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            Prologue

            State of grace

         

         Where I’m from, in the American South, grace is a virtue, and not just the religious kind. It’s about courtesy, dignity, decency, control. Staying cool and keeping the peace. It’s smoothing over the cracks, even when – especially when – you’re burning to prise them open.

         As a dance critic, I find grace in suspended leaps and liquid poses, in lines that bend to the rhythm of a ragged primal scream. My own days as a dancer showed me how to take something alive and whip it back on itself, uncovering its elegant pulse. Dancerly grace, in its stillest moments and its stormier ones too, brings order to the wild topography of the body. It’s an organising of self that requires immense discipline.

         Outside of the studio, though, away from the stage, grace can take on a different complexion, losing some of its warm animal potential. It’s mainly expected of women, in my experience, part of a broader pressure we face to stay composed in a world where flared tempers are reserved for important men in important meetings. Every day we’re asked to abide, appease and accommodate. To make ourselves smaller and less needy. To avoid giving anyone cause to think we are, even for just a second and in this one small way, difficult.

         Our deepest reserves come into play as the elemental collapses into the systemic. For me, this means not self-combusting when I fathom women’s marginalisation in nearly every seat of influence, from government to tech to Hollywood. Four billion of us expected to swallow our own sidelining and go smilingly on our way. Even 2in the dance sphere, where women crowd the student, teacher and performer ranks, the directors and choreographers – the decision makers – are usually men.

         I’ve always admired women who resist this cool exterior, voicing the unease we’re told is unseemly. It’s a radical act in a society that urges submission in the name of civility, a clutch at justice that’s as personal as it is political. See, it has a serious shrinking effect, all this indulging and obliging and taking in stride. It’s a chisel to your core, notching away steadily until you wake up one day and there’s a hole where your heart used to be.

         I’ve gathered the subjects of this book as unbridled voices who defied the mindset that self-possession requires compliance and capit­ulation. As dancers and dancemakers, they channelled their disquiet into an explosive new art form championing fresh perspectives and unsung histories. They did this knowingly and incidentally, loudly and subtly, using their choices onstage and off to challenge expec­tations about the way they looked, behaved and created. Between them are classically trained graduates and self-styled soloists, grade school dropouts right up to PhDs, ambassadors for Black, white, Jewish and immigrant experiences. Together with hundreds of other innovators zipping around their orbit, these dancers redefined the meaning of grace in their art and their lifestyles, con­veying vital truths about what it means to walk the world as a woman.

         *

         The story of modern dance is a story of subversion – of forms chal­lenged and hierarchies toppled in the pursuit of blazing artistic integrity. Starting in the 1890s, first-generation wavemakers rejected the aerial, symmetrical sensibilities of classical ballet in favour of ‘free’ dancing that revelled in its own iconoclasm. Early moderns flouted the usual hallmarks of stage-friendly femininity – from 3fluffy tulle to dainty port de bras – with a ferocity that cost them as many admirers as it gained them.

         Over the next sixty years, their successors codified these raw, gravity-bound gambols into a range of techniques that could be taught, challenged and evolved. These varied hugely in tone and style, but were unified by an expressionist momentum and a resolve to reveal the effort so often disguised onstage. The moderns strove to find truth in the way we move through space and everyday life. With every technical reinvention came a conscious confrontation of the body and its social ramifications, including the long-held image of dancers as ornaments rather than creatives in their own right.

         Throughout its lifespan,* modern dance flew the flags of originality, autonomy and egalitarianism. The same spirit of defiance that awoke the movement guided its practical evolution – who deter­mined its boundaries, whose visions were indulged. Before the moderns came along, male directorship was the mainstay of the concert stage. By conceiving and performing their own work, the female spearheads of modern dance upended the ranks of creative influence, a gear shift with an indelible impact. They made it possi­ble for women to dictate the terms of their art as dancers, creators and educators alike.

