Romantic
ballet reinforced the prominence of the spirit over the body at the level of
representation. Cachucha, on the other hand, came to challenge this equilibrium with
a strong injection of overt sensuality. Elssler’s dance reinstated passion as a human
quality stressing the joys of the moving body as against its Romantic and almost
dematerialized version. It was the Dionysian spirit that was evoked in order to re-
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establish human beauty. In other words, what was challenged here in a symbolic and
representational way was typically not just the content and theme of dance but in a
reconfigured way the basic principles of making dance itself. Teachers’ and
choreographers’ power and authority to produce dance independently from the

interests of the State or the Church is what is in question.

Nevertheless, the Sylph cemented the beginning of the Romantic era in the field of
theatrical dance. This approach, above all, contested the classicist form, which had
hitherto dominated dance. Although Romanticism was not a homogeneous movement
in the European continent, what was distinctive about it, was a clear anti-neo-
classicist tendency in arts and literature (Taylor 1989:368). Through these symbolic
negotiations, dance makers, more than ever before, struggled to adjust the balletic
vocabulary in order to achieve a realistic representation; an artistic ambition firstly
stated by the Action Ballet. Different choreographers attempted to accomplish this in
different ways. Some, like Salvatore Vigano, reduced the proportion of dancing by
applying rhythmic pantomime instead to present the plot. Others, like Pierre Gardel,
included pure dancing in their work with an emphasis on virtuosity, which did not
necessarily abide by the narrative, although this tended to occur at the expense of
consistency (Homans, 2010, 209-220).

Yet, dance practitioners and critics did not necessarily consider dance as a dramatic
genre that should by definition convey a story. Given the difficulties of making ballet
serve realism, one faction of choreographers considered ballet as liberating of one’s
imagination. This resolution was very well conceived and depicted in the writings of
Jules Janine (a critic of the period) who claimed that dance should not be
representative of reality but rather a stimulant of fantasy. He promoted the idea of a
participative audience realized in the aesthetic experience shared between performers
and spectators (Chapman, 1997: 200). Janine’s approach expressed the imminent
redefinition of art as a system of relations. The purpose and meaning of art was
renegotiated as the focus of attention shifted from the idea of beauty to the aesthetic
experience. The reflection of this symbolic and philosophical change is made
apparent in ballet through dance reviews and critical texts on the theory of dance.
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The dance critic Geoffrey, for example, saw human experience as the balletic subject
matter (ibid: 198). The reproduction of action on stage was in his view an instrument
enabling participation. Action was the vehicle by means of which spectatorship could
transcend from observation to emotional and intellectual involvement. The
transformative force of action exercised on spectatorship, would turn the latter into
aesthetic experience. Critics like Janine or Gautier favoured abstraction and saw
dance as a non - dramatic spectacle, consisting of images and symmetries.
Specifically, Gautier defined ballet as “nothing more than the art of displaying
beautiful shapes in graceful positions and the development from these, of lines
agreeable to the eye [...]” (Gautier, 1947: 17). Janine followed Gautier but drew
emphasis on images as stimulants of imagination. Here again what gained primacy

was the experience evoked by fantasy.

Dance criticism thus brought into light aesthetic changes, symbolic clashes and
opposing ideas concerning the significance of ballet, its structure and aims. However,
reviewers themselves stood for different styles and commented on works from a
particular aesthetic viewpoint. As Eagleton argued (as cited in Wolff, 1983: 15),
criticism presupposes interest and a particular stance from which judgments are
articulated. In that sense criticism does not simply mirror symbolic oppositions but
constitutes an integral part of the world it criticizes, thus reinforcing such
contestations. Criticism may have a particular rationale according to which it operates
but it exists in relation to the developments of the area it reviews. In reality different
ideas and practices about dancing and dance making expressed by practitioners and
critics alike are aesthetic positions within the set of relations constituting the field of
dance. These symbolic positionings are, as we have seen, clashing and are a part of a
struggle to either preserve or transform the field of dance and, in that sense, the

definition of ballet.
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Romanticism and Locality

Romantic political thought and the writings of the philosopher Johann Herder
especially influenced ballet in structure and content. Herder developed the concept of
nationhood, namely the idea of a shared culture, religion, language and tradition. He
assumed collective consciousness of these, which was exemplified in folk
expressions. Herder had an egalitarian view of cultures and considered different
peoples as bearers of a distinctive (folk) spirit (volkgeist) that was per se admirable.
This idea was materialized through the inclusion of national/folk dances in the major
balletic repertoire. Moreover, the decline of classicism stimulated an increased
interest in the folk stories of Scotland. As far as the evidence indicate, national dances
greatly influenced the progress of ballet in this period and certain exceptional
ballerinas performed them either individually or in mass ensemble (Arkin & Smith,
1997:15). Nineteenth century ballet appeared particularly egalitarian and pluralistic in
the types of movement involved. On the other hand it cemented the emergence of a
distinctively nationalist conception of culture partly reflected on the incorporation of
folk styles in the balletic idiom?".

Thus, in some performances folk dances served as an introduction to the ballet, setting
the place and time in which action would unfold and presenting the main characters.
Such dances were not separate from the balletic theme, they were rather
choreographically integrated with the aid of appropriate music to “create a convincing
sense of place” (ibid: 26). However, national dances were sometimes included
without a distinct dramatic purpose. Several choreographers such as August
Bournoville (Denmark) argued for the centrality of national dances in balletic

production. Bournoville’s disenchantment with Napoleon and the French Revolution

2 This paradoxical observation relates to what Kaizer (1999:18) explains as the problem of two

strands of philosophical thought with opposing views on Romanticism. In his analysis literary theorists
associate the movement with liberalism, the expression of subjectivity and equality whilst social
scientists with nationalism and the totalitarian state. However “ the difference between liberalism and
cultural nationalism is that in liberalism the being striving to obtain autonomy is an individual whilst
for cultural nationalism it is a whole people” (ibid). The latter views the nation as an entity, which
expresses the culture of the people, the Volk. In ballet this opposition is sustained through different
implementations of ethnic dances, but primarily as the expression of the people.
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converted him to a myth and folk culture supporter evident in his choreographic work
with national forms (Homans, 2010: 206).

Furthermore, the classification of dances, as established in the 1700s, was in decline
and the distinction between noble and character dance (including folk) no longer
assumed the technical superiority of the classical genre (Arkin & Smith, 1997:29).
The latter — which drew on skills such as speed, balance, elevation and rhythm — was
no longer performed by second-class dancers, who could not excel in the academic
technique (ibid: 15). Conversely a series of skilful dancers became famous for their
performances of national/character dances (including Marie Taglioni and Fanny
Elssler). However, the relationship between the local/ethnic element and ballet was
not as straightforward. Romanticism was not conceived or applied homogenously. In
Italy, for example, the Romantic Movement cemented a resistance to foreign

influence and the rediscovery of a glorious national past.

The Italian ballo grounded on the purity of form and ideal beauty - was a fairly closed
type and extremely resistant to French ballet and in that sense nationalist (Poesio,
1997). This cultural form was indeed seen as part of the common culture that
constituted the Italians, rather than as forms constituted by the people. In that sense
they contributed to the construction of the nation-state based on ideas of cultural
difference and self-determination (Kaizer, 1999:19). This nationalism, which was
historically established through the coercive power of the state as Bauman (1992)
argues, reflected peoples’ identification with the interests of the state through cultural
forms such as dance. Conversely ballet in France, Germany, Poland and Denmark
appeared extremely open in terms of movement vocabulary, developing different
styles based on national dances. In that sense this use of ethnic dances was rather in
line with Kant’s ideas on the national as the expression of the oppressed people

historically bound by absolutism, religion and superstition (Kaiser, 1999:15).
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Socio - Economic Strategies and Their Effects.

Nevertheless, specific socio-economic processes also affected balletic progress in
Europe but slightly differently in different national fields, as we shall see. It was not
solely the representational shifts that were distinctive in the Romantic period but also
the wider “social conditions of production and reception” (Banes and Carroll,
1997:91). In France, for example, the opera switched from a state institution into a
partly privately subsidized and operated one (Jowitt, 1988:31). It was now structured
as a large-scale business in order to compete with private theatres in Europe and
London especially, where impresarios presented extraordinary dancers to achieve
maximum popularity and profit. The invention of the Pas des Quatre (an outstanding
quartet of female dancers engaging in plot-less dance) was, for example, one of the
most successful devices in this respect. The appearance of these four dancers attracted
the masses to Her Majesty’s Theatre in London, securing an economic advantage for

the collaborators of the production (Bland, 1976:61).

Against this new commercialized background, the Paris Opera — as it was renamed —
made a series of structural changes so as to challenge its rivals. First and foremost, the
institution employed a range of professionals to enhance the reception of the
productions. The directorship paid people to initiate the applause at performances and
compensated dance critics for writing favourably about dancers’ accomplishments.
They also employed a doctor to supervise alleged sickness and look after sudden
injuries. In 1831 Louis Vernon was assigned the directorship of the Opera, which was
now a fully independent business in terms of production (Banes and Carroll, 1997).
The relative privatization of the Paris Opera affected its employees. Dancers’
financial situation worsened, especially at the low ranks of the corps de ballet. This
enforced individual patronage relations, which constituted a concealed type of

prostitution.

The phenomenon of petit-rats — known from the nineteenth century publications —

indicates the extension of the problem. The petit-rats were usually poor, hungry girls
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studying dance to pursuit a career in ballet. As opera employees, they belonged to the
lowest rank (figurants: the equivalent of an unskilled worker) and received inadequate
payments, which could not cover their maintenance, training and costuming. Many
thus negotiated their livelihoods individually with aristocrats and wealthy
businessmen to whom they offered sexual favours in exchange. These negotiations
took place under the approval of and with the assistance of a relative, either the
mother or aunt and resulted in shelter, a monthly stipend and quite often the
opportunity of an upward social trajectory (Foster, 1996).

Thus the opera developed a type of ritual to accommodate these affairs. The so-called
foyer contained these negotiations of interest; a bourgeois environment in which
symbolic status could not be easily challenged and an aesthetic ambience reigned,
which concealed power relations both of a financial and gendered character.
However, such practices gradually extended outwith the ranks of the Opera. Under
Vernon’s directorship, of instance, employment in the opera became more complex; a
ranking and a promotion system based on skill was devised negotiating contracts
individually and favouring specific dancers. The changes in the economic
organization of ballet placed a wealthy category of spectators into a privileged
position. Their preferences for specific spectacles and artists — legitimized by their
economic power —translated into particular productions. This constructed a star
system that superseded ranking and skill. Consequently, state benefits for artists
diminished since private grandees undertook the maintenance of dancers and

entrepreneurship came to play a key role in the Opera (Garafola, 2005:138).

The phenomenon of the financial and “moral” deterioration of dance did not occur
only in France. The Polish case was also indicative. Polish dancers were “produced”
en masse in the Ballet School of Poland and were employed in Warsaw’s Wieki
Grand Theatre, yet under uncertain conditions. Firstly, the meagre salaries they
received were inadequate, the promotion prospects were minimum and retirement was
unachievable since it required thirty-five years of service. Given the fact that every
year the theatre employed newcomers from the school, older dancers could hardly
sustain their position. Those who actually managed to remain in the Wieki theatre for
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a lengthy period attained an administrative position. Dancers in the Wieki Theater
were in constant anxiety about their employment future whilst their financial situation
obliged them to seek additional economic resources often in the form of guest
starring. However, their chances were limited, as they had to get official permission
from the theatre director in order to appear in other cities. Paradoxically, extensive

touring could also prove fatal to their jobs (Pudelek, 1997: 152).

As a result, patronage and prostitution flourished. The Tsar himself treated the Grand
Theatre as a house of prostitution demanding sexual services from the female dancers,
who more often than not paid visits to the royal bedrooms. Even the Polish ballet
school channelled students to prostitution. Female dancers were taught mannerisms —
as a part of their training - which had sensual and sexual connotations. Thus ballerinas
were imperceptibly introduced into the world of sensuality and hence were prone to
perform sexual services (Pudelek, 1997: 146). The Polish ballet school was one of the
few institutions with no tuition fees and attracted lower class students, who could not
afford other forms of education or training. The social background® of these
performers was kept secret so as not to challenge the symbolic order of both the
School and Theatre. In this respect social origin did not affect the prospects of
excellence and progress, thus allowing the lower strata to pursuit a career in the field
(ibid: 143).

By the mid-nineteenth century ballet had become a spectacle of major financial
importance especially in Italy, France and London. Contrary to orthodox assumptions
about early capitalism as organized around productive industry, Romantic Ballet from
its inception served the purposes of profit making for the new middle classes. It
certainly served the reputation of a series of cities that sought to attract travellers and
strengthen the local economy. Rome, for example, was distinctive for the production
of spectacles, including ballet, which was a developed theatrical form. The theatrical

season commenced in spring and usually climaxed during carnival time, a key period

2. The Polish case is one of the few where upper class or aristocrat descendants were not interested in
being included in the performing arts.
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for forming or renewing contracts. Impresarios then sought famous dancers, who

would secure spectatorship, favourable reviews and above all profit (Celi, 1997:167).

Each year saw between fifteen to twenty five ballets, especially during the 1820s.
These were all expensive productions given that their aim was to attract and impress
wealthy audiences. Choreographers had to form exhaustive proposals, which they
handed to their impresarios for approval. When the latter gave consent to the material
proposed these were forwarded to the superintendent, who in turn would pass the
proposal on to the Minister of Interior. The latter supervised the content of artistic
works in case it was deemed to be against governmental and state interest (Cavalletti,
1997:185).

The most prolific period for the Italian ballet was the years between 1845 and 1847.
The overturning of the Republic in the late 1840s affected ballet’s economic status
reduced the resources available, and consequently led to a decline in audience
numbers. However, Italy remained a great centre for dancers like Carlo Blasis who
was a dancer in La Scala. Blasis published a manual called Elementary Treatise on
the Theory and Practice of Dancing (1820) where he outlined a systematized set of
exercises that would eventually become the basis of ballet training, as we currently
know it. After his release from the Imperial Academy of Dancing (1851) in Milan,
where he served as a director, he contributed to the technical advancement of Italian
ballet and dancers, hitherto seen as being distinctive for their artistry (Bland,
1976:63).

Equally, Salvatore Taglioni — Fillipo Taglioni’s brother and the most long-lived artist
of the Romantic period — served ballet, but unlike his brother and niece (Marie), never
became internationally renowned (Cavalletti, 1997: 181). His inherently Romantic
work abided by the core principles of the Movement. Salvatore developed all styles
in ballet: mythological, heroic, Anacreontic, historical romantic, allegorical and comic
(ibid: 183). His ballets were of epic character, beset with action, passion and
fascinating effects. Salvatore saw dance as pure movement, therefore he devised
dances totally unrelated to the plot. The latter was developed by mimes while dancers
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introduced their parts — which were “variations at will*®” — as intermissions to the
story telling. He also cultivated the historical exotic ballet. His works | portoghesi
nelle Indie (1819) and Tipu Sahib narrated the story of exotic people. Tipu Sahib
particularly referred to 18" century Indian resistance against British occupation (ibid:
189).

Exotic representations or exoticism as an artistic trend was tied to colonialism. The
origins of the exotic scenes were more often than not the colonies of the great
Empires of the period (French, British, Belgian). Colonies were a major source of
inspiration for artists who manipulated otherness via the construction of images and
impressions of what lay beyond, in the Imperial world. Portrayals of the “primitive”
or the “exotic” were awe-evoking devices in arts. Primitivism was a significant
Romantic tendency. It symbolized a return to innocence and a return to nature
(Taylor, 1989:297). The depiction of primitivism as we shall see, was to become a
popular balletic theme in the form of an interest in oriental settings.

