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ABSTRACT 

COMPLETED RESEARCH IN HEALTH, PHYSICAL EDUCATION, 

RECREATION AND DANCE 

Texas Woman's University, Denton, T.X 

Jean Pyfer, Institutional Representative 

McNamara, Joann M. From Dance to Text and Back to Dance: A Hermeneutics 
of Dance Interpretive Discourse. Ph.D. in Dance and Related Arts, 1994, 379 p. 
(P. Hanstein) 

The recent publication of numerous and diverse dance interpretive texts 

has influenced developments in dance performance, choreography, research and 

education. Through the writer/scholar's arrangement of theory, language, writing 

style and so forth, these interpretive texts provide coherent perspectives which 

deeply enhance our understanding of the nature of dance. Although these texts 

are making significant contributions to the discipline of dance, there has not yet 

been an analysis conducted about the diverse theories and practices presented by 

the wide range of approaches currently employed. The purpose of this study was 

to examine how meaning has been constructed in seven different dance 

interpretive texts published between 1983 and 1993, and what, collectively, these 

texts suggest about contemporary notions of the meaning of dance. 

Hermeneutic phenomenology, a tradition capable of embracing distinctly 

different perspectives, provided a holistic lens through which interchanges 

among the various dimensions of dance interpretation, common to each one of 
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the seven texts, were examined. Grounded theory and inductive reasoning were 

essential to the initial organization of this study, and provided direction to the 

selection of emerging premises. The seven texts selected for investigation 

presented distinctly different approaches to the interpretation of dance. These 

included dance analysis, semiotics, post-structuralism, phenomenology, feminism, 

ethnography and hermeneutic phenomenology. Construction of meaning in each 

of these dance interpretive texts was discovered to emerge from the processes of 

several different realms of the interpretive situation. 

It was suggested that the question is no longer, What is the meaning of 

dance, in general? but rather, From the numerous meanings that are possible, 

which best suits the essence of this particular dance, at this time, for this 

population, given the interpreter's own preunderstandings and preferences--and 

how can that interpretation be constructed? Toward this end, a process-based 

dance interpretive model was developed, presenting a flexible blueprint from 

which an interpreter can arrange an approach for her or his particular 

interpretive situation based upon an informed understanding of the interactions 

among dance interpretive processes. 
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PREFACE 

In keeping with the tradition of hermeneutic phenomenology, interviews 

were conducted with each one of the writer/scholars whose texts I examined, in 

an effort to embrace the writer/scholars recollections, thoughts and experience 

of their work as well as to further clarify the issues addressed in this study. 

Passages of these transcribed interviews appear in Chapters III, N, and V, and are 

included in their entirety, in the Appendix of this dissertation. An exception is 

that of Judith Lynne Hanna who, due to personal and professional obligations 

during the period in which I conducted the interviews, was unable to meet with 

me. 

After each interview was transcribed it was sent to the writer/scholar who 

was invited to dialogue once more with her ideas and to edit any part of the 

transcript, as necessary to clarify her thoughts. This accounts for the range in the 

tone of these interviews. Most were returned thoroughly edited but two of them, 

Susan Leigh Foster and Valerie Malhotra Bentz's, were returned with few changes 

to the transcript. Foster and Bentz's transcriptions thus offer glimpses of some 

of the informal exchanges which took place during the original interviews. 
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CHAPTER I 

Introduction 

From Cynthia J. Novack's (1990) Sharing the Dance: Contact Improvisation 

and American Culture to Sondra Horton Fraleigh's (1987) Dance and the Lived 

Body: A Descriptive Aesthetics, much of what we know about dance is embodied 

in contemporary dance interpretive texts. Through the writer/scholar's selection 

and mediation of theory, modes of reasoning, writing style and so forth, a 

coherent perspective emerges and meaning is constructed, then publicly shared 

in the form of the published text. Far removed