         These schisms had powerful reverberations in the wider world, echoing and shaping new ideas around permissibility, especial­ly for women. Isadora Duncan’s embrace of short, thin tunics at the turn of the century, for example, was a pushback against the Victorian-era policing of female bodies – ‘the warp and woof of 4New England Puritanism’, in her words.1 She performed braless and barefoot at a time when corsets reigned supreme, challenging a stricture that bound women onstage and beyond. It’s one of many details in modern dance’s storied history that saw a break from cus­tom call attention to women’s emancipation.

         Duncan was at the vanguard of a brigade of moderns who helped instigate critical conversations around the politics of womanhood – dress codes and beauty standards, anxieties around female sexuality, the rights of women as workers, activists and citizens of the world. Some tackled these issues in their studio practices, using their plat­form to push the dance world towards diversity and inclusion; others positioned themselves as storytellers of the female experience, intent on broadening their audiences’ world view. Themes, techniques, cos­tumes and casting all came into play, helping steer modern dance into a salient critique of the status quo. The language of their art, and the subjects they explored, united in powerful consonance to rewrite cultural narratives about power, agency and a woman’s place.

         *

         Each of the nine women I’ve profiled in Wild Grace pushed bound­aries in her own questing way, finding inspiration within herself and the wider spheres she inhabited. It was a heady integrity that propelled Isadora Duncan towards a bespoke language of dance at the turn of the twentieth century – a bone-deep conviction that a new vocabulary was needed to convey the truths of existence. For her contemporaries Loie Fuller and Maud Allan, it was the pull of the theatrical, visions of concert halls ablaze with fresh mar­vels of form. Second-generation moderns Martha Graham, Anna Sokolow and Sophie Maslow harnessed their own impassioned urges to rewrite the dance chronicle in the interwar years, roused by the frictions of a fast-changing world; and come the mid-century, 5Katherine Dunham, Pearl Primus and Pearl Lang broke centuries-old ancestral chains with their own creative reckonings. These trailblazers dedicated their careers to recasting the contours of per­formance, each stirred by an intuition that the yelps and gasps in her heart were not incompatible with life on the stage. Their rec­ognition of the progressive possibilities of dance – the way it can, in the brilliant words of Agnes de Mille, serve ‘as recompense for all [we] find insupportable in woman’s traditional lot’2 – triggered a tectonic shift in dance history, rocking the canon with a bold new genre that embraced the wilds of womanhood.

         Of course, these are just some of the players who helped change take root. Modern dance owes a debt to a vibrant ensemble of both men and women who introduced dynamic movement theories and radical subjects to the stage, not least Ruth St Denis, Ted Shawn, Mary Wigman, Doris Humphrey and Merce Cunningham – heavy­weights I’ve only glanced upon here but who were essential to the movement’s genesis and evolution. There were also bold fringe actors whose contributions amount to so much more than the quick refer­ences I’ve offered, especially in charting new courses of femininity, from Olga Desmond, who insisted on the dignity of the naked female form, to Noami Leaf Halpern, a bard for her Jewish fore­mothers’ triumphs. These changemakers encompassed a marvellous variety of methods, mantras and geographies, using the transcendent nature of dance to challenge the hard-bodied here and now.

         While some of my subjects would relish the feminist aura I’ve invoked, I can imagine a few rejecting it out of hand – Duncan in particular, a ‘wild voluptuary’, as de Mille once admired,3 with a habit of bucking the labels foisted upon her. I chose their stories for their colour and vim, and the pressing way they sit on my chest. They remind me that autonomy isn’t a given, and that progress is neither linear nor inevitable; that I’m able to quibble the particulars 6of inequality because others before me have shown its prevalence in the first place. ‘Don’t let them tame you!’ Duncan implored an audience in 1922, flashing her breast in defiance.4 It was a roar of vexation, a middle finger to oppressive expectations of female obedience. Untamed, she and her fellow moderns transformed the lifeblood of grace.

         *

         This book came together during a period of immense change in my life. I was pregnant with my first child when I decided on the bones of it, and the final draft emerged shortly after my second arrived. My body had awed me with its wherewithal each time, assuming, and in turn producing, a life of its own with very little input from me. I found the inexorability of it all both frightening and energising.