In general, the Romantic period in ballet (which, as we shall see persisted
thematically) cemented a reconfiguration of both the thematic, technical means of
dance with the emergence of love and supernatural content as well as the inclusion of
folk and national dances. This was linked to wider social and cultural shifts in Europe.
The emergence of private initiative in theatrical production as well as the shift in the
social accessibility of dance characterizes this period. Indeed during this phase we
witness the severe economic and symbolic competitions in dance production mainly
expressed in the tension between pure and narrative dance, reinforced by dance
critics. These developments had a direct effect in the operation of institutions such as
the Paris Opera or the Tsarist theatres. These tensions will persist in the following
period reconfigured in particular ways in different social contexts. As we shall see,
the first tensions between ballet and other forms of movement will become more

evident as a part of the process of the formation of an autonomous field of dance

2 Namely, compositions of movement that were formulated on the spot.
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production. This will later result in the break-up of ballet into two forms (i.e. ballet

and modern dance.
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Chapter 3

Encountering Modernity

This chapter will discuss the transformation of Romantic ballet into a relatively
modern form, starting from the Tsarist Imperial ballet in Russia. As we have seen,
France had dominated balletic production since the birth of the form, although other,
local expressions and fields had formed at this stage. However, Classical Ballet
coincides with the emergence of the Imperial ballet in dance, which is symbolically
powerful to date. The “Russian” ballet developed with the import of the French
technique to Northern countries, a development homologous with the social and
political transformation of the Empire. Russian Ballet was here too, initially, a courtly
art. Gradually, and through social processes very much stimulated by the
revolutionary forces within the Russian Empire, ballet will once again become an
autonomous genre and will be further challenged by the social relationships
prescribed by western capitalism and the new social order. Indeed this period
cemented the first ruptures in the area of rhythmic movement and theatrical dance,
namely a clearer anti-balletic tendency emerging along with a more differentiated

field of dance.

The Balletic Idiom

The history of the “Russian” ballet commences in 1847 with the invitation of Marius
Petipa (a French dancer) to the Imperial Theatres in St. Petersburg as a principal
dancer. This invitation, a purely political act?* aimed at the enhancement of dance
production as a symbol of the Tsarist power via an investment in the status of Petipa
as a graduate of the French Academy. Petipa served as a dancer, choreographer and

producer in this monarchical structure of organized hierarchies and established power

2 Petipa’s assignment was confirmed by the Russian Court.
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relations (Au, 2002). Indeed, the Imperial Theatres and Opera houses in Moscow
were authoritative institutions governed by the particular relationship of the Tsar to
the State and subsidized by the royal portfolio. Here again, the Court or the Tsar
himself prescribed the spectacles that appeared in these venues. Balletic production
was controlled by the Monarchy through commissions. Thus ballet (re)assumed
courtly features reflected on the choreographies and the technique of the time (Bland,
1976:64).

Predictably, thus, Petipa’s subject matter was the Imperial and the Oriental (Garafola,
2005:11). The representation of the colonized world was a phenomenon interwoven
with the imperialistic acts of the Great Empires. The staging of the exotic was one of
the strongest trends both in the field of ballet and opera. According to Said (1995: 32)
the colonized world was “vulnerable to scrutiny”, namely visible and open to Western
gaze. In that sense the rise of a range of orientalistic spectacles — including Aida,
which he extensively discussed in his Culture and Imperialism (1994) — can be
explained. Indeed, Petipa made his debut with Pharaoh’s Daughter (launched in
1862) a mass - production of oriental spirit with luxurious scenic designs and a

numerous corps de ballet.

The ballet narrated the idyll developed between Pharaoh’s Daughter and an English
Lord who embarked on an African Safari (Jowitt, 1988: 106). Thematically, the work
can be linked to the advancement of Imperialism in Europe and the Romantic interest
in primitivism. Pharaoh’s Daughter was, thus, one example of the Orientalistic
tendencies in dance. A number of other balletic productions, such as La Bayadeére,
also featured the oriental as their main representational quality. As such, orientalism
constituted a structural element in ballets, which were usually divided in two acts, the
first of which contained exotic scenes and the second included balletic movement
(Bland, 1976:65).

Orientalism, primitivism, exoticism/eroticism were interrelated phenomena shaping

colonial images of race, culture, gender and sexuality in the arts (Thomas, 2003: 152).

81



They entailed certain constructions of ‘Otherness’, which defined the formation of
European identity itself. As Eric Hobsbawm argued (as cited in Koritz, 1995a: 38)
these constructions politically served the identification of social forces with the
ideological interests of imperial elites and guaranteed consensus to their exploitative
plans. All three elements assumed a prominent position in balletic representation.
However, the orientalistic turn was not a mere reflection of economic interest or
colonial propaganda. Orientalism, exoticism and eroticism referred to an aesthetic;
they were symbolic reconfigurations of social relationships aestheticized in particular
ways. They were, in that respect projections of deviant beauty and quite often
embodied an ambiguous admiration and desire for the Other. As Said (1995) argued
pre-romantic and romantic oriental representation also reflected the value of
otherness, thus valorising the exotic and the sensual. Indeed, Said ties this idea, for
example, with figures such as Schlegel and Novalis who argued for the regeneration
of Europe through Indian culture and religion as an antidote to occidental materialism
(ibid: 115).

However, balletic work stretched beyond orientalistic representations and faithfully
treated the Romantic theme, as discussed earlier, exemplified in the The Sleeping
Beauty (premiere January 1890). The latter became an immediate success thanks to
the musical score, which was especially composed for Petipa’s choreography by
Tchaikovsky. The latter a consecrated artist in the area of music contributed to the
reception of the work. Swan Lake and Nutcracker followed not long afterwards
(Bland, 1976). Petipa structured these ballets into the sequence Pas de Deux- Adagio-
Solo- Coda, which survives to date. Petipa worked with local performers as he lacked
foreign resources and thus welcomed folk dancers to his troupes, which introduced an
energetic and highly athletic style of male dancing, characteristic of the “Russian
School”. Folk dancers challenged the domination of the female balletic body in
theatrical dance, in that sense they contributed to a redefinition of the former.
Generally, the marriage of folk and classical followed the paradigm of Romantic
Ballet.
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Through Petipa’s work the concept of authorship was challenged. Petipa repeatedly
amended and adapted his choreographies by introducing older variations or scenes to
new ballets and new musical pieces to old choreographies®®. He considered
choreographic modification unproblematic and perceived each creation as fluid: a
chance for innovation despite issues of authorship (Garafola, 2005:20). He saw
existing choreographies as relationships between patterns indicative of potential ways
of combining movement and dramatic expression; namely as a field of
experimentation. In that sense, his dance practice embodied a modernist twist.
However, towards the end of his career, he experienced repeated failure as his work
was met with disapproval by audiences and critics alike. This signified a moment of
crisis in which Petipa’s habitus as a dance maker ceased to correspond to that of the
set of audiences who usually enjoyed his work (see Bourdieu, 1993a; 1996a).

In other words the structure of the “market” his work was intended for had evidently
changed. Furthermore, his thematic and aesthetic choices were severely criticized by
Sergei Diaghilev — editor of the journal The World of Art (Mir Iskusstva). The latter
constituted a means of expression for an avant-garde, which profoundly opposed the
imperial arts and their representatives. As we shall see, the type of art this circle
advocated corresponded to a new type of producers drawn from the revolutionary
social order. Indeed, after the failure of The Magic Mirror, Petipa was expelled from
his post but was kept in the Theatre after the Minister of Imperial Court’s intervention
(Garafola, 2005). This crisscrossing of symbolic fire is linked to what Bourdieu
(1996a) describes as the battle between the consecrated set of artists and the avant-
garde in each historical period and field of art, the expressions of which — in this

specific context- were Petipa and Diaghilev respectively.

Nevertheless, Petipa’s forced retirement from choreography overlapped with the
outburst of the Russian- Japanese war in 1904. The latter triggered social turmoil
resulting in the renowned Bloody Sunday (1905). Worker’s strikes, anti-capitalist and
anti-Tsarist acts and voices against the war triggered general doubt towards the social

% These changes were often a way to accommodate the technical and expressive qualities or
inadequacies of his dancers.
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organization of life. Social dissent was transposed from the streets and factories to the
“privileged cultural institutions”, such as the Conservatory of Music (Homans, 2010:
294). Conservatory students raised claims against the school administration and
engaged in democratic/collectivist decision making. The struggle for artistic
autonomy was apparent, also supported by pioneering figures in the Conservatory.
Korsakov, for instance, as the director of the institution, embarked on a series of
liberal publications and musical experimentations, which subsequently resulted in his
dismissal by the Royal Court. The strikes and demonstrations of the Russian workers
infiltrated the ranks of the Imperial Theatre. Dancers also went on strike, demanding
wage increases and a five-day work schedule. They also claimed their right to select
the director while demanding Petipa’s return to duty. This type of struggle
exemplified the initiation of a field of ballet/dance in Russia: “a field [that] refracts,
much like a prism, external determinants in terms of its own logic [...] The degree of
autonomy of [this] particular field [would be] measured precisely by its ability to
refract external demands into its own logic” (Randal Johnson Editor’s Introduction in

Bourdieu, 1993a:14)

The 1905 Revolution thus entailed a claim for freedom in the economic, social and
cultural spheres. As such, many artists of the period were intensively involved in a
struggle for the abolition of Monarchy. Predictably, this upheaval was welcomed
neither by the Imperial Theater administration nor by the Court. Dancers, who took
strike action, were either demoted or refused promotion and at the extreme expelled,
whilst a few migrated abroad (Garafola, 2005:26). The 1905 incidents cemented the
transformation of artistic consciousness and a subsequent re-evaluation of the creative
process. The strikes constituted an explicit rejection of the conservative bureaucracy
under which cultural institutions operated. Dancers developed a form of solidarity and
a common identity derived from their participation in the revolutionary processes
(Garafola, 1998:6). The social dynamics of the revolt were reflected in the creative
forces that emerged in the classes of the Mariinsky Theatre, the future protagonists of
the modernist turn such as Michel Fokine (Cohen, 1992:102).
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Fokine’s artistic habitus was shaped by his participation in the political events of the
1905, which reflected on his choreographic method and the content of his early work.
The new objectives of dance as expressed through the strikes shaped, as we shall see
later on, his means of representation and his ideas on movement. Moreover, Isadora
Duncan’s appearance in Moscow and her anti-balletic stance found his approval
(Cohen, 1992: 123). Fokine’s first attempts as a dance maker thus stylistically
reflected the emergence of new social ideals and his work served as “a statement of
liberal ideology” (Garafola, 1998:6). Fokine’s first experimental choreographies
negotiated a new type of movement less academic and courtly. However, such works
were not presented in the Imperial Theatres. Evidently they challenged the
institutional status quo. They accommodated instead in smaller experimental theatres

or private venues.

Fokine, however, was recognized by the court and kept his post in the Theatres until
his collaboration with Diaghilev in 1909. His political and artistic engagement
brought him close to the Mir Iskusstva Circle and the Gogol School of which he was a
member (Fokine, 1961). This assembly — named after the writer Nikolai Gogol,
initiator of realism in literature and theatre — was a liberal institution formed by
dancers and other artists promoting new aesthetic ideals. Fokine embraced the Gogol
School Realism, as “he believed that theme, period and style in ballet must conform
to the time and place of the scenic action” (Garafola, 1998:10). As we shall see, this

idea became the foundation of his cooperation with Diaghilev in 1909.
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The First Steps towards a New Dance

Before we consider the development of dance through Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes as a
company that negotiated the balletic idiom through its performances in Europe, we
need to briefly discuss the work of Isadora Duncan and Jacque Emile Dalcroze.
Indeed this deviation from the narrative is posed by the need to present the
developments in theatrical dance as they take place, namely in historical simultaneity.
On the one hand the mid-nineteenth century ballet in Russia corresponded in a pre-
bourgeois imperial order. On the other hand the work of both Duncan and Dalcroze
developed in the progressively capitalist west as the first expression of a symbolic
shift in the area of physical movement. In that sense it was the first realization of a

modern form of dance.

However, the development of this new form overlapped with the emergence of Ballets
Russes in Russia. Duncan’s and Daclroze’s performance engaged in an informative
interplay with the former as they tour Europe. All approaches were more or less
aesthetic and political reactions to the balletic idiom. However, Duncan’s and
Dalcroze’s sprung from different traditions, namely gymnastics and music
respectively. As such they were not seen immediately as expressions of a structural
change in the production of dance. Nevertheless, the gradual expansion of their
audiences — partly a result of the expansion of mass entertainment in Europe and the
USA through music halls — constructed a set of spectators demanding new spectacles
and at the same time potential practitioners that would transform the relationship

between styles of dance and dance production as a whole.

Isadora Duncan

The advancement of western capitalism runs parallel with the emergence of a new
ethos of being in the bourgeois order, inscribed in the body through physical exercise.
The case of Isadora Duncan is a prime example in this sense. Isadora Duncan was an

American dancer (1877-1927), the daughter of a respected banker. She, however, had
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a complicated childhood, as her father went bankrupt and abandoned her mother.
Nevertheless, she enjoyed a relatively good upbringing. Duncan was trained in
gymnastics by Francois Delsarte — advocate of the movement of physical culture — in
the comfort of her own home in California (Duncan, 1928). Delsartian gymnastics
was a systematic method that predominantly contributed to the manufacturing of
bourgeois embodiment, through new constructions of posture and walking as

manifestations of the new social typology of behaviour.

Delsarte defined movement as the systematic correspondence between bodily, mental,
emotional and spiritual states (Thomas, 2003:170). This spiritual conception of
physical engagement operated as an antidote to the alienating character of a
materialist world. The capitalist market explosion and the industrial progress called
for a form of consoling experience in a rapidly changing social world. Hewitt
(2005:44-49) situates the making of new dance during this period into a system of
practices and discourses — including philosophical and political thought in this respect
— which negotiated materialism as the plague of social progress. What he names a
romantic anti-capitalism. Phenomena like Duncan’s or later on Laban’s, as we shall
see, constituted a negotiation of materiality and eventually an aestheticization of the

latter.

Indeed, Duncan drew on this spiritual conception of movement and often avoided the
label “dancer”®. She rather saw herself as a spiritual seeker and a teacher and less as
a performer. Duncan saw dance as a mode of being; it was the elementary conception
of a harmonious, natural life manifested in movement (Koritz, 1995a: 48-49). Natural
movement as it sprang from the body reflected in her view the different stages of soul
whilst physical performance mirrored this spiritual state. As Foster (1986:145) has
argued: “Duncan created a new paradigm of dance performance, one in which self-

expression superseded self-presentation”.

Duncan never wrote a systematic thesis on dance and natural movement; however she would more
often than not use the stage in order to verbally communicate her ideas to the audiences. Sometimes
she would propagate her dance on stage in order to attract funding for her school (Koritz, 1995a: 48-
49).
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Hewitt (2005) argues that such practices constructed the material body as the site and
the source of a moral and aesthetic realm — a utopia — which was represented through
and by the body itself in dance and choreography. Indeed Hewitt argues that this form
of “aesthetic socialism”/ romantic anti-capitalism, which sees the body as medium of
a higher feeling as it springs from within — a feeling firmly grounded however in the
bourgeois structure of feeling and bodily comportment — contributed to the
construction of a discourse on matter as spiritual and aesthetic. This, as we shall see,
later on had a profound effect on German politics. Indeed, Delsarte’s gymnastics and
in that sense Duncan’s dance was an amalgamation of intentionality as expressed

through the systematization of movements and metaphysics.

Duncan distanced her work from genres like ballet, music-hall performance and even
Jazz, forms that emerged mainly in London, Paris and New York. She considered
them artificial, commoditized but also socially and morally degraded. She attacked
ballet as distortive of natural movement and deforming of the naturally beautiful
female body. Thus she differentiated her dance by shaping a discourse that clarified
her position in relation to the moral ambiguity that encompassed ballet dancers and
their declining art?” (Scott and Ruttkoff, 1999:42). Her explicit disengagement with
ballet secured her status, one that corresponded to a middle class woman who
engaged in spiritual work rather than in some form of immoral and sexually dubious
activity (Thomas, 2003:170).

Koritz (1995a: 48) argues that “[t]he distance between ballet girls and classical
dancers was precisely the difference between the theatre as a trade of working class
women and theatre as a respectable profession for the middle class”. Duncan also
resented Jazz for the vulgar convulsion of the “other” body (black/non-white). Jazz
was “primitive, savage and overly sensual” thus morally problematic. Duncan greatly
opposed Jazz as a representative of what she saw as “American Dance”. Her proto-

racist and nationalist discourse contributed to the manufacturing of modern dance as a

" Given the origins of ballet and the reputation that at least the corps de ballet dancers had built in
relation to prostitution during the Romantic period ballet was for the middle class a rather degenerate
art.
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pure form. Equally, she disdained music-hall performance, which she saw as

involving the commoditization of dance and as an open door to voyeurism.

Duncan promoted a cold and austere style to override sexual exposure, a reference to
American Puritan ideas (see Hewitt, 2005). She denied the sexual aspect of her bodily
appearance and ideologically manipulated the dominant racial/class discourses;
namely identifying moral laxity and unregulated sexuality as a trait of working
class/other “race” women (Koritz, 1995a: 52). However, she often appeared on stage
with minimal costuming revealing her thighs and arms, a practice that contradicted
her apparent definition of morality. Thus she grounded her white, middle class
dancing body in ancient Greek sculpture. Duncan argued that Greek sculptures
displayed flesh to signify bodily harmony (Cohen, 1992: 126) The illusion of the
natural body and natural/free movement, which Duncan promoted, did not refer to a
primitive or primeval state of being but rather to a constructed and socially approved
self-expression through the dancing body (Thomas, 2003: 171).

Indeed her conception of art was homologous to that of Pre-Raphaelites, who actually
encouraged her art (Scott and Ruttkoff, 1999:42). Her return to Greek antiquity run
parallel to what the Pre-Raphacelite brotherhood propagated as the “return to the old as
a means to the new” (Williams, 2005: 158). They also shared the idea of a return to
nature. This affinity was not only symbolic; it was a homology of positions, as
Bourdieu (1996a) would argue. Both exemplified, as Williams (ibid) explained, that
fraction of the bourgeoisie that not only broke away from their class and identified
with the working classes (as we shall see Duncan favoured the Bolshevik revolution)
but also constituted a means for the later development of their class. Indeed Duncan’s

work became the new bourgeois spectacle in the following years.

Duncan intended to teach children to observe and embody movement as it appeared in
nature in order to express inner feelings (as cited in Kolokotroni et. al, 2004: 156) in
the Romantic sense. Her training system was grounded in breathing techniques and
exercises through which children attained this state of embodiment. Duncan adopted
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forty girls, the so-called Isadorables, who she brought up under her life philosophy.
Her sense of motherhood was a corporeal experience and a source of identity
reproduced in her dances (Cohen, 1992: 124). The relationship between the physical
aspect and the gendered dancing body was what ideologically bonded her to a new

dance, made by women.

Indeed Duncan’s gender politics associated women’s potential for artistic creation in
their reproductive capacity. The link between procreation and art was manifest in
choreography as the labour process. This idea challenged masculine definitions of
artistic process, dominant discourses carried the metaphor of labour to stress the effort
made by men whilst placing the emphasis on the outcome. Duncan instead saw dance
making as the equivalent to child bearing. In this sense women had an intrinsic right
to this process derived from their bodies. Women mediated in her view between life
and symbolic production. As Daly (1995:112) argued, Duncan’s concept of the
female body in dance was the reconfiguring force of Nature to Culture.

The association of motherhood with creativity was actually an attempt to bring
together different spheres of activity, to unify existence with thought and action, in
other words life with art. In that sense Duncan’s view entailed the amalgamation of
both creator and creative process (Koritz, 1995a: 54-56). Indeed, she may have not
disputed dominant views on femininity but she manipulated such essentialist
approaches to empower and legitimize (middle class white) women’s full
participation in the world. She strove for gender equality from a female perspective,

defining the female dancing body as the materialization of an ideal asexual beauty.

The way Duncan negotiated womanhood and dance making was an amalgamation of
aesthetics and ethics: she grasped the interplay of reality with the symbolic in the
creative process. She therefore developed a distinctive relationship to symbolism
especially through her affair with Gordon Craig (Au, 2002: 89). Craig and his
associate Symons introduced symbolism in theatre. They thought of contemporary

theatricality as an illusionistic portrayal of reality. They rejected narrative whilst
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favouring an anti-social art in terms of content and function. Craig and Symons
proposed a stylized “quasi religious” performance which clearly went against the
nineteenth century theatrical conventions (Koritz, 1995b: 59). Symbolism was an
anti-realist trend, which denied the moral significance of art. Symbolists argued that
“high art” should operate autonomously from social role or function. Duncan shared
with them the idea of a non-discursive non-illusionistic art but her political and social
beliefs as well as gender politics did not fit in to an artistic scheme with no
social/ethical function.

Isadora favoured political change and welcomed the forthcoming Bolshevik
revolution (Au, 2002: 90). She believed in social equality and in that sense she was
anti-authoritarian. However her body/dance politics were inherently contradictory, as
they were class and “race” relative. During the twenties the Soviet government invited
her to found a new grand-scale school and teach rhythmic movement. However, her
dream for creative space was short-lived since she became disillusioned with the
Revolution. She travelled constantly to accommodate her school and spread the new
dance (McAvay, 1980). Her approach influenced that of Diaghilev and, as we shall

see, set the basis for the “American” Modern Dance.

The idea of rhythm: Jacques Emile Dalcroze

Jacques Emile Dalcroze (1865-1950) studied music in the Geneva conservatory. As a
musician he observed what he thought to be the deficiency of his contemporaries,
namely the inability to comprehend rhythm and time values. Dalcroze attributed the
lack of genuine musical composition to this inability. He was occupied with the idea
of rhythm, which he also defined as a combination of natural and spiritual resources
and capacities, namely an amalgamation of the ability to listen and to reproduce
sound through the body (Dalcroze, 1923: 12-14). Musical reception and reproduction
in his view was an ability, which resulted from exposure to sounds and bodily
exercise (Dalcroze, 1921: 59-60).
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Rhythmical consciousness, as he labelled it, was a reference to the human body.
Dalcroze considered rhythm a natural condition manifest in heartbeat or breathing.
These along with the loco motor muscles were subject to manipulation and could be
used to produce rhythms distinct from the respiratory. (Dalcroze, 1923: 61-63).
Indeed, as Hewitt (2005:43) argued, rhythmic movement and dance were conceived
as manifestations of the lost will emergent from the declining feudalist order.
Dalcroze developed a theory of rhythm, which he saw as intrinsically linked to
muscular movement, drawing on physics. He defined movement as a relationship
between space, time and force. This definition became the cornerstone of his
Eurhythmics, a training method consisting of experimental exercises for rhythm
acquisition (Jowitt, 1988:158). Dalcroze defined movement as “the visible
manifestation of rhythmic consciousness” (Dalcroze, 1921:65) to which the whole
muscular structure contributed. In that sense music was inscribed in space through the
body (Gil, 1998: 166.7).

Eurhythmics became quickly associated with physical education and dance training.
Dalcroze observed closely the dance production of his time, which he considered
deeply problematic. In his view dance was grounded on a false perception of
movement as a link between positions. This was the “confusion between visual
experience and muscular experience” of movement (Dalcroze, 1923: 25). Ballet for
him exemplified the fragmented relationship between rhythm and music. This, he
believed, was the result of the specific training that ballet dancers received: a training
developing virtuoso technique, which determined dance aesthetically. The absence of
facial expression as a response to the sensibility of music indicated that incongruity
(Dalcroze, 1921: 188). Music and dance operated separately, a result of an equivalent
separation of training in music and ballet. Dancers were trained to adhere to
conventionalized sequences of steps, whilst musicians did not understand the

properties of movement (ibid: 181).
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Dalcroze drew on Wagner’s conception of artistic unity?®, which he saw as a model
for the unity between music and movement. The latter — a potentially never-ending
variety of corporeal rhythmic representations — was for him exemplified in the work
of Isadora Duncan (Cohen, 1992). In 1911 Dalcroze founded his school of rhythmic
training in Dresden, where he applied Eurhythmics. Two years later he put up a
Greek-themed festival (Orpheus) using rhythmic movement choruses. By 1913
Dalcroze had given demonstrations in several Great Britain cities, which resulted in
the establishment of the Central School and Colonies. In 1915 he opened the Central
Training College in Geneva also known as Hellerau School (Dalcroze, 1923: 40).
Dalcroze’s ideas brought him very close to the modernist anti-academic tendencies in
dance. Eurhythmics — very influential as a training method — eventually became
synonymous with a style of dance. Eurhythmics introduced a new aesthetic that broke

down the conventions and barriers across arts.

Indeed, the developments in the area of rhythmic movement as exemplified in
Duncan’s and Dalcroze’s work become significantly incorporated in the dance
production of Europe. As we shall see next through the case of Ballets Russes and
later on through Laban, rhythmic movement becomes an integral part of the
negotiation of theatrical dance and a significant element in the forthcoming rupture
between ballet and modern dance. Specific artists identify with the idea of a style of
movement that corresponds to a new social ethos and one that is not prescribed by

courtly or academic institutions and in that sense autonomous.

% We will discuss Wagner’s unity, in the next chapter
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Chapter 4

The reconfiguration of the form: The Ballets Russes
case

In May 1909 Sergei Diaghilev established Ballets Russes — a small touring company —
and appointed Michel Fokine as his chief choreographer (Jowitt, 1988: 115). This
chapter will discuss the case of Ballets Russes as an example of the developments in
the production of dance in Russia particularly and Europe more widely. The trajectory
of Ballets Russes vividly reflects a shift in the mode of production of dance namely
from the operatic to the independent and in that sense is an integral part of the
formation a European field of dance (Bourdieu, 1993a); a field with a specific
structure and logic. The company itself incorporated a number of artists, who
collectively negotiated — often through conflicts — the making of dance. As a
collective structure Ballets Russes embodied opposing symbolic tendencies expressed
through the practices of particular artists who gained prominence in particular time
points. Ballets Russes was initially conceived as a territory for experimentation and
the locus of the modernization of ballet and the modernist enterprise in dance.
However, Diaghilev did not claim authorship of modern dance. It was Loie Fuller
(1890s) and Isadora Duncan who first introduced European audiences to a new style.
The Ballets Russes was the first systematized expression of the rupture between ballet
and what came to be called modern dance and the first example of a relatively more

autonomous mode of production within the emerging field(s) of dance.

Diaghilev’s company sprang out of amateur activity, initially subsidized by
merchants. The gradual introduction of Ballets Russes in the marketplace
professionalized the group, which adopted the structure, management styles and
social relationships of a conventional merchant community. That is to say, it operated
on the basis of a mutual trust, which utilized personal word as a contractual method
for business:  the business style of this class [...] rested on personal exchange — as

opposed to a relation mediated by authority — [and] preferred to view individuals apart
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from their social category or economic function” (Owen, 1981:151). This anti-
bureaucratic, anti-authoritarian and informal commercial practice was in an affinity
with the practices of those artists who opposed institutional/academic bureaucracy. As
a result, the merchants supported independent art as they both shared the same

principle, namely personal trade.

The transition from amateurism to professionalism took place with the mediation of
the dance studio venture: the small workshop where choreographers developed their
style. Fokine’s independent work, for example, was shaped in such studios, as
Imperial Theatres forbade non-commissioned work. However, the professionalization
of independent dance production was not a straightforward process. Professionalism
was determined by the Russian State and specifically by the Imperial Academy of
Arts, which accredited students with professional qualifications and the status of
Imperial Graduate. The institution bestowed its members with patronage, potential for
employment and a career abroad. Hence, the emergence of independent activity such
as that of Fokine and Diaghilev challenged the monopolization of dispensing
professional identity (Garafola, 1998:153-223). As Bourdieu argued (1996a: 123) the
Academy gave professional priority or honours to those artists that produced for the
market of the consumers of the time. Hence, independent work challenged the “the
monotheism of the central nomothete (incarnated, for a long time in the Académie)”

and gave way to a multiplicity of artists.

Ballets Russes thus challenged the conditions of artistic production. They championed
modernism and broke away from authoritative prescriptions in music, choreography,
technique and scenography (Haskell, 1935). Diaghilev and Fokine shared the idea of a
new dance based on a non-balletic idiom and resisted the application of an outdated
vocabulary in dance (Jowitt, 1988: 114). They embraced the idea of modern and
conceived the need for the renovation of movement, a need that both Duncan and
Dalcroze propagated during this period. However, Fokine never did away with the
balletic technique or syntax. Diaghilev himself also never denied ballet as the

foundation of theatrical dance, which is why he trained dancers in full turnout.
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They both, as we have seen, adhered to Naturalism/Realism, through their alignment
with the Gogol School. Naturalism/Realism advocated arts as a mimesis of reality and
was particularly influential in theatre, as in the work of Constantin Stanislavski and
Vsevolod Meyerhold with whom Diaghilev collaborated. Meyerhold defined theatre
as a dramatic genre inciting excitement through acting. Performance in his view
evoked feelings, intellectually and emotionally involving the audience®, thus turning
spectatorship into an experience (as cited in Kolokotroni et. al., 2004:240). Meyerhold
did not endorse the text as the core of performance. For this reason he invested in
actor’s bodies, which he saw as bearers of emotional forces. In Meyerhold’s view:
“The truth of human relationships is established by gestures, poses, glances and
silences. Words alone cannot say anything. Hence there must be a pattern of
movement to transform the spectator into a vigilant observer” (as cited in Braun,
1979:46). Stanislavsky conceptualised this idea as dramatic motivation and further

developed a theory of acting in this direction.

Fokine drew on Stanislavsky’s theory of communicative movement and defined
dance as a vehicle of emotional and psychological truth. Fokine’s concern with
realism/naturalism was born out of an aspiration to convey the reality of humanity
manifest in the diverse cultures and practices of people. Dance, in this respect was to
him a genuine form of cultural expression. This is why he included folk under the
umbrella of theatrical representation. He drew mainly on the ethnic dances of Europe,
which, as we have seen, have always contributed to balletic production (Garafola,
1998:24). Based on a thorough study of the continental national dances, he developed
a new style, which also legitimized folk dance as an independent genre (Genre
Nouveau) (Jowitt, 1988). Fokine employed ethnographic methods to study folk
dances as they “naturally” occurred in their cultural contexts. He conducted

“empirical observation and research” in order to understand the social world and

# Meyerhold adopted Georg Fuchs’s ideas on theatrical restoration. Fuchs argued the involvement

of the audience in theatrical action in light of a shared aesthetic experience between actor and
spectator. He saw the latter in unity therefore disapproved of theatrical space structure as a product of
absolutist ideas of distancing. Fuchs preferred an amphitheatrical structure which gave equal access to
the action on stage (Braun, 1979:55) Equally, Meyerhold believed that people were in need of inspiring
entertainment, one that ‘engages them totally’ (as cited in Kolokotroni et.al, 2004:241).