         Stumbling through the fog of new motherhood, wondering if I’d ever find my way back to ‘before’, or if I even wanted to, I found a soul-steadying affinity with these dancers who spun their womanhood into their art, wielding their bodies as junctures of power, resistance, debate, even existence itself. Dancers and dance lovers know the life force of a body at work. It’s our ‘first and last garment’, as Martha Graham put it,5 home to integrities that can’t be shaken.

         With new currents of feminism come new questions around applying a contemporary lens to past narratives, especially ones that involve rebellious women. The pages that follow don’t salute defiance as an asset in its own right, but they do celebrate the gumption of my subjects and consider, with all that we know and can infer today, the social climates that spurred them on – the heyday of suffragism, for example, and the trials of war, racism and urbanisation. The gap between now and a century ago doesn’t yawn as widely as you’d expect. In a world where fathers are still praised for ‘babysitting’ their own children, where the word ‘slut’ continues to sting, where 7more women have been to space than choreographed for some of the world’s biggest stages, we need radicals to grab us by the throat and stir us from complacency.

         It’s been decades since even the youngest of the moderns graced the stage, but their legacies are alive and pulsing. In their refusal to conform, we can find urgent lessons for today. How we raise and regard women, how our self-conception influences our other identities, the power and duty of art to address the questions that keep our hearts beating – and the mettle it takes to do this when the whole world is urging you to keep quiet.8

         
            239NOTES

            1 Isadora Speaks: Uncollected Writings and Speeches of Isadora Duncan, Franklin Rosemont (ed.) (City Lights Books, 1981), p. 48

            2 Agnes de Mille, ‘Artist or Wife,’ The Atlantic, September 1958

            3 Blurb for Isadora Duncan, My Life (W.W. Norton, 1996, first published by Boni and Liveright, 1927)

            4 Isadora Speaks, p. 138

            5 Martha Graham, Blood Memory (Doubleday, 1991), p. 7

         

         
            * The broad bookends of the modern dance movement are generally considered to be the 1890s and the 1960s, making the term ‘modern dance’ something of an anachronism. Many of the techniques, works and companies from this era survive today, but the movement itself is historical.
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            Act 1, Curtain

            Dismantling the Cult of Domesticity

         

         
            Cast

            ISADORA DUNCAN

            LOIE FULLER     MAUD ALLAN

            with

            RUTH ST DENIS 

            MARY WIGMAN 

            CLOTILDE VON DERP 

            HERTHA FEIST

            and

            DANCE COMPANY
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         11As far as insurrections go, the advent of modern dance was more of a freewheeling fringe effort than some slick coup d’état. Discontented with classical ballet, the cornerstone of the concert stage in the late-nineteenth century, droves of dancers – mainly soloists – began investigating alternative approaches to dance, from intriguing sculpturesque techniques to intrepid interpretations of mythology. Their ascent from the wings to centre stage was reactive, not directive, yoked by creative idealism rather than shared convictions about form or aesthetic. Taken together, though, their efforts sparked a blazing revolution. Like their modernist counterparts in painting and literature, these renegades stormed the establishment and upended its conventions in search of a more socially focused perspective. Ignited by the energy of dancers pounding away on beaches and grassy knolls, in parlours, studios, galleries and cabarets, a vivid new dance movement flared into action.

         Elevated by its Renaissance roots and buffed by the rigours of imperial Russian pedagogy, the ballet stage the early moderns squared off against was decorated and haute, often with the couture to match.* This finery was a robust framework for the fairy-tale 12fantasies that continue to dominate the ballet canon today: dolls coming to life and sleeping beauties awaiting true love’s kiss. Multi-act grand ballets – particularly the confections emerging from St Petersburg’s theatres in the second half of the nineteenth century – were the pinnacle of repute for the dancers of the day.

         This Russian inflection was actually a newish development at the time. The ghostly themes and soft, floaty footwork of French dancemakers like Jules Perrot had dominated the ballet circuit for much of the 1800s, in step with a wider cultural lust for all things Romantic, but by the time the fin de siècle bounded into frame, a bolder, more broad-chested technique had unseated this trend, thanks in large part to the ballet master Marius Petipa, whose tenure at the influential Imperial Russian Ballet steered the genre towards new heights of athleticism. As the new century approached, the willowy saunters of ballets like Giselle and La Sylphide gave way to the spectacular leaps and spins of Swan Lake. Serge Diaghilev’s touring troupe, the Ballets Russes, also raised the stakes with a string of sensational avant-garde productions in the 1910s.

         The budding crop of moderns were mostly uninterested in these distinctions, however. At best, they found ballet a detached style of performance – inaccessible in both form and content – while the most strident among them deemed it a dance of pretension and degeneration, of ‘living death’, by Isadora Duncan’s reckoning.1 Duncan aimed her ire at ballet’s aerial preoccupations and responded by leaning into the swerves of gravity – a U-turn from the gliding pointe work and taut postures of classical technique. Meanwhile, her contemporaries Loie Fuller and Ruth St Denis questioned the exclusive standards of the ballet stage, and the presumption that less codified styles couldn’t achieve a similar gravitas, joining Maud Allan and other artists around Europe and the United States in integrating elements of popular theatre into their work, including vaudeville 13and burlesque. Costuming became a locus of experimentation for all these trailblazers. There was Fuller with her shape-shifting dresses, Duncan bare-legged in gauzy tunics, Allan and St Denis revealing their midriffs in daring two-piece ensembles. Working in the margins were iconoclasts like Clotilde von Derp and Hertha Feist, who pushed the spectrum to even further extremes with respective cross-dressing and nudist ventures.

         While it would be some time before philosophies formalised and techniques coalesced, one vital concern in this bright, burning dawn was scaling towards a higher plane of emotional expression. Dance should be driven by sensations, impulses and cravings, this first generation felt; it should be a rousing declaration of feeling and verve. ‘It might very well be that I love the dance so immensely because I love life, because of its metamorphoses and elusiveness,’2 Mary Wigman, an innovator of German expressionist dance, wrote towards the end of her life. Death and dreams became important motifs; so did desire and joie de vivre. Dancers started to look to mythology and mysticism to unlock the enigmas of the human spirit. With their eyes to the sky, these pioneers set to carving out a corner of the dance world where humanity wasn’t an abstract notion but a bodily concern, where quivering souls might find a voice through a brave new grammar of motions and poses.

         Breaking from the traditions of ballet meant embracing independence and conflicting inner drives. The spirit of individuality underpinning modern dance means it’s sometimes best defined by what it wasn’t. But one key commonality among its early figureheads was the pro-woman tenor of their art – the way they used new forms of dance to key into their vision of themselves as modern women. Unbound by pointe shoes and the trappings of male ballet masters, Duncan and company emerged as the marquee names of a new genre created not just for but by women.14

         *

         Much of the thinking that shored up the foundations of modern dance came out of Europe in the nineteenth century. French singer and orator François Delsarte, gripped by the gulf he perceived between emotional and physical expression in the arts, was instrumental in encouraging a generation of performers to link sentiments with gestures, inner with outer. His theories lived on well after his death in 1871, trickling into the practices of first-wave modern dancers internationally, from Rudolf Laban and Mary Wigman, pillars of Germany’s experimental Ausdruckstanz (expressionist dance) scene, to North American trendsetters like Ruth St Denis, Ted Shawn and Isadora Duncan. Swiss composer Émile Jaques-Dalcroze also had a role to play with his development of eurythmics, a pedagogy that influenced the way many artists approached rhythm and movement in the late nineteenth century.

         Between the 1890s and 1910s, modern styles of dance cropped up across the world: in national schools in Hungary and Russia, where they’d evolved out of rhythmic gymnastics and philosophical movement theories; in bohemian pockets of Switzerland and Germany, riding the waves of expressionism and Köerperkultur (body culture); and in vaudeville houses across the United States, where skirt dancing and other dramatic visuals flourished. Animated by a mounting social gusto for physical activity, and by the turn-of-the-century appetite for artistic innovation, dancers probed creative new courses of movement. The United States and Germany, lacking the deep-rooted ballet traditions of France and Russia, were especially fertile ground for experimentation.