96



symbolically reconstruct the time, place and practices of the people he wished to
represent (Garafola, 1998:10).

Fokine revitalized this convention® and restored folk dances as practiced in the
continent via an accurate reproduction on stage. “Authenticity and diversity” were
core objectives for Fokine manifested in the plurality of dance styles and movements
he employed. This approach drew heavily on Wagner, who saw the national element
as the expression of diversity and the embrace of the universal (Kolokotroni et.al,
2004:9). Fokine is argued to have challenged the imperialistic use of the ethnic in
ballet, extending the potential of dance beyond mere representation in service of an
“authentic expressive quality” in the revolutionary Romantic spirit. In that sense his
use of ethnic symbolized the expression of the historically oppressed Volk of the

feudalist order.

The idea of plurality extended to the “dancing material”. Fokine, thus, considered the
bodily groupings assumed in ballet as a living collective of bodies emanating an
expressive quality invested in dance. Ballet progressed from individual expression to
the collective idiom as shaped by this complex network of bodies. This interrelated
ensemble was a vehicle of ideas and emotions, not an accumulation of skilled entities.
The corps de ballet was to Fokine a dancing subject contributing to all stages of dance
making. Fokine “transformed® the corps de ballet into a sort of collective artist,
imbued with the idea and style of a production, living in it and collaborating”
(Garafola, 1998:21). Evidently, the idea of a collective artist resulted in the
democratization of the balletic structure as against the traditional arrangement of
bodies. The prominence of the ballerina was challenged and the positioning of

dancers on stage according to rank was broken apart as a convention rooted in courtly

0 1 Petipa’s ballets, the inclusion of national dances aimed to enliven the choreography through a

demonstration of physical agility and emotionality (Garafola, 1998:11).

%1 Fokine also stripped ballet of its conventional structure and devised one-act performances. The
latter became the core performing-format replacing Petipa’s sequence Pas de Deux- Adagio- Solo-
Coda, whilst transformed the pas de deux into “a duet [..] fluid in shape and function” for the purposes
of the Romantic Love themes. Ballets Russes practiced further technical alterations such as the
abandonment of variations as exhibits of physical mastery and the performance of new step sequences,
new poses and points of contact for the duet (Garafola, 1998: 36)
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performance. Ballerinas interacted and mingled with the corps de ballet, which
included the soloists (ibid 36).

Indeed the concept of the embodied collective dance maker constituted a symbolic
reconfiguration of the collective as an agent of history. This preoccupation with the
collective as expressed in the totality of bodies on stage, a vision stemming from the
historical—political events deposited in Fokine’s bodily and mental structures (habitus)
simultaneously reflected his concern for the liberation and fulfilment of subjectivity
as expressed by bodily representations (or symbols). Indeed, this was reflected in his
primary artistic means which were again collective: collaboration, namely the
contribution of different arts and artists in dance production. In his view, the
amalgamation of music, painting and movement could serve realistic representation
(Haskell, 1935).

Artistic fusion, as this amalgamation came to be known, was the cornerstone of
theatrical modernism firstly introduced by Wagner and subsequently adopted by the
Mir Iskusstva circle and Diaghilev. Artistic Fusion was theorized by Wagner as
Gesamtkunstwerk, namely the perfect artwork. Wagner envisioned a new art based on
the synthesis of dramatic, verbal, and musical elements, which constituted the
absolute work of art (Kolokotroni et.al, 2004:8). Similarly, Ballet Russes negotiated
the relationship between music, movement and setting and campaigned for their
synthesis into one form. Drawing heavily on Russia’s musical resources, they
cooperated with local composers (the famous five: Glinka, Rimsky, Korsakov,
Glazunov, Tchaikovsky) and international painters like Picasso, also a member of the
Mir Iskusstva (Bland, 1976). The first genuine work of fusion was the Firebird,
which premiered in 1910 at the Paris Opera, choreographed by Fokine on
Stravinsky’s music and sets/costumes by Alexander Golovin and Leon Bakst (Lee,
2002: 240).

% It is evident here, what Becker (1982) describes in his Art Worlds as system of interdependencies

responsible for the production of the work of art. Choreographers, dancers, musicians, painters and
behind them a series of other professions including critics shape and guarantee the performance which
in turn is reconstructed by social reception.
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Ballets Russes were indeed constructed through their participation in a wider set of
intellectual and artistic interactions as also negotiated through the bodies consisting
this ensemble. Diaghilev’s idea of collaborative art for instance was realized through
his work with Meyerhold. In 1910 Meyerhold appeared as the Pierrot in Fokine’s
production The Carnival on Schuman’s score, organized by the Journal Satirikon in
Petersburg (Braun, 1979:71). The former also collaborated for the production of
Orpheus and Eurydice where they ‘transformed the stage into a dynamic multifaceted
construction’ in the pattern of Gesamtkunstwerk (Garafola, 1998:31). Meyerhold had
previously collaborated with Leon Bakst in Imperial Ballets and, as we shall see,
contributed significantly to Ballet Russes. In fact his relationship to Ballets Russes
resulted in multiple artistic advancements in theatre with the assistance of
Stanislavsky. The latter attended Diaghilev’s exhibitions of eighteenth-century
portraits/paintings in Petersburg for which Bakst designed a living surrounding, an
exemplification of artistic unity. These scenic designs inspired Stanislavsky who
suggested to Meyerhold a similar approach. They then collaboratively produced “a
stylized abstraction of the pre-wig Louis XIV” setting (Braun, 1979:44).

Indeed, Meyerhold’s first conception of a new theatre entailed the stylization of
performance, firstly introduced in the production The Death of Tintagel. This work
departed from mainstream techniques of realistic scenic construction, namely the
creation of carefully reproduced interiors and exteriors. Instead, Meyerhold, drew on
the already established operatic/balletic convention of two-dimensional settings and
created sequences of pictures inspired from the theme of the play. Meyerhold defined
this as stylization: an impression, which exposed the inner synthesis of a historical
phenomenon. Stylization entailed employment of all possible means to produce a
generalized representation of manners and ways condensed in the form of symbols (as
cited in Braun, 1979: 41-42).

Nevertheless, Fokine’s choreographies premised on the convergence of Romantic
ballet and new dance became very popular. Fokine also worked on the popular
oriental twist — firstly introduced by Petipa — until the outburst of the World War 1.
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Ballets Russes presented numerous oriental ballets with intense pictorial qualities and
a strong infusion of exotic eroticism and mystery. These awe-evoking fantasy-
stimulant spectacles dominated the balletic scene as they enticed the audiences. One
example of such work was Schéhérazade® (Jowitt, 1988), which according to the
critic Arnold Benett (1913: 76-77) was the most “sanguinary [sight] ever seen on an
occidental stage”. The staging of eroticism and sexual lust followed by a massacre —
the punishment for the disloyalty and unfaithfulness of both the Shah’s wife and
harem — was appealing. The harem itself appealed to the idea of sexual possession,
domination and pleasure (Koritz, 1995a: 38). However, at a symbolic level
Schéhérazade negotiated the freedom of bodies from the all-embracing control of the
Shah, namely the potential of an unrestrained individual existence and expression
through the fulfilment of sexual desire. These exotic figures “dressed the fantasy of

freedom in the flesh of human possibility” (Garafola, 1998: 32).

Schehérazade challenged the moral equilibrium of the times with its relatively explicit
references to bodily pleasures and to subversive gender representation. The Golden
Slave featured in this ballet as an ambiguously masculine character. The exposure of
his body and his relaxed corporal application instead of virtuoso® performance were
connotations of alternative sexuality. The Golden Slave challenged the social norms
embodying the primitive and the transgressive. He represented a symbol of self-
liberation and this clashed with the social imperatives of his time. The Golden Slave
as presented by Vaslav Nijinsky “was exemplary in this regard”; the erotic
primitivism and the diffusion of gender barriers emanating from his performance

altered expressivity in ballet (ibid: 33).

% A Shah suspecting his favourite wife’s infidelity, leaves her alone to lest her; he returns to find the

harem in the midst of an orgy and his wife in the arms of her Golden Slave.

Fokine and Diaghilev considered balletic virtuosity an obstacle to the objectives of a new dance.
The former simplified movement, reduced solo bravura and devised bodily shapes and postures to
serve the new representational needs. Fokine initiated the prominent use of the torso, which challenged
the domination hitherto of legs. He also created curves that contrasted the balletic verticality via deep
forward/back bends, side pulls and waist twists. Arms were not anymore bodily frames but means of
constructing shapes (Grarafola, 1998: 37). In that sense he constructed a new dancing body.
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However, Ballets Russes’s engagement with the oriental, the primitive and the
sensual, mediated between nature and culture, between sexual passion and control.
The oriental ballets served exactly this purpose; they were civilizing processes of the
unevenly developed East that bore the Western balletic technique as their means of
discipline. Russia’s geographical position guaranteed a level of expertise in the
representation of the Orient but the technical excellence of dancers symbolized the
control of the west on the primitive and undisciplined Other. Schéhérazade in that
sense remained a symbolic guarantor of the civilized order in art (Koritz, 1995¢:127).
Another significant production was Petruchka (1911), the story of a puppet who fell
in love with a doll-like ballerina, based on Stravinsky’s score and Benois’s settings
(Homans 2010: 305). This work exemplified clearly the new direction to movement
(jerkiness and impulsiveness), which Nijinsky performed effectively. Petruchka drew
on Meyerhold’s ideas on depersonalized performance in that Pierrot adhered to highly
stylized movement. Petrouchka bore resemblance to The Fairground Booth mounted

five years earlier by Meyerhold (Garafola, 1998: 30).

Michel Fokine’s choreography dominated Ballet Russes during 1909-1912. However,
a series of changes in the organization® of the company challenged his position.
Especially, the conversion of Ballets Russes from a “free-lance” company to a
structured one affected Fokine’s relationship to the group and his collaborators
(Garafola, 2005: 50). Tensions developed between Fokine and Diaghilev and Fokine
was dismissed as the main choreographer but remained in the company until the
outbreak of the WWI. Consequently, Diaghilev assigned the task of choreography to
his first dancer Vaslav Nijinsky (Homans, 2010: 305). Despite the idiosyncrasies of
this conflict, the shift in choreographic leadership was a result of a greater artistic

conflict in dance taking place “between the consecrated avant-garde and the avant-

% Originally, the dancers employed in Diaghilev’s touring group were Imperial Theatre dancers.

However, most of them resigned when Diaghilev founded a stable company in 1911, seeking a career
in Europe instead. Many dancers chose to divide their working season, by performing half year in
Russia and half abroad. As a result the Imperial Theatre became a very limited source of performers for
Ballet Russes something that affected Fokine’s work. Diaghilev was forced to search for dancers
outwith Russia and by 1913 he included Polish and English dancers in the company (Garafola,
2005:56). This was both an advantage and a danger as the variety of styles, expressive qualities
featuring in the diversity of dancers made productions extremely attractive but often endangered
homogeneity.
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garde, the established figures and the new artists, i.e. between artistic generations [...]
and in short between cultural orthodoxy and heresy” (Bourdieu, 1993a:53). As we
shall see, Nijinsky moved further away from the imperial balletic conventions,

proclaiming a truly modern style of movement.

In 1912 Nijinsky choreographed and performed L’ Apres Midi d’un Faune, a Work,
which provoked the Parisian audience with the inclusion of masturbatory gestures - a
challenge to the moral substance of modern theatricality (Au, 2002). Faune also drew
heavily on Meyerhold’s stylization with its motionless, flattened and angular bodily
representations, which appeared repeatedly in Meyerhold’s works such as Sister
Beatrice. The depersonalized style of dancing was subordinated to the total
performance through calculated movement and precision (Braun, 1979:70). The most
eminent quality of Faune was the static images, produced via rhythmic movement, a
technique, which Meyerhold initiated in his symbolist theatre drawing on Dalcroze
(Garafola, 1998:55).

Nijinsky was accustomed to the bi-dimensional Operatic productions of the Maryinski
Theatre such as Aida, Cleopatra and Fokine’s Petruchka. However, what was new in
Faune was the profile facing bodies, the black and red figures (drawn from ancient
Greek ceramic pottery) the freeze- like settings and, most importantly, the plastic non-
balletic movement (Haskell, 1935:246). Faune’s settings are attributed to Leon Bakst
(Diaghilev’s main collaborator) who was interested in ancient Greek art. Bakst was

influenced from his previous work with Meyerhold and Fokine’s Arcadic phase36

(Garafola, 1998:53).

However, dancers found it difficult to adapt to Stravinski’s score. Nijinsky struggled
to follow his unconventional music and construct a coherent choreography (Jowitt,

1988:157). For this reason Diaghilev invited Marie Rambert (a Polish dancer trained

% Fokine drew a lot on ancient Greek themes, his work Daphnis and Chloe (1912) a two act Greek

ballet is indicative. Fokine used non-balletic movement for this work, which he considered
inappropriate for a Greek theme.
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in Eurhythmics) to teach the cast. Even then dancers were appalled by the style of
movement Nijinsky introduced which evidently clashed with their balletic habitus
(Homans, 2010:311). Nevertheless, the Faune was a remarkable piece, which
challenged the rules of dance making at all levels: music, settings and movement.
Generally, Nijinsky®’ and Bronislava’s - Vaslav’s sister and the only female
choreographer in Ballets Russes - work signified the breaking up with the convention
of Romantic ballet. Nijinsky’s performances altered the reception of the dancing

figure and placed a new emphasis on the male body (Garafola, 2005:40).

Indeed Faune, provided representational space for male sexuality and the male body
whilst offering a different view of the primitive. They were a celebration of the
libidinal and natural forces, breaching the boundaries of the dominant sexual order.
This shift in representation was opposed, for example, to that in Schéhérazade where
the massacre punished sexual release and recalled the order. It thus cemented the
liberation of dance from a well-established representational cultural pressure.
Moreover, it challenged the dominant gendered division of dancing labour (Koritz:
1995¢:128). Nijinsky’s work in Ballets Russes and beyond cemented a new approach
to the dancing body. The latter became flexible and adopted spiral, angular shapes,
curved and unconventional positions. Nijinsky’s independent work® especially
featured the body “both as an instrument and an object of mass oppression” (Garafola,
1998:69). The body captivated the resisting human spirit, which instantaneously
emanated from and realized itself in it. More often than not the spirit/soul was
condemned to exist within corporeal barriers unable to transcend as it did in the
Romantic ballet- in that sense the soul “dissolved” into matter. The body was now
confined by gravity, it twisted and bended as a sign of its bewilderment with reality.
In a way Nijinsky’s approach to the body looked abusive and hostile, almost ceasing

its own deformation.

Nijinksy’s main works in Ballet Russes were: L’apres midi d’un Faune, Jeux, Le Sacre de
Printems (The Rite of Spring) and Til Eulenspiegel, Faune was based on a new style of movement and
new settings, Jeux was a neoclassic piece and the Rite had a strong primitive character (Garafola, 1998:
50).

38 Nijinsky performed in the USA, which would become the soil for the cultivation of modern dance.
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Nijinsky worked with Diaghilev for a lengthy period. However, the end of their affair
after the presentation of the Faune led to Nijinsky’s withdrawal from Diaghilev’s
company and signified the division of modern ballet into Western and Russian forms
(Garafola, 1998: 51). Nijinsky’s work developed independently from this point.
Moreover the outbreak of the WWI forced Ballets Russes to disperse. Diaghilev
managed to keep a core of collaborators to maintain the group including Léonide
Massine who replaced Nijinsky as choreographer in 1916-1917 (Cohen, 1992: 105).
His ballet Parade cemented the fully modernist turn in dance. Parade was the
exemplification of artistic fusion as advocated in Diaghilev’s early days. It was a
ballet based on Jean Cocteau’s libretto, set musically by Eric Satie, and scenery made
by Pablo Picasso. Guillaume Apollinaire composed the program notes® and praised
Massine’s choreography as the “quintessence of the union of plastic and mimetic art”

(as cited in Kolokotroni et.al, 2004: 213).

Massine’s various artistic resources modernism, futurism and theatrical training as
well as his deficiency in ballet entailed his departure from the balletic idiom.
Massine’s work was thus a dynamic response to Fokine’s dance®. He employed
diverse styles to accommodate the idea of modern. Hence folk, popular and acrobatic
became all structural elements of his unified artwork (Koritz, 1995d: 169). Massine,
unlike Fokine, did not believe in the collective artist. He demanded docility from his
colleagues, especially the dancers, whom he perceived as instruments to the
production of a unified spectacle. In his view theatrical dance was an artistic
amalgamation, which did not depend on individual performance in order to be
satisfyingly received. Success lay, instead, in the presentation of an impersonal
synthesised piece, perceived as an autonomous work of art, independent from the
performers that realized it. In that sense he reinstated power relations in the structure

of ballet evoking in a sense proto-fascist ideas.

¥ Apollinaire was a key avant- garde figure who along with Picasso formed the principles of

cubism.
%0 Massine’s work was a primary expression of a symbolic opposition (in the Bourdieuisan sense
Bourdieu, 1993a) to Naturalism through Modernist and especially Futurist — anti—dramatic approaches.
In that sense Ballet Russes encompassed these tensions through the inclusion of different
choreographers/artists representatives of various artistic movements.

104



According to Koritz (1995d: 164), the idea of autonomy and impersonality masked
the underlying hierarchy of roles in the making of dance (which could challenge
dance’s autonomy). This kind of ordering was also evident in the performance
reviews Ballets Russes received. Critics attributed dance solely to choreographers, as
if they were exclusive “authors” and champions of artistic creation. Koritz employed
Foucault’s ideas on authorship to explain the reception of artworks as autonomous.
She argued that when dance is assigned with an author it acquires a homologous
position to a literary creation in a set of relationships that attribute meaning both to
the work and to the author. Even though the idea of authorship in dance is practically
fluid and refers to collaborative action and especially that of bodies, single authorship
facilitates the reception of the work and secures its status in the field of cultural
production (Koritz, 1995c: 123).

Nevertheless, what further marked this modernist enterprise was the embrace of
futurist vanguard ideas. Futurists proposed a theatrical synthesis via the contribution
of different forms in a politically autonomous production with less emphasis on
technique. Futurism condemned naturalist approaches arguing that contemporary
theatre “vacillate[d] stupidly between historical [...] and photographic reproduction of
daily life” (as cited in Garafola, 1998:78). Futurists thus advocated the rejection of
narrative, the reduction of length and the need for concision, figurativeness, speed and
simultaneity in performance. However, Futurists like Marinetti had a different vision
for the performing arts. He argued for the mechanization of the performer, the
abandonment of exaggerated costuming, facial expression and vocal use, and the

focus on geometrical movement such as spirals, ellipses, cubes etc. (ibid:79).

He thus favoured the deconstruction of beauty ideals and historical symbols. Marinetti
saw the Variety Theatre as the exemplification of his ideas on art: a non-dogmatic
and ever-transformable genre, in which actors were occupied in an endless
reinvention of astonishment with an emphasis on simultaneity and speed. Marinetti
was fascinated by new urban rhythms and technology. The hectic and chaotic
movement of people and machines was for him the meaning of art (as cited in

Kolokotroni et.al, 2004: 254). Fortunato Despero, on the other hand, believed in the
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distortion of the performer through costuming and make up, the erasure of expressive
facial and bodily parts including the voice. Despero believed in mechanized
performance, applied for instance in Giacomo Balla’s ballet Printing Press-

memorable for the use of mechanized robotic movement (Au, 2002).

Futurism appealed to Diaghilev, who visited Italy in 1917 and aligned with the
movement. Futurism discarded “the psychological and historicizing underpinnings of
nineteenth century literary convention, [...] [thus, the] key tenet of futurist
performance, period modernism edged ballet narrative down to the path of
abstraction” (Garafola, 1998:93). However, Ballets Russes never completely
abandoned the Romantic narrative or the balletic tradition. Diaghilev thus investigated
the Italian pre-Romantic music of Pergolesi and Cimarosa as well as the Commedia
del’ arte. He was attracted to the idea of style that prevailed in eighteenth century
music. He saw style as a link between the historical, or situational and the ever
present in art. The combination of the old genre with the avant-garde features resulted

in a hybrid genre, which constituted the means to a new modern form (ibid: 82).

During this period the Bolshevik Revolution took place in Russia. Diaghilev was
generally distant to political developments mainly due to touring. His last visit to
Moscow was in 1914 just before the war. Fokine was in Scandinavia and a few
months later returned to Moscow. The new communist government was rather
indecisive in relation to theatrical production. Eventually, Lenin declared the Imperial
Theatres public property, which would present theatre to the people. Paradoxically,
Petipa’s imperial work continued to be presented and Fokine returned to his old post.
For a very long time ballet in Russia remained thematically imperial, but as a form
symbolized the communist power. Later on Galina Ulanova became a cultural
representative of the regime. However, Diaghilev had clearly turned to the West and

especially Paris, where he always premiered Ballets Russes’ work (Homans, 2010).

In an overview, during 1920s ballet vacillated between different approaches, such as
lifestyle modernism — as expressed by Jean Cocteau — and retrospective classicism —

shaped by an elite obsession with aristocracy — and choreographic neoclassicism, as
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presented in Nijinska’s and George Balanchine’s work. They all employed and
experimented with modernist ideas which stretched dance in diverse directions. The
ballets of this period were thus outcomes of a creative process that commenced during
World War 1, indicative of how traditional material could be embodied into new work
as a part of an informative interplay of the past with the present. Jean Cocteau for
instance attempted to reconcile Left and Right bank ideologies in performance. His
lifestyle modernism condemned classicism in two ways: namely, by challenging
ballet as an academic genre and by attacking the symbolic status that corresponded to

the practice itself (Aschengreen, 1986).

Cocteau’s performing practices were based on futurist ideas. The latter considered
high theatre to be pretentious and corrupt whilst Popular entertainment could reflect
contemporary interests and aesthetics. Cinema, Jazz, the music hall and the Circus —
all mass entertainment types — especially promoted in the advancement of capitalism
could, in his view, enliven art. Kracauer (Kracauer, et. al., 1975) criticized such an
aesthetic in his Mass Ornament, whose analysis of popular entertainment took a
Marxist approach. The analogy he draws on synchronized bodies and assembly lines
is memorable. The music halls exemplified the commoditization of dance as a part of
the rise of cultural industry especially in Europe and the United States. As Bourdieu
(1996a: 124) explained, the subfield of theatrical production at this stage was
characterized by a dualist structure, namely that of large-scale, exemplified in the new
mass audience venues, as against the smaller independent production. These forms
also reflected the symbolic tension between performance as a commodity and

performance as an art, what he calls “art for art’s sake”.

Nevertheless, Cocteau considered popular leisure (such as consumerist practices and
social gatherings) as artistic sources. The ballet Les Biches thematically exemplified
this: it negotiated the interaction between a hostess and her guests at a house party.
The ballet drew heavily on 1920s popular novels; Les Biches was an ironic
representation of upper class manners facilitated by settings and costumes. Cocteau
saw movement as intrinsic to theatre but doubted ballet’s expressive potential. For

him dance was never a symbolic language alone. It was only meaningful and realistic
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when assisted by imitative gesture, speech and settings (Aschengreen, 1986:79). Thus
he enhanced performance with sounds, effects and innovative movement inspired by
geometrical shapes and angular lines. Massine aligned with Cocteau’s approach and
the abandonment of the classical idiom. He argued that dance should take a new
direction “by adapting its conventions, form and steps [...] [to] create a new spirit,

representative of the age” (as cited in Garafola, 1998:115).

Massine, as we have seen, drew heavily on futurism, popular entertainment and mass
culture. In that sense his work combined commercial and high art, although he
resisted the former even when he used its means or venues (Koritz, 1995d: 159).
Evidently, modernism in ballet negotiated the relationship between artistic autonomy
and commoditization. However, mass culture and high modernism were not the only
potential artistic tendencies; neither have they constituted fixed aesthetic approaches.
They were antagonistic tendencies within the field of the symbolic positions of an
ever-transforming set of relationships of aesthetic interests (Bourdieu, 1993a).
Paradoxically Massine’s Parade took place at the end of the process, namely the
transformation of ballet to modern dance. Parade was only an attempt to apply the
futuristic ideas in dance. Henceforth, modern dance acquired a transgressive
character, namely it broke away from past practices, it ridiculed classical dance and
employed pantomime to develop ideas and emotions (Au, 2002: 108-110).

However, Diaghilev’s ideas differed from Massine’s thus modernism was short-lived
in Ballets Russes. The expansion of futurism saw Diaghilev resorting to French
balletic tradition. Retrospective Classicism as historians label it, was the reinvention
of the sixteenth century grand spectacle exemplified in Georges Balanchine’s work
Apollo  (Homans, 2010: 336). The latter was a return to figurative modes and
nationalist patterns, partly as a reaction to 1914’s war ideology. The Sleeping
Princess (Petipa’s Sleeping Beauty) was the first expression of this “new” Russian
ballet. This was the beginning of an obsessive focus on the French classical past and
the glory of monarchy often manifested through xenophobic attitudes. Paradoxically
then, within a decade ballet became the bone of contention in a struggle between two

artistic movements: “[...] by [a] dialectical process, the same decade that witnessed
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the demise of the classical idea in dancing also presided [over] its rebirth” (Garafola,
1998: 122).

Nevertheless, modernism deeply influenced the structure of Ballets Russes. The latter
developed along collectivist lines: “Diaghilev’s wartime studio exhibited the informal
collective structure and shared aesthetics of contemporary avant-garde movements”
(Garafola, 1998: 95). Dancers took classes and rehearsed in small studios, and lived
on very intimate terms during tours. The closeness developed through such practices
affected the administrative and economic organization of the company. Diaghilev
loosened the structure and levelled up the salaries regardless of dancers’ position or
rank in the company. However, the company suffered from the tensions that the
capitalist market exerted on artistic production. Ballets Russes ran the trajectory from
amateurism to commoditization, namely from a small initiative in the transition from
feudal patronage to the commercial market of individualized competition. Capitalism
and the marketplace promised freedom to artistic creation by liberating arts from the
constraints of commissioned work. Yet, this promise was broken by the demands of
the new marketplace itself, bringing Diaghilev’s enterprise — and no doubt so many
others — face to face with financial uncertainty and failure (ibid: 148).

Yet what changed Ballets Russes’ condition was their tour in the USA. The growth of
American mass entertainment affected ballet seriously. Diaghilev’s choice to enlarge
Ballets Russes’ production had, in the long run a detrimental outcome. The company
could not sustain expensive spectacles and was faced with financial insolvency. The
costs of spectacular costumes and settings featuring in Ballet Russes’ performances
drained the company’s portfolio. They returned to Paris in a bad financial state with
Diaghilev seeking to stabilize his enterprise. When Diaghilev mounted the Sleeping
Princess in 1922, he aimed at a hundred and five performances. Unfortunately, this
ended in financial failure and his dancers were dispersed (Haskell, 1935). The failure
of Sleeping Princess was a sign of the inherently problematic character of free

enterprise as a system of artistic production.
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Thus Diaghilev planned the legal transformation of Ballets Russes to a corporation
(Sociéte des Ballet Russes) with permanent headquarters in Paris. This new
organization was a public enterprise operating through the sale of stock. As it turned
out, Princess de Polignac subsidized Diaghilev’s group and guaranteed Ballets
Russes’ residency in Monaco’s Monte Carlo Theatre (Garafola, 1998:223). Ballets
Russes’ financial crisis challenged their dominance. The company faced the rivalry of
Rudolf de Mare’s Swedish Ballet, which appeared in 1920 in the Champs-Elysées
Theatre. The company replicated the structure, the thematic and musical choices of
Ballet Russes, following Diaghilev’s formula of artistic fOusion. Mare even employed

Diaghilev’s collaborators in order to secure the success of his enterprise (Au, 2002:

112).

He also adopted Diaghilev’s recipe to create an independent, privately funded
company, which worked with male dancers. However, the strength of Swedish Ballet
was its exceptional financial status. Mare was a wealthy individual, therefore, able to
invest in his company. Moreover, he founded a dance journal (La Danse) via which
he advertised Swedish Ballet. In 1921 the Swedish ballet published a Dadaist
manifesto, through which it castigated academic dance whilst presenting the company
as avant-garde thus distancing its repertoire from Ballet Russes’ more conservative
productions (Garafola, 2005). Nonetheless, Ballets Russes innovative approach
challenged the balletic order. Diaghilev managed to present Ballets Russes in high
prestige theatrical venues — including Covent Garden — thus legitimizing the
company’s innovative work. The elites of Europe attended frantically every
production at these stages. Evidently the venues themselves could not explain the
popularity of Diaghilev’s company. It was rather the ability of the company to
respond to elitist perceptions of performance. Diaghilev and his collaborators sought
to bring about a specific theatrical reception, which seized on certain trends in
bourgeois social life (Koritz, 1995c: 120). In other words they formed and
transformed the conditions of reception of their work, which in turn allowed a

different direction in dance (Bourdieu, 1993a).
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However, Ballets Russes was also indebted to the music halls, although Diaghilev
refrained from presenting Ballets Russes in such venues, as any association with
popular entertainment endangered ballet’s status. However, many of his dancers
performed there. In fact Nijinsky was the only one to abstain from music-hall
performance (Koritz, 1995c: 122). However, Ballets Russes although at the edge of
popular production - especially through Massine and Cocteau’s work - never adhered
to the heteronomous principles of mass production, as Music Halls appeared to be. In
that sense the latter constituted a powerful opponent of balletic production both
economically and symbolically. Though, at the same time music halls became the
locus of a major negotiation between balletic movement and modern dance. These
venues were initially the place where deviant movement and behaviour was
accommodated. Music-hall dance became a part of the symbolic conflict between

ballet and the forthcoming modern dance.