         By the 1910s, the hallmarks of modern dance had burrowed into the cultural consciousness: a break from classical footwork and upright movement vocabularies, a rejection of conventional 15costuming, a shift towards figurative, dynamic imagery, and an elision of the creator and performer roles. In this blossoming sphere, the dancers themselves decided the stories they would tell.

         These artists looked to dance to give shape and meaning to a world where agriculture was yielding to manufacturing, countryside to cityscape, Enlightenment philosophies to modernist experimentation. The new century promised a sea change for women in particular. With social, political and economic opportunities bubbling around the globe, female enterprise became increasingly prominent, including in the world of dance, where women were grabbing the reins, no longer content to reprise ready-made styles. These were modern dancers, modern women, emboldened to reshape their place in society. Duncan anticipated their impact with characteristic romanticism: ‘[The dancer of the future] will realize the mission of woman’s body … From all parts of her body shall shine radiant intelligence, bringing to the world the message of the thoughts and aspirations of thousands of women. She shall dance the freedom of woman.’3

         *

         When the British writer Sarah Grand published ‘The New Aspect of the Woman Question’ in 1894, a polemic ridiculing men’s inclination ‘to howl down every attempt on the part of our sex to make the world a pleasanter place to live in’,4 she gave a piquant voice to a feminist ideal emerging in the Victorian fin de siècle: the New Woman. Independent, educated and career-focused, the New Woman came to represent an archetype for women disenchanted with the prescriptive marriage/motherhood route and set on widening their prospects beyond the home, whether that meant rejecting domesticity altogether or reshaping it to allow them to build a professional profile or explore new romantic experiences. Her remit was both 16personal and political, broadening the boundaries of womanhood by staking a claim in male-governed spheres, from employment and academia to leisure and courtship. The thought of an entire generation of young women flagrantly defying tradition caused as much titillation as it did derision in the early days of New Woman discourse. A self-determinant woman – a dangerous prospect!

         The first generation of modern dancers plugged into the New Woman zeitgeist with gusto. In sync with this groundswell of female self-reckoning, dancers began examining their agency in the canon, sidestepping the patriarchal rubric of ballet – with its swaggering impresarios and demure ballerinas – in favour of self-led endeavours. Sensual stagewear, provocative scenarios and democratic forms of teaching materialised; movement styles developed to defy the image of women as passive and fragile. ‘Modern dancer’ now came with several implicit slashes: performer/choreographer/producer, even lighting designer, all in one. This contingent redefined how female dancers could dress and think and be and be seen – and not just onstage. Bohemian travels and passionate affairs, sometimes lesbian, abounded among the early moderns. They both reflected and fashioned the changing script of womanhood.

         I think it’s a testament to the New Woman’s radicalism that she first found prominence as a fictional archetype. Bold, ambitious female characters populated novels, plays and stories in the 1870s and 1880s, reflecting a variety of outlooks on the shifting sands of female sovereignty. There were triumphant heroines, like Mary Erle of Ella Hepworth Dixon’s The Story of a Modern Woman, who strikes out on her own and carves a successful career as a writer, as well as tragic figures, like Sue Bridehead of Thomas Hardy’s Jude the Obscure, doomed to a morbid form of divine retribution after she refuses to marry her children’s father. Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House was especially influential, offering a compelling portrait of a 17housewife oppressed by the ‘sacred duties’5 of her marital role. For many authors, fictive catastrophe – dead children, suicidal wives, annihilated marriages – became a mast for pinning their philosophical colours. Where Kate Chopin, a forerunner of twentieth-century feminist fiction, used unhappy conclusions to highlight the injustice of narrow-minded gender roles, Henry James employed them as cautionary tales, warning women off nonconformity with illustrations of righteous comeuppance.

         Soon, the New Woman’s renown migrated from narrative to non-fiction, with thinkers like Olive Schreiner and Mona Caird parsing her principles on the page and in the drawing room, to similarly divisive effect. For every essay or anecdote lauding her promise, there were others decrying her threat of degeneration. Artists also debated her significance around this time. Political cartoonists caricatured the New Woman as vulgar and delinquent – flighty mothers who leave their hard-working husbands to cope with crying children and dirty dishes – while illustrators for popular women’s weeklies celebrated her with images of scintillating ladies about town. The American photographer Frances Benjamin Johnston paid homage with portraits of liberated women enjoying customarily ‘male’ activities: drinking, smoking, exercising. In the modern dance sphere, twin threads of romanticism and darkness emerged: Isadora Duncan, for example, hailed independent womanhood with dreamy arcadian frolics, while Mary Wigman styled herself as a witch in one of her best-known roles, a daring probe into the dark side of the soul.

         This range of interpretations speaks to the dynamism of the New Woman as both an abstract concept and a real-life figure. Her qualities were malleable in consonance with class, capital and agenda, revealing stirring new entrées into womanhood. As women began channelling New Woman credo both in and outside the home, 18her incarnations multiplied: there were dedicated reformers and workaday professionals, political activists and studious co-eds, avid athletes and socialites. The visibility of these factions sharpened as the nineteenth century gave way to the twentieth, with public reactions continuing to diversify. The New Woman was, depending on who you asked, tenacious, unhinged, ladylike, mannish, self-empowered, slutty, militant, enlightened. In any case, she defied the Victorian paradigm of the ‘True Woman’, whose femininity hinged on domesticity and sexual purity. By dating, socialising, studying for degrees, joining the workforce, founding new associations, creating art, even simply cycling around city streets, these women became a living prototype for independence, hugely influencing perceptions of femininity in the decades to come.

         *

         A confluence of fast-moving social, cultural and political developments at the turn of the twentieth century fuelled the emergence of the New Woman and her push for autonomy, especially in terms of sexuality. Ladies’ magazines endorsed fresh new expressions of femininity; debate kindled around family planning; suffragists campaigned vigilantly for women’s right to vote. Divorce, property and employment laws progressed, and universities around the world began opening their doors to women – developments that hugely improved women’s ability to lock down financial security and social respectability outside of marriage.

         The air was thick with possibility, priming women for paths outside the Victorians’ glorified ‘Cult of Domesticity’: living alone, raising children outside of marriage, forgoing them altogether, even experimenting with casual and same-sex relations. This proliferation of choice was central to the New Woman cause. The objective wasn’t to erase the roles of wife and mother, but to dethrone them 19from the pantheon of pre-eminent female identities. For many, this meant shedding the moralistic baggage these roles carried in their traditional incarnation. As the activist Mary Heaton Vorse quipped in 1913: ‘I am trying for nothing so hard in my own personal life as how not to be respectable when married.’6

         Defiance in the marital sphere was a sticking point for the early moderns, few of whom were matriarchs in the traditional sense. Ruth St Denis declined to exchange rings or include any talk of obedience in her wedding vows when she married fellow dancer Ted Shawn, while Isadora Duncan loudly opposed the institution of marriage altogether. Maud Allan and Mary Wigman each opted for career over nuptials, the latter once boasting that she explicitly instructed her students to ‘give an impression that every man should enthusiastically call out: “I would not like to be married to any one of them!”’7 Loie Fuller even lived semi-openly as a lesbian in her later life. Rejecting the standard marriage plot – and its precepts of women as either virginal or maternal – was essential to their autonomy, both privately and artistically.

         Consider Fuller, who developed a rapturous, otherworldly aesthetic; Duncan, attuned to the politics of a revealing costume; Allan, a purveyor of erotic moves and characterisations. Each of these displays was at once a roiling expression of self and a radical subversion of the status quo. Just as New Woman culture braced these dancers to confront patriarchal expectations, it primed audiences to be receptive to their rebellion, especially the maverick lens they brought to costuming, choreography and expressions of independent womanhood.†20

         By stepping into the spheres of production and directorship, these pioneering artists dismantled a centuries-old pecking order, reconfiguring the cartography of dance to include critical new pathways. They stretched conceptions of what dance was and could be, tracing a continuum between free-spirited dance forms and offstage liberties, between self-willed dancemaking and agency in their own futures. Individually and collectively, they established modern dance as a salient force for change, including vital new appraisals for women’s dress, sexuality and professional potential.