Overall, Ballet underwent a rapid transformation during the period 1850-1920. Ballet
had hitherto been symbolically negotiated in a fashion of opposition manifested in
dualities such as imitative versus pure dance, adherence to or abandonment of
narrative, and oppositions regarding the quality of movement and technique
employed. Indeed in the transition from Tsarist ballet to an autonomous form,
expedited by the 1905 revolt, we can trace the first expressions of a modern form of
movement as anti-academic tendencies. These often engulfed the oppositions such as
dramatic versus abstract dance. As Bourdieu (1996a: 225) explains: “The struggles
over the definition (or classification) [of artistic forms] have boundaries at stake
(between genres and disciplines, or between modes of production inside the same
genre) and therefore, hierarchies” — as expressed in the duality ‘‘academic’” versus
““modern’” forms. In the meantime the emergence of Isadora Duncan and Emile
Dalcroze put into practice the idea of modern movement. In this context the rise of
independent production such as that of Ballets Russes, whose work incorporated
different symbolic and aesthetic ideas as negotiated in the European field of arts,

voiced the struggle for the autonomy of dance.
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Indeed the trajectory of Ballets Russes, as formed from this shift in the mode of dance
production, reflects the struggle for their legitimacy and enlargement and indirectly a
struggle for the autonomy of dance. An enlargement economically and symbolically
affected by the rise of mass entertainment and the capitalist market. Ballets Russes
represent the modernization of ballet as result of the negotiation of different and often
opposing ideas about the content and style of movement (through naturalism,
modernism futurism etc.). The company bestowed dance with an explicit divergence
between the classical/academic approaches — very strongly grounded in the balletic
tradition — and Diaghilev’s Modern unconventional approach. However, as we shall
see, these conflicting tendencies turned into centrifugal forces bringing about the
rupture of ballet into different styles: the Classical Ballet and the Modern Dance. The
symbolic clashes between the balletic idiom and a modern vocabulary in the field of

European ballet continued throughout the twentieth century.
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Chapter 5

The phenomenon of modern dance

The birth of modern dance was the result of a complex social, aesthetic and political
negotiation of movement. Within modernity there emerged a set of systematized
principles of motion and stillness inscribed with and productive of certain meanings.
In the dusk of the nineteenth century the first steps towards a modern dance were, as
we have seen, taken in the work of Sergei Diaghilev, the new dance of Isadora
Duncan and the Eurhythmics of Emile Dalcroze. Their influence in theatrical dance
was reflected in the new forms that sprung from the regions of Germany and the
Austro—Hungarian Empire; a form detached from ballet, which derived from the
simplicity of rhythmic movement, as initiated by Duncan and further systematized by
Dalcroze, and pointing towards the total artwork as realized in the performances of
Ballets Russes. The case of German Expressive Dance and other initiatives before this
were indicative of the fragmentation of ballet into different styles and forms, as
enforced by symbolic and aesthetic trends often internally antagonistic, as we have
seen. Modern Dance was the symbolic manifestation of a shift to individualization as
contemporaneously expressed in social relations and political formations. Europe
transformed into a network of individual nations-states emergent through the
dissolution of feudalism and the slow decline of the empire as a form of political
governance. The case of German dance was similarly a case of the struggle for
autonomy from political power as well as a struggle for the legitimacy of new styles

of movement*.

Indeed, here we can discern that symbolic and bodily negotiations of movement,

closely tied to ideas of symbolic, political and social freedom from particular types of

' Nevertheless, as we shall see this relationship was very sensitive. Indeed the

WWII would once again challenge the autonomy of dance from politics, as it was
ideologically bound to the aesthetic and political plans of Nazism.
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order (aesthetic and political), reflect the successful process of the autonomization of
dance production from secular power and the churches. On the one hand the extent of
symbolic oppositions between particular aesthetic trends and shifts in their
power/dominance reflect the potential for dance makers to regulate dance making,
whilst political and social struggles also emerged, guaranteeing conditions of freedom
for dance production. In some sense the opposition between ballet and new forms of
dance is embedded in these symbolic/social struggles. On the other hand ballet strives
to disengage with a courtly past whilst new types of movement emerge through this
process; these in turn also attempt to dissociate themselves from ballet as a courtly

form, or even, later, as a bourgeois activity.

The 1905 Russian Bloody Sunday, although unsuccessful, heralded the conditions of
possibility for the democratization of Russia and the political organization of the State
as a representative of popular sovereignty and an institution of political power
autonomous from Czarist absolutism. In this context Diaghilev’s artistic creation
developed in tandem with the political and social transformation of Russia. The
homology between social and artistic change, was exemplified in the work of Ballets
Russes. Diaghilev’s artistic vision was that of a means of social reformation and
regeneration that would liberate modern society from the conventionalized morality
of Western civilization as discussed in earlier chapters. Diaghilev’s art symbolically
delivered the breakaway from western imperial etiquette that muted regional practices
and emotions (Eksteins, 1990:30). It negotiated social morality and facilitated later

independence of expression, both politically and aesthetically.

However, Ballets Russes and theatrical dance were not ideological mechanisms aiding
the social transformation of power. They were rather institutions, which produced
meaning that informed the very social relations that defined their role. Productions
like the Faune and later on Parade, operated as a social critique but simultaneously
materialized as a vision of unrestricted human expression. Negotiations of sexuality,
gender and sexual expression were indicative of this. In that sense dance was
inextricable to political and social transformation. Modern art as also produced by
Ballets Russes served as an advocate of new ways of being in the industrialized world
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and embarked on an exploration of the self through the development of forms that
could support self-expression (Howe, 1996:2). The role of dance, in particular, was

central to a physical/ bodily liberation from prescribed behavioral codes.

The example of the German developments in this respect is indicative. Germany was
belatedly affected by the forces of modernity in relation to France and Britain. The
latter had established a centralized form of political organization as a result of
political unity, formed industrial cities and embarked on economic development
partly through colonialism. Germany, on the other hand, in 1800 consisted of four
hundred loosely associated principalities, with autonomous political power and strong
regional, ethnic and religious tendencies. For these reasons there was no (nationally)
differentiated artistic field formed yet. This required a level of social and political
organization whilst at the same time political and social unity appeared to be the
prerequisite for the capitalist future of Germany. The emergence of an entrepreneurial
middle class and of Otto Bismarck’s controversial policies resulted in the unification
of Germany in the period between 1860-1871. However, the political figuration
produced was simultaneously the outcome of the powerful provincial legacy of
Germany. Unity was achieved through an amalgamation of federal democracy and
centralized autocracy; namely the leveling effect of national unity and provincial
autonomy, which was also expressed in the balance between the rise of the middle

class and the conservation of aristocratic figurations (Elias, 1996).

This type of political and social formation constituted the cornerstone of Bismarck’s
policy. The construction of “German-ness”, a national wholeness — an “imagined
community’’ to borrow Anderson’s (1991) term — was achieved through divisive
techniques and by promoting the social and political differences of regions and social
groups. Bismarck accentuated the need for some form of conformity to sustain the
idea of unity and wholeness, which was constructed not so strongly on the basis of
interest but on a spiritual and transcendental goal of self-discovery. The “German
Spirit’’ a term allegedly encompassing a system of ethics and practices leading to
“true inner freedom’’, namely an abstract self-fulfillment, was part of a discursive

manufacturing of a German political and social entity (Eksteins, 1990:66-67).
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In the transitional phase between the German Imperium and the new capitalist nation
state of Germany the idea of spirituality as Elias (2000:24) showed, served as a means
for the legitimacy and consolidation of the emerging German middle class; a class
with no initial political or economic power compared to the courtly aristocratic class
of the feudalist order or the middle classes of France and Britain. Indeed the
consolidation of the new classes was founded on the intellectual and spiritual
demarcation of the German bourgeoisie against the German court, unlike their French
counterparts who sought to be integrated in courtly figurations. Indeed the idea of
spirituality became the dominant ideological mechanism in the construction of
“German-ness” as an expression of the political, social and economic identification of

German people with the rising middle classes.

Furthermore, this enforced rapid social, economic and political change, result of the
late political unity of Germany, which reinforced this projection of a spiritual
inwardness — as a remedy to capitalist materialism. Urbanization and the consequent
alienating character of urban living reinforced the need for a sense of place and sense
of belonging in Germany. Psychoanalytic theories underlined this generalized
introspection in political life. Freud outlined the theory of the suppressed unconscious
and the manifestation of repressed emotions and desires as dreams. Carl Jung focused
on the collective unconscious, seeing myth, symbols and archetypes recurring in
cultures. Similarly, Nietzsche spoke about totems and the role of myth and ritual. The
focus on internal energy, a flow of movement from within, was manifest at all levels
of social life. The cultural response to this was the Expressionist Movement.
Expressionism a symbolically powerful artistic movement, which advocated new
organizations of life away from the urban industrial environment, was an attempt to

restore the inner self in social life (Howe, 1996:2 -7).

The centrality of inner subjectivity was also expressed through a new emphasis on
physical culture, namely a new understanding of the human body detached from the
social prescriptions of its use. Evidently expressed through the abolition of corsets
and brassieres the liberation of the body- and especially the female body- became the
new cultural ideal. The phenomenon of Nacktkultur (or, otherwise, Nudism) is a
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primary example. This movement had several expressions with ecological,
educational and health preoccupations. In fact, it responded to a need for a healthier
way of being, very much intensified after WWI. For instance, physicians, orthopedics
and educators advocated the benefits of bodily exercise in nude rather than in

clothing, arguing restrictive character of clothes to movement (Toepfer, 2003).

Nudism very often took the form of organized communities with non-hierarchical
structure and anti-capitalist ideologies aiming to cultivate a new form of habitus,
namely new mental and bodily structures (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) and new
dispositions towards social and political life. Such collectives were a response to the
repressive character of urban industrial life, and operated as the loci of a search for an
authentic life. Nacktkultur was also negotiated in physical performance. A number of
schools were founded where children and adults exercised and performed movement
nude, often in open space, gardens or villas. The content of such performances was
very often erotic and sensual, negotiating homosexuality and fantasy. There is
evidence that nude performance did take place in popular entertainment halls.
However, some performers engaged in rather introspective and dark performances,

which could not be considered as popular (Toepfer, 2003).

German Dance thus developed in the context of a new kind of body culture
(Korperkultur) and most importantly endorsed Freikdrperkultur, the ideology of the
free body, as encapsulated by the nudist movement. The Monte Verita movement
workshops are indicative. Monte Verita was a luxurious resort in Laggo Maggiore
near Ascona formed by Ida Hoffman in the 1900. It pioneered community living and
creative arts, promising an alternative to bourgeois urban life. The resort attracted
middle class youths, who practiced nudism, healthy living in spas, open-air training
and natural macrobiotic nutrition. Similarly, Dalcroze’s work in a prototype Garden
City in 1908 (Hellerau Dresden) where cooperatives operated, reflected this felt need

for communal living and being in nature (Manning, 1993:52).
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The Garden City was an alternative to the dense urban environment and included
references to the nineteenth century rural village structure. It was constructed around
a factory based on the craft ideal and workers were set in houses surrounded by
extensive space. There, Dalcroze practiced his gymnastics and emphasized human
movement as a means to a healthy life. The difference between the two cities, which
were otherwise structured around embodied practices, was that Hellerau was
organized as a reformed industrial structure whilst Monte Verita offered an alternative
to that. This was evident in the radical gender order that members of the Asconian
community constructed. Ida Hoffman herself rejected the institution of marriage and
preached for a marriage of conscience, namely cohabitation as a sign of gender
equality (Manning, 1993: 57).

Rudolf von Laban engaged in dance performance at Monte Verita. Born in Hungary
in 1879, Laban followed a number of athletic activities as a child, including rhythmic
gymnastics. Being the son of a military Governor he was exposed to military
movement (parades, marches, etc) and travelled in the Eastern parts of the Empire,
where he encountered folk dance and local rituals. His father urged him to pursue a
military career and in 1899 he entered the Austrian military Academy. However,
Laban left the following year for Paris in order to pursue an artistic career at the Ecole
des Beaux Arts. There he developed his ideas on theatrical space. At the same time he

took up dance classes and was introduced to ballet (Maletic, 1987).

In 1908 Laban left for Munich, where he experimented on the boundaries between
amateur and professional dance. In 1910 he founded a dance school and a company
through which he explored bodily movement, space and dynamics (Maletic, 1987: 6).
He was particularly interested in the dissociation of dance from external elements
such as music or drama. He advocated a free Absolute dance, in line with all the
emerging social/physical movements of the period. His idea of free dance was
inherently tied to the training and performing space. Laban saw spatial structures as
major impediments to the advancement of bodily movement. Thus he encouraged

open-air training through which spatial restriction was challenged. In 1911-1914
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Laban ran dance workshops at Monte Verita during the summer and in Zurich during

winter.

Monte Verita appealed to communists, anarchists, Theosophists etc. (Jowitt, 1988:
158). However, Laban’s workshops attracted especially Dadaist and Expressionist
artists. Dadaism — a politically provocative movement — advocated the dissolution of
artistic institutions as a reaction to prescribed values and ideas of beauty in a world of
instrumental reason. Dada destroyed prescribed meaning and sought to evoke shock
and awe. It did so with a “studied degradation of [the] material”, namely the means to
produce art (Benjamin, 1936:12). Dadaism in dance took the form of a social protest
against aesthetics and bourgeois lifestyle, promoting simplicity, freedom and
physicality. Equally, Expressionism rejected nineteenth century artistic conventions
and explored forms of introspective art negotiating the meaning of existence. It thus
challenged common perceptions of reality and endorsed the expression of inner
subjectivity (Howe, 1996:15-16). Expressionists incorporated ritual in their life
practices with an emphasis on mysticism and the release of inner emotion. Similarly,
Laban challenged conventional ways of existence, movement, space and subjective
expression. His ritual-like dances were performed in groups rather than individually,
and pointed towards transcendental ecstasy, a state of completion of subjective

expression, which evidently appealed to expressionists (Toepfer, 2003).

However, as the First World War destroyed Germany’s social coherence, dance
increasingly acquired a consoling role. Political language had turned unreliable and
people sought new means to express themselves. Movement as a non-verbal form was
considered trustworthy and dance an innocent art, given that a number of avant-garde
intellectuals had supported the War*’. The cruelty that Germans were faced with
resulted in social disillusionment. Dance offered an open field for emotional
expression whilst social dance was felt to have brought back a lost joy (Newhall,
2009:69-70). Especially in the post-war era dance played a cathartic role and as
Schivelbusch (2003: 267) argues, it was an expression of the repressed subliminal

2 Marinetti, for example, advocated the aesthetics of war and the beauty arising from the

destructive technology utilized in warfare (as cited in Benjamin, 1936:15).
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urges. Indeed the nudist performers accentuated the sexual character of dancing but

social dance and especially Jazz and music hall exemplified this too.

Since the European Enlightenment science and reason were promoted over intuition
or feeling, which were considered irrational. Contrastingly, Romanticism as an
expression of the forceful will, placed emphasis on emotion. Emotion was better
approached in the context of Nature, which seemed to belong to a previous stage of
existence, perhaps more primitive. This fascination with an idyllic past of rural life,
also advocated by Heidegger, passed on to Modernism. In the twentieth century
western Europeans regarded the physical body as the means for an authentic life in
the natural world. Healthy bodies became the symbols of this period and dance
gymnastics along with other physical activities became prominent. This explains the
1919 dance boom in Germany (Song, 2007:429-430) as well as the number of

amateurs that followed Laban.

Laban worked in Switzerland until the end of the WWI, where he cooperated with a
number of artists amongst who was Mary Wigman. With her assistance he developed
his theory of Space and Harmony as well as what was to become his most significant
contribution to dance, his notation. During the following years (1920-1937) Laban
presented his work in print, through four books on movement notation. In 1920 he
formed the Dance Theatre Laban in Stuttgart and a year later became the executive
producer at the Mannheim National Theatre and trained twenty of his dancers with the
ballet company. Laban never rejected balletic technique, as he believed similarly to
Kant, that all arts should be linked to tradition. He utilized the structure and
preciseness of ballet to form a new, more expressive dance. His real interest was
movement; he explored all possible paths for movement creation including that of the
form he sought to supersede - ballet (Maletic, 1987:7- 8/12).

During the years 1924-26 Laban toured with his group in Germany, Austria, Italy and
Yugoslavia presenting oratoria, speech choirs, dance dramas and comedies such as

Casanova and Don Juan on Gluck’s music. Laban combined arts and dance but not in
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the Wagnerian form of fusion. He rather enhanced dance through expressive gesture,
song and speech. Dance was for Laban an empathetic medium. He saw the inner
reality of the creator as a source, the communication of which would be achieved
through rhythm and movement. Similarly, he identified spectatorship with kinetic
empathy, namely the perception of dance performance through one’s own sense of
movement and rhythm. Movement in the form of stylized action, either mimetic, or
presented as abstract shifts of positioning and fluctuations of balance was to him
communicative: “Dance structures can clearly convey to the viewer, an inner
experience and development of an inner drive which is anchored in a universal
experience” (Maletic, 1987: 11).