         
            NOTES

            1 Isadora Duncan, The Art of the Dance (Theatre Arts Books, written c.1902 and first published 1928), p. 56

            2 Mary Wigman, The Language of Dance (Wesleyan University Press, 1974), p. 8

            3 The Art of the Dance, p. 63

            4 Sarah Grand, ‘The New Aspect of the Woman Question,’ The North American Review, vol. 158, no. 448, March 1894, p. 270

            5 Four Great Plays of Henrik Ibsen (Simon & Schuster, 2016), p. 83

            6 Dee Garrison, Mary Heaton Vorse: The Life of an American Insurgent (Temple University Press, 1989), p. 77

            7 The Mary Wigman Book, Walter Sorell (ed.) (Wesleyan University Press, 1975), p. 96

         

         
            * In Europe, at least. In the United States, ballet was mostly treated as a foreign art in the nineteenth century, a novelty act absorbed into the wider world of variety theatre.

            † Some other early moderns reshaping the standards of the stage for women at this time include Carmen Tórtola Valencia, Adorée Villany, Valéria Dienes, Rita Sacchetto, Katja Wulff and Olga Desmond.
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            Act 1, Scene 1

            The church that Isadora built22

         

      
   


   
      
         23A baptismal moment in modern dance happened on an August evening in 1908, when a few hundred New Yorkers headed to Manhattan’s Criterion Theatre to see a thirty-one-year-old Isadora Duncan debut a set of Greek-inspired solos. The concert was her first show stateside after nearly a decade abroad, and promised a glimpse of the distinctive performance style that had earned this American expat feverish acclaim around Europe since she began touring the Continent as a self-styled ‘free dancer’ in 1900. A drip-feed of transatlantic dispatches over the years had teased details of an idiosyncratic ‘dance poetess’1 who performed barefoot and gave searing speeches about the life-affirming promise of art. Special cables reported on her diaphanous costumes, which had provoked the censors in Paris and Berlin. An American critic following Duncan’s European ascent hyped her stage presence with epic metaphor: ‘an Ancient Greek Bas-Relief Come to Life’.2

         On the stage of my mind, the crowd at the Criterion lights the match of Ezra Pound’s electric city, with its ‘squares after squares of flame, set up and cut into the aether’3 – a mass of bodies ignited by some red-hot yearning for modern dance. In reality, patrons of New York’s Theater District were used to light, jangly fare like ragtime musicals. Duncan’s audience probably drifted in on a cloud of late-summer languor. Either way, her showing – a montage of avant-garde dances to Christoph Gluck’s pounding Iphigenia suite, performed in a short, wispy Hellenic tunic – was a startling spark in the night.24

         Knees bent and arms swinging, Duncan rippled with liquid plasticity, swishing her torso in a fluid spiral. She crouched, arching backwards to raise her chest to the sky; she sloped off balance, a gauzy skirt rustling her bare knees as she draped herself on the floor. The mythic episodes she referenced – maidens playing ball games, warriors assembling for battle – were stripped to their sentiments and sculpted into something silver-smooth. In the closing number, she emulated the maenads’ legendary dance for Dionysus, tilting her throat back in a skysong of ecstasy.

         Consciously minimalist, with no glittering set or climactic narrative, her performance was weightier than the upbeat variety acts often seen on Broadway and the pirouetting ballet productions of the nearby Metropolitan Opera House, where Duncan would soon reprise her work. She performed alone on a dimly lit stage; her costume was simple and loose, eschewing the frills normally adorning female dancers – bodices that produce hourglass waistlines, slippers that contour feet into perfect crescents. In doing so, she presented a bold vision of femininity that rejected artifice and surged with autonomy. ‘If my art is symbolic of any one thing,’ Duncan would tell the press in later years, ‘it is symbolic of the freedom of woman and her emancipation from the hidebound conventions that are the warp and woof of New England Puritanism.’4