This idea of dance universality underlined Laban’s conception of amateur dance and
movement choirs. Laban worked extensively on them*®, which constituted the core of
his theatrical engagement (Maletic, 1987:15). These productions were a collective
celebration of togetherness formed on a common experience of rhythm and
movement. Choirs in his view represented an image of humanity that materialized
through systematic exercises and enhanced intellectual and physical unity. Dalcroze
also used the festival/choir format to produce a sense of collectivity (Orpheus and
Eurydice). He integrated the audiences into the spectacle through interactive
processes. The members of the Hellerau community were potentially members of the
chorus and vice versa. In that sense, spectatorship turned into an organic part of the
theatrical process; it was transformed into a living experience whilst enhancing
collective awareness. Dalcroze’s integrative approach stood for political and social
reformation materialized in dance. Collective productions such as those of Hellerau

Gardens promoted internationalism and social equality (Manning, 1993:75-76).

Choir work was a significant manifestation of the power of community with intense
social and political connotations. Laban developed this format in the same
incorporative way. He orchestrated festivals in the open at Monte Verita, encouraging
members in a unifying experience of nature and movement. The Sun Festival attracted

international attention and was also the context for Mary Wigman’s debut. Laban’s

** Titan was his most famous of such work presented in the German Dance Congress in 1927.
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choir work culminated with the “Pageant for the Crafts and Trades’’ hosting ten
thousand performers — amateurs and professionals — such as craftsmen, shoe-makers,
dancers placed on moving platforms (Maletic, 1987:15). Laban’s work on choirs and
collective dance was an indication of the possibility for dance notation, since his

choreography was reproduced by means of notated scores (movement scores).

This technique facilitated the transmission of movement to large groups of
performers. The idea of dance notation can be linked to the reproduction of the work
of art as Walter Benjamin (1936:4) described it. The need to bring dance closer to the
masses through reproduction underlies both the internal logic of Laban’s work,
namely the reproduction of movement through a mass of bodies, but also the
enhancement of the dancing experience of the audiences through mass movement.
Laban worked intensively on notation and advocated its universal application in every
style and technique. In 1928 he published his system (kinetography), based on a
simplified documentation of movement (Au, 2002).

Laban established twenty-five schools in his career, including these in Britain, where
he resorted during WWII. Most Schools accommodated movement choirs as large-
scale amateur dance formations. This often entailed the aid of churches and political
societies to support choirs as large as five hundred people (Manning, 1993:133). In
1929, Laban lectured on the Problems of dance in the second German Dance
congress, where he outlined his concerns for the autonomy of dance. He discussed the
importance of lay (amateur) dance including forms of recreational play and rhythmic
gymnastics and argued for the training of teachers in these genres. He called for a

science of dance as an autonomous form from music and drama.

Overall, Laban developed a theory of Effort and Space in order to support his
practice. He observed industrial movement in an attempt to collect data on the forms
and motivations of movement in everyday work, aiming at the enhancement of
efficiency, enjoyment and work satisfaction (Bergsohn and Bergsohn, 2003). As
Hewitt (2005:44-47) shows this period dance incorporates theories of productive
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labour, evident especially in Laban’s work. Thus Laban achieved a systematic
organization of movement on the grounds of inertia, force, space, fluidity and balance
- indeed modeled on industrial movement and the principle of efficiency. Apparently,
his work linked social and aesthetic rationalization (Hewitt, 2005:47). This shift was
also reflected on social dance and entertainment where ensembles of girls engaged in
synchronized/mechanized movement according to the principles of industrial Fordism
(Schivelbusch, 2003: 272-273)

Laban’s theory of space was a re-examination of the five balletic positions as
directions of movement. Laban did not conceive movement as a sequence of positions
in space but rather as a dynamic tendency in space. His theory was evidently
influenced by the scientific developments in physics. Einstein’s theory of relativity
and his focus on the relationship between time and space had transformed not only
scientific thought but also the mental schemata of artists as well as the social
representations of the world. As a result “space and time [we] re transformed from
[...] physical properties to world dimensions [...] created with the intent of human
action, through movement’” (Maletic, 1987: 63). Laban’s systematic approach to
technique and bodily training was homologous to the principle of efficiency both
spiritual and physical as promoted for the construction of German-ness. Laban’s
work embodied the idea of spirituality materialized in technique and the organization
of training. Indeed, his work assisted the construction of, what was believed to be a
German trait, namely a systematic education with an emphasis on the self and the
spirit (Kant, 2004).

The particular (effective) ways in which scientism and managerial techniques were
applied became the focus of the “German advancement”. Efficiency was not just a
means but was constructed as the ultimate goal and symbol of Germany. The ethics of
hard work and effort, the technicality of success was transformed into a national ideal
type. As Elias (2000) showed the construction of such ideal type was linked to the
German bourgeois struggle against the court. Indeed middle class intellectuals

promoted their scientific and intellectual achievements as evidence of a distinctive
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work ethos. This was evidently displayed in Laban’s theoretical engagement with

effort and his insistence on systematic training and the scientific treatment of dance.

Laban’s contribution to dance was also the mentoring of another significant figure of
German Expressive Dance: Mary Wigman. The latter studied and worked extensively
with Laban after studying with Dalcroze. In 1908 Wigman attended a performance
based on Eurhythmics, by which she was greatly inspired. During the period between
1910 -1912 Wigman studied at Dalcroze’s school in Dresden. His training system was
co-educational and promoted practice as a means of learning. The school was open to
all members of the community including women, at a time were German Universities
had only just started offering admission to women (Anderson, 1992). Wigman
embodied Dalcroze’s system of training, a valuable means for her future endeavors.
In that sense Wigman embodied a physical capital, namely an appropriated form of
physical forces, which would optimize such forces for a specific effect (Wacquant,
1995:67)

Eurhythmics may have been a training system for musical awareness, but it also
constituted the basis for a new approach in Dance. It was a well organized system of
movement production available for dance making: “In this system movement became
not only a subjective response to music but also an objective visualization of
movement qualities’” (Manning, 1993: 54). Dalcroze saw great potential in Wigman
and was ready to assign her the direction of his school in Berlin. However, in the
summer of 1912 she attended Laban’s workshops at Monte Verita. Wigman was
attracted by Laban’s improvisational technique and lack of strict rules. She rejected

Daclroze’s contract offer and worked in Ascona, where she remained throughout

WWI (Au, 2002:98).

Laban’s approach unlike that of Dalcroze, was not bound by music but grounded on
ideas about muscular tension and relaxation against speech or other sounds or even
silence; this proved liberating for Wigman. The freedom she was granted with under

Laban’s direction was essential to the refinement of the working method she inherited
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from Dalcroze, namely “structured improvisation based on manipulation of the
spatial, temporal, and dynamic dimensions of movement (Manning, 1993:56).
Improvisation became Wigman’s central mechanism for dance composition. Her
cooperation with both Laban and Dalcroze provided her with the necessary tools to
develop a new systematic approach to dance and, in this way seal the birth of the

modern form.

Wigman’s collaboration with Laban also brought her close to Dada. Some dancers
who followed Dada performed at the Cabaret Voltaire in Zurich. However, in 1917 a
close association between the Laban-Wigman dancers and the Dada Gallery
performers was established. Laban-Wigman students supported happenings in the
Gallery, and often danced and choreographed in cooperation with other Dadaists such
as Hugo Ball. Most performances drew on Laban’s style: barefoot figures in draped or
athletic clothing, often wearing masks moving collectively or individually just to the
rhythmic beat of a gong or in silence (Newhal 2009; Manning, 1993:69). The
convergence between the Dadaist rhetoric and Laban’s manifestos on absolute dance
was evident in Hugo Ball’s advocacy of dance as an end and Laban’s promotion of

movement as a core focus over costuming, design and music.

Wigman worked with Laban, until she was fully prepared to proceed on her own.
During the period between 1914- 1919 Wigman’s choreography came increasingly to
constitute a critique of both Dalcroze and Laban. She discarded musical visualization
and avoided working on large productions choosing instead to use a small number of
dancers or prepared solos drawing on improvisation as emerging from movement
analysis. In 1919 she started working exclusively on solo dances, which she presented
throughout the following decade. These were created on pre-existing notated

movement in an attempt to focus more on abstraction (Newhal, 2009: 47).

In 1920 Wigman established her own school in Zurich. She also formed a company —
centered in her large educational unit — which secured funding through touring

earnings and tuition fees. However, her dancers did not receive wages but money for
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expenses, which consequently forced them to resort to family funds or teaching for
their maintenance. Wigman’s company also received private subsidy, which she
invested in expanding the school and creating more work. Wigman’s strategy was
characteristic of the way in which entrepreneurship and creation combined in the
beginning of the twentieth century. The prevalence of private initiative in dance
production was associated with artistic freedom and fertility (Manning, 1993:90)

evident in the seventy solo dances she produced by 1930.

However, this mode of production encountered serious problems and Wigman was
faced with a continuous readjustment of her working conditions. This eventually
resulted in the dissolution of her group. Wigman went through a financial crisis in
1928, which forced her to revert to solo creations (titled shifting landscape inspired
by her own shifting reality in terms of production) (Au, 2002). In 1930 she produced
“Totenmal” a multimedia spectacle with the collaboration of the poet Albert Talhoff,
which historians see as politically controversial and “proto-fascist”. Totenmal
negotiated the theme of the fallen soldier with strong military and religious
references. Talhoff’s intent was to critique political theatre; the production however

became profoundly political due to staging choices (Manning, 1993: 149/158).

Totenmal was initially conceived as a pacifist piece that would criticize political
theatre. Eventually, it offered a dubious political message confusing militarism with
pacifism. Totenmal’s artistic ambiguity drew on a multiple crisis: the early 1930
Weimar republic decline, the global financial crisis (1929 crash) and the increasing
unemployment. The governing coalition between Social Democrats and
Conservatives broke apart whilst in the same year the Nazis made a breakthrough in
the polls. Such political uncertainty raised the fear of social disintegration and
memories of war. Totenmal attempted to symbolize community and union with an
emphasis on the necessity of a strong leader in sustaining the latter (Kant, 2004:11).
This idea that Wigman held constituted the point of her ideological convergence with

Fascism.
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On the other hand, Laban’s work stretched beyond professionalism: lay dance, the
festival format and improvisation mostly performed by amateur bodies significantly
distorted the relationship between professional and amateur dance, that is to say
challenged the dominance of a (balletically) trained dancing body, as the central
instrument/capital of dance production. This was further intensified by the systems of
training applied in the numerous operating schools (Bergshon and Bergsohn, 2003).
Tanz gymnastics, eurhythmics and improvisation (namely new forms of movement
competing in an emerging field of dance/movement) were employed to enhance one’s
embodied awareness, an idea manipulated especially by the Nazis. Laban devised the
mass-movement choir and a notation system that enabled the transmission of
movement from small groups to the mass. In that sense he had a more populist
approach. Yet, Wigman was a minimalist. She was interested in small-scale or
individual work that promoted individual expression. As she stated: “Dedication to
the work recedes in favor of dedication to personality. The true protagonist - the
ensemble - is less important than the individual actors” (as cited in Manning,
1993:146). Her work was dedicated to dancers and not so much to amateur movement

and in that sense she was more of an elitist.

However, Manning (1993:133) argues that the distinction between populism and
elitism in Wigman’s work is not clear. Laban’s laborious notation structure required
deep engagement in order to be applied; therefore it was not as immediately
accessible as may initially have been thought to. In contrast, Wigman’s structured
improvisation was simpler to follow and in that sense more populist. However, the
tensions between the two — expressions of more general symbolic oppositions in the
forming field of dance- deepened with Wigman’s growing recognition, in other words
with the growing symbolic power of her work. The latter was not included in the First
Dancer’s Congress in 1927, where Laban proposed the unification of the existing
dance groups under his direction (Bergsohn and Bergsohn, 2003). However, the
Magdeburg Daily News invited both to write for their issue on German Theatre.
Laban discussed the significance of group performance and its potential contribution
to the resolution between commercial theatre, opera and ballet. Wigman, on the other
hand, wrote on Ausdrukstanz. She referred to two styles, her own absolute dance,
namely a concert form concerned with contemporary life and staged dance: a fusion
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of ballet and pantomime with no clear orientation and goal. She discussed the
accessibility of training in times of financial uncertainty and what she thought to be a

crisis in the style of training (Newhal, 2009:33).

The congress was ideologically charged and made clear the tensions regarding the
future direction of Absolute dance and in that sense the “principles of vision and
division” of dance in the German and European artistic fields (Bourdieu, 1996a: 223).
Indeed the congress reflected and captured the symbolic forces operating in the ever-
growing German field of dance, which through oppositions (severely marked by the
division between advocates of ballet and of anti-balletic modern dance as we shall see
below) sought to maintain or alter the dominant tendencies in the area of rhythmic
movement. Indeed the organization of a conference in the area of dance was a prime
example of the democratization and autonomization of dance production — which was,
however, about to be severely challenged by Nazism. This democratic negotiation
was evidence for the presence of an autonomous differentiated field of dance

production in Germany.

The conference revealed opposing views on the dependence of Ausdrukstanz on
amateurism and its transformation into a professionally organized form. Furthermore,
the role of training and improvisation as methods of composition were in question.
Would Expressive Dance draw on individual improvisation and inspiration or would
it be grounded on a set of rules like ballet? (Manning,1993:134). Moreover dance
production and especially Ausdruckstanz had been severely restricted by the financial
crisis and this posed an urgent question on the future of the form. Thus, Laban
founded the Dance Circle, a collaboration of the first congress members to subsidize
the Second Dancers’ Congress in 1928. The latter found Laban allied with his student
Kurt Joss in advocating the fusion of ballet and modern dance on both aesthetic and
economic grounds. Given the financial state of Ausdruckstanz the integration of the

two was appealing (Newhal, 2009: 34).
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Kurt Joss proposed the recovery of ballet to balance the relationship between
expressive content and form, thus grounding dance in disciplinary rules. Joss’s work
at the Essen Opera choreographing operettas and operatic interludes, explained his
aesthetic predisposition to ballet (Bergshon and Bergsohn, 2003; Au, 2002). Most
importantly though, his first hand experience of the financial support ballet was
receiving justified his position. Joss knew that large-scale production could only be
accommodated in the Opera Houses and argued that artists should work towards the
dance-theatre (Manning, 1993:160). Besides Joss, a new generation of choreographers
— including Wigman’s students — also performed on stage and recognized the
potential of the Opera House as a funder of Absolute dance. However, in order for it
to transform into a discipline like ballet Absolute dance would disengage with
gymnastics, physical culture, amateur dance and improvisation. Wigman explicitly
opposed the integration of ballet in Ausdruckstanz especially under the Opera House
structure. She argued for a synthetic form away from operatic conventions (Newhal,
2009:35). Moreover, she saw no potential in a further development of ballet. Indeed
what is revealed here once more is the relative dependency of symbolic creation on
the economic sphere, which in fact reconfigured conceptions about quality and

structure of movement in dance.

As a result, the Congress arrived at contradictory decisions. Members favored the
idea of state support and placed requests to Opera Houses and public institutions to
fund and house Expressive Dance. They decided on the professionalization of
Expressive Dance via the integration of ballet and the development of a system of
rules in dance training and making. The congress also decided on strengthening
improvisational amateur dance and the incorporation of modern dance in school
curricula. They proposed the establishment of a Dance conservatory similar to the
ones intended for music, theatre and visual art, which would train dancers,
choreographers, directors and teachers for both professional and amateur dance
(Manning, 1993:171).

However, the financial crisis and the political climate gradually restricted artistic
production as a whole. A number of artists saw the conditions of possibility of
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Absolute dance lying with National Socialism. Indeed, in 1934, Goebbels organized
the German Dance Festival and invited the representatives of Absolute Dance
(including Laban and Wigman) to present their work on the condition that they would
not recruit Jewish Dancers. The festival was one of the first Nazi mass propaganda
events and was arranged so as to construct continuity between Ancient Greek
classicism, Classical Ballet, Romanticism and Volk Aryanism. In 1935 the Second
German Dance Festival took place, where Wigman presented her Hymnic Dances, an
indication of her alignment with fascist aesthetics. She negotiated the dynamics
between leadership and collectivity materialized in her placement as the leading
figure, detached from the group. The group was thus constructed as a follower, less
distinct and less individualized, and in this respect abided by the Nazi conceptions of
the collective. (Kant, 2004:111)

Wigman saw National Socialism as a political force that embraced artistic creation,
and she therefore explicitly aligned with Nazi aesthetics. This was mainly expressed
via a shift in her conception of “German-ness”. Wigman’s earlier writings and
lectures presented Ausdruckstanz as a German-made form that ought to convey the
universality of human experience. In 1935 she openly associated Absolute dance with
the German Volk specifically. This ideological repositioning was not so much the
result of a shift in her political views, but rather a result of her interest in the future of
Absolute dance. Wigman reformed her dance definition to abide by that of the
Ministry of Culture. In that sense she complied with the Nazi political orthodoxy.
However, she did not develop a racially discriminatory discourse or a similar
selection process of dancers, as unlike Goebbels, she believed in individual talent. She
saw the latter as the means by which German Dance could be promoted and elevated
to its best value. In that sense “she did not believe in a predetermined program which

would bureaucratically proclaim German Dance” (Manning, 1993:192).

In 1936 Goebbels founded the Master Institute for Dance to meet the need for a dance
conservatory as expressed in the Second Dancers’ Congress. The institute placed
equal emphasis on all styles: ballet, modern and folk dance, whilst introducing
courses on National ldeology in dance schools (McDonald and Manning 1987: 56).
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Goebbels also bureaucratized dance to the benefit of those seen as Aryan-Germans
who, with the support of his ministry, could receive funding and teach Tanz-
Gymnastik in schools and youth leisure organizations such as the Hitler Youth, where
fitness and bodily eagerness were valued. The potential for employment and the
recognition of dance and movement as components of cultural life fulfilled, in some
respects the conflicting demands of the Congress. In that sense the representatives of
German Dance in this period did identify themselves with the Nazi culture. However,
they failed to realize that the integration of dance into the Nazi physical culture would
turn the former into a compulsory practice “celebrating the Aryan race”, denying thus
the voluntary and universal character that historically characterized the post-
Romantic form (Manning, 1993:172).

However, what we would call the restricted field of dance production in Germany,
namely the one that operated based on principles that concerned dance and movement
on a symbolic and expressive level became much less autonomous during this period.
The Nazi government directly intervened in the content of dance performance and
strictly regulated the conditions of its production whilst banning particular styles of
movement or censoring certain ideas expressed through the body. Ballet was
especially promoted by Goebbels, who insisted on its integration with Modern Dance.
Wigman aligned herself discursively with this idea although she initially opposed
such fusion. She also promoted the Thingspiel (Play) entertainment — according to
Ministerial dictation - a form grounded on Ancient Greek theatre. By 1935 Thingspiel
encompassed all types of movement and theatrical forms like oratoria, pantomime,
allegoric representations, tableaux vivants and ceremonial acts, and most importantly
ballet. Thingspiel became the foundation of Nazi performance, drawing on Laban’s

festivals, with as many as a thousand performers (ibid: 193).

Mary Wigman partly choreographed the Olympic Youth performance in the 1936
Berlin Olympic Games based on Thingspiel (Wigman, 1975). Her contribution to the
Nazi/Olympic staging was consistent with her own vision of dance. However, her
divergent approach became apparent in the layout of the spectacle and the positioning
of performers. Goebbels prescribed the placement of the Youth as a collective with no
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obvious leader, thus symbolically allowing space for the celebration of Hitler’s
Leadership. Wigman could not accept the submission of the creator to the whole as
Goebbels advised, and detached herself from the group. In contrast, Wigman saw
dance as a source of higher consciousness and a medium for spiritual inner drives; an
idea evidently influenced by Freudian theories. The power of the unconscious as an
inner force and a source of improvisation was exemplified in her Ecstatic Dances. For
her dance making was a means of coming into being and dance the existence itself;
“Heidegger and Wigman saw Dasein or a being coming into being, as the action of
the most alive and fully aware individuals, wherein the divisions between body, soul
and intellect disappear” (Newhal, 2009: 71).

Wigman'’s productions never openly clashed with official prescriptions. However, the
Olympic games case removed her from the Cultural Ministry’s official collaborators.
Wigman was allowed to pursue her teaching and dance making in her school, which
was recognized by the regime as one of the thirteen schools that fully complied with
the Nazi orders. The school provided certified training in German dance forms
namely classical and folk dance through examinations open to what was defined as
Aryan students who were supporters of National Socialism. Although she was never
again assigned work by the regime after the 1936 Olympic Games Wigman remained

the leading figure of German Dance in this era (Wigman, 1975).

Indeed Mary Wigman’s case is homologous that of Heidegger, as analyzed in
Bourdieu’s (1991) work The Political Ontology of Martin Heidegger. Her promotion
of Absolute dance as it springs from within, as higher consciousness, draws on
Heidegger’s pure thought. Both figures shared the idea of simplicity as advocated by
Heidegger through his persistence in a return to pre-industrial forms of life as and as
reconfigured in Wigman’s attraction to Monte Verita as well as Laban’s original
improvisation. Moreover, Wigman’s trajectory in the cultural field of Germany
corresponds to that of Heidegger in the academic field, whose theoretical engagement
encountered and in turn reinforced the political discourse and ideology of Nazism.
Indeed Wigman also was not a direct advocate of the Nazi ideology but rather an
artist whose ideas corresponded to the particular political orthodoxy. Indeed Wigman
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explicitly accepted Nazi prescriptions in dance making as such shifts did not
fundamentally contradict her conception of dance. In similar manner Heidegger
aligned himself with Nazi ideology, which was sealed with his post in Academia.
Similarly Wigman’s prominence in German dance production was an expression of a

conservative revolution in dance.

Nevertheless, Expressive Dance, as an expressive form, survived through the
circulation of artists in Europe, despite the political and social circumstances. The
German Expressive dance set the conditions of possibility for the forthcoming modern
dance boom in the USA. The former legitimized a whole new approach to movement
that was no longer heretic or marginalized but constituted an integral part of the
vision for the modern world. Laban, Wigman and a series of other representatives of
Absolute dance contributed to the consolidation of a new form and a new style.
Wigman'’s touring in the USA brought the new dance into the continent and triggered
the production of modern dance in all possible ways and directions. What
distinguishes the German form from Isadora Duncan’s initiative was its
systematization and scientific character. Absolute dance was the cornerstone for the
consolidation of a methodical, organized and thorough approach to intuitive
movement equal to ballet. In that sense Absolute dance paved the way for a Modern
Dance that would be powerful enough to supersede ballet. Indeed, the emergence of
German Expressive Dance prepared the ground for rupture between ballet and modern
dance. These split into completely different forms in tandem with the social and
political struggles that took place in the twentieth century. The autonomy of dance

itself was negotiated by means of this very division.
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Chapter 6

“The American Dance”

The second half of the twentieth century is very much associated with the emergence
of a new power in the arts: the United States of America. New York became the
centre of artistic production where dance experimentation would flourish. Moreover,
here the rupture between ballet and modern dance would become complete in
conditions of relative autonomy from political prescriptions of movement. Since 1910
New York had welcomed European ballet and dance productions mostly those of the
Russian School. Since Diaghilev’s first visit in the city Russian dancers were highly
esteemed. Consequently, with the dissolution of Ballets Russes, many artists migrated
to New York seeking for employment in a booming dance period. The Russian
community gradually expanded including artists such as Fokine (Garafola, 2005:
238).

After the termination of Diaghilev’s enterprise, several attempts to revive the Ballets
Russes took place: the Ballets Russes de Monte Carlo, otherwise known Colonel
Basil’s Ballet Russe in 1932, manned by former dancers and collaborators including
Fokine and Balanchine. In 1938 Ballets Russes de Monte Carlo were founded, which
although named similarly was an entirely different company. The latter performed
chiefly in the USA and included a series of Diaghilev’s co-workers such as Nijinska,
Massine, Markova and Balanchine who contributed to both companies. Massine
followed Balanchine in the directorship of the company with quite controversial
work. Massine’s modernism, in particular, influenced the reception of ballet in the
States. Critics classified his work into two styles character and symphonic, with the
latter raising particularly notable reactions from audiences. Massine worked with
symphonic music and with Hector Berlioz specifically to compose new ballets. He
also used Laban’s group performance for such works, with the help of Nina
Verechina who trained in Laban’s Method (Au, 2002:134).
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Before the twentieth century the USA had no tradition of dance as a “high art”. Only
music-hall entertainment or popular ballroom dance was staged. Visiting dancers
from Europe performed in public, and these, more often than not, appeared in popular
venues for mass audiences. Hence, the history of theatrical dance in America is short
but is distinctive in that it features the development of two different styles of dance:
the (neo) classical ballet and the modern and “postmodern” dance. Paradoxically, the
latter — “a label given to a variety of styles linked only by the rejection of the tight
conventions of traditional ballet”— was the form that flourished first (Bland 1976:93).
During the mid-twentieth century, artistic initiatives for an American dance as “high”
cultural form thrived. The ideological underpinnings of the emergent form were the
social trends of self-enhancement. Dance was situated within a network of life-styles
aimed towards well being through exercising and a return to nature. Dance was seen,
in this context, as a self-liberating activity, an idea tied to feminism and radical
politics. Radical individualism and pastoral views of being thus became the prevalent
themes of 1920’°s modern dance (Garafola, 2005:233).

The modern idiom, which developed in the following years, was rooted in Duncan’s
approach. In 1880 Duncan embarked on her international career. As we have seen,
she considered dance as expressive of individual psychological conditions through
natural movement (Bland 1976:93; Banes, 1987:2). Ruth St. Denis (1879-1968)
shared this idea, evident in her work several years later. St. Denis developed a dance
style with oriental grounding to express individual psyche. She performed dances of
an allegedly oriental character using exaggerated movement with sensual and sexual
connotations. St. Denis, just like Duncan and Fuller earlier, was trained in Delsartre’s
physical education, which was a radically different system from ballet (Sparshott,
1995: 145-146). However, the type of movement they engaged into sprang from a
climate of dress reform, feminism, Christian Science and Theosophy (Au, 2002:92).
Fuller, St. Denis and Duncan capitalized on women’s grassroots organizations in the
States. They all performed in several women clubs and lectured in various women’s
initiatives. As Tomko (2004:88) argues, St. Denis’s performances in such

organizations constituted a claim to aesthetic leadership, namely the potential of
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women not only to stand out in the public sphere but also to claim a position in

cultural production.

St. Denis’s work, although strongly oriental (involving, mainly Hindu and later on
Egyptian themes) did not claim authenticity in relation to the dances produced.
Custom has it, that her oriental interest was kindled by a poster advertising Egyptian
cigarettes (Cohen, 1992:129). Indeed, this reveals the fallacy of assumptions about
“authenticity” in cultural representations of “the East”. Despite St. Denis’s creative
intentions and negotiations of style through Orientalism, which did not necessarily
reflect colonial interests but rather was the result of colonial representations in the
first place, her work contributed to generalising ideas about the colonized world. In
1914 St. Denis founded a school in collaboration with her husband Ted Shawn — also
a dancer and choreographer — occupied mainly with the spiritual and religious role of
dance. Shawn, a former theology student, was interested in dance as a form of
religious expression (Au, 2002: 93) and this became a key point of convergence

between the two figures and the focus of their school.

Named after their surnames (DeniShawn School of dance), the school was distinctive
for the system of training it employed. Both founders contributed to the development
of a formula of instruction based on balletic technique as the foundation of dance
training on bare feet. The curriculum included indigenous and exotic dance classes
creating an ambience of mysticism, divinity and spirituality based on assumptions
about the culture of the East, and also free style classes drawing heavily on Duncan’s
approach. When their school was transferred to New York — the home of avant-guard
— this individualistic pre-industrial form was not challenged, neither St. Denis nor
Shawn shifted in style. The latter prevailed until 1933 when the DeniShawn student
Martha Graham emerged as a choreographer (Garafola, 2005:233).

The Denishawn collaboration ended in 1930 due to financial hardship. St Denis
henceforth worked on the union of religion and dance through rhythmic choirs that
performed in churches (Au, 2002: 95). Shawn, on the other hand, concentrated on the
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preparation of male dancers, which resulted in his company Men Dancers. The
Denishawn School gave way to the dancers Martha Graham and Doris Humphrey
who, nevertheless, departed from the oriental idiom. They repudiated exoticism and
Orientalism and the associated style of movement. Graham’s preoccupation was with
individual psyche and sexuality whilst Humphrey’s interest in social interaction set

the tone of modern dance in the USA.

The term modern dance emerged in 1927 connoting the appropriation of
contemporary everyday life content, which was faithfully treated by both artists (ibid:
124-125). However, the term did not necessarily refer to a modernist approach to
dance per se, but rather to the development of contemporary forms of expression.
Both Graham and Humphreys developed their own style of movement and eventually
a systematic technique, which marked the ever-developing genre. They constructed
new dancing bodies applying contraction and release of the torso and used gravity
through raising and falling. Graham, particularly, embarked on an exploration of
“American Identity” in the same manner that Mary Wigman did earlier in Germany
(Garafola, 2005:233). This explicit turn from the exotic and eastern content to the
national, introspective dance is crucial (Banes, 1987:3). It is, indeed, indicative of the
inception of a national field of artistic production, including, in this respect dance

production.

Manning (1993) explains that Graham’s style grew out of her following Wigman’s
performances in the States and John Martin’s comparative reviews. Academic and
critic Martin reviewed Wigman’s Dance prescribing the Americanization of modern
dance on the principles of Ausdruckstanz; a form, which he considered to be the
birthmark of modern dance. Graham adopted this stance and developed her dances
along these lines, advocating through her performance what she specifically
considered to be the “American Dance”. Indeed as Bourdieu (1996a: 168-169) argues
“pioneering” figures in the field of art are more often than not seen as innovators in
reality of already-discovered material, exemplified in our case in the re-merging
opposition between styles. These then owe their symbolic capital and power to their
relationship with artists whom they themselves support, the critics by whom they are
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favourably reviewed and their own value in the particular/ “national” system of
production in which they operate. Thus processes of consecration operate in tandem

with the power relations in the field between individual practices.

Hence, the Americanization of modern dance (or nationalization in the form of a
national field of dance production) intensified a series of tensions, which were
reflected in Martin and Lincoln Kirstein’s reviews. The latter argued for the centrality
of the Ballets Russes tradition and Vaslav Nijinski particularly, to the emergence of
modern dance. Contrastingly, Martin insisted upon the primacy of German Absolute
Dance as practiced by Laban and Wigman (Manning, 1993:23). These conflicting
views constituted two opposing prescriptions for the direction of modern dance,
which further influenced the breaking of the form into various styles and techniques
both within the American Field of Dance and internationally. Generally, the 1930s
cemented a clear-cut thematic orientation of theatrical dance toward social issues as
raised by the flourishing left-wing movement. The embrace of socialist/communist
ideas by the avant-garde transformed New York