         Back to my imagined stage, where the curtain falls on a rip-roaring ovation, the crowd bellowing in appreciation of her soul-swinging timbre. The actual response was underpowered: a smattering of polite applause, according to a reviewer from Variety, who praised Duncan’s ‘gliding grace’ but suggested her abstract solos were ‘a rather flimsy foundation’ for a full ninety-minute show: ‘It is a fairly safe venture that a goodly percentage of the Criterion’s audience who lent their applause to the none too plentiful gaiety of the evening did so because they thought that it was the proper thing to do and not 25because they found real delight in Miss Duncan’s performance.’5 You can sense the writer’s uncertainty in trying to place this ‘tremendously studious effort’, with its Continental laurels and French-flecked programme, in the context of a zippy Broadway theatre.

         You wouldn’t know it from this write-up, but alongside the agnostics in the crowd that night were some instant converts to the Church of Isadora, including the conductor Walter Damrosch, who invited Duncan to perform with his New York Symphony Orchestra that autumn – an engagement that inspired the rapturous response she’d grown accustomed to in Europe. She found another early disciple in the poet William Carlos Williams, who wrote a letter to his brother calling her performance at the Criterion ‘the most perfect, most absolutely inspiring exhibition I have ever seen … I could see all our future before us in her dancing and I came away alive as I have rarely been to the exquisite beauty of simple perfect truth.’6

         This idea that Duncan was modernity incarnate, the embodiment of a bright, brave way forward for America, would soon draw her acolytes around the country, and is a colourful part of her legacy as the ‘Mother of Modern Dance’. The America of 1908 was urbanising, industrialising; it was the year of the Ford Model T and the skyscraping Singer Tower. ‘Anything, everything, is possible,’ Thomas Edison told the nation.7 The marvels continued on the dance stage, where performers tapped, jigged and twirled in shimmering spectaculars.

         Then came Duncan, thundering in with a theatre built on the intensities of nature, not glitz. She presented the female body as an altar for the human condition, introducing a new paradigm for performance to a nation with none of the Renaissance legacies that elevated fleshly concerns. She personified the freedoms – social, creative, moral, professional – the tide of social change promised women in her homeland as the twentieth century flickered into action. 26

         *

         Most biographies of Duncan sketch her as a precocious, artsy child, a portrait gleaned from her memoir, My Life, published in 1927, the year she died. An early section recounts her efforts as a six-year-old to start a ‘school of the dance’8 for other neighbourhood children, noting that her enterprising instincts joined a lofty desire to forge a new art form to rival classical ballet. The memory is magnified with a grandiosity present in most of Duncan’s prose: ‘I dreamed of a different dance. I did not know just what it would be, but I was feeling out towards an invisible world into which I divined I might enter if I found the key.’9

         Fact and what were probably dashes of fantasy conjure a bohemian family home in San Francisco, helmed by a restless mother who taught her children to scorn possessions in favour of art and adventures – the fabled origin site of this ‘different’ dance. Duncan wrote of experimenting fireside while her mother tinkled away on the piano, a young Isadora swivelling her body in a sinuous rebuke to the stiff ballet lessons she’d endured at the suggestion of a family friend. She framed these private ventures as the driver behind her decision to leave school at age ten to teach dance full-time with her sister, but her father’s abandonment, which shook the family’s already precarious finances, almost certainly played a role too.

         Classes with Miss Duncan typically involved improvising to well-known poems and songs, her students encouraged to interpret the lyricism through motion – an anguished dash here, a gleeful string of skips there. As they moved into their teens, Duncan and her siblings started creating their own works and even staging them at small concerts along the Californian coast. ‘We were all very emotional and refused to be repressed,’ as she described it.10

         27Adolescence retreated, adulthood approached, and Duncan’s ambitions swelled to include world-class performer, à la Sarah Bernhardt, the celebrated French actress and muse to several of the day’s biggest playwrights.* In 1896, just shy of nineteen, she moved to Chicago, where she ad-libbed ‘peppery’11 dances in upmarket clubs and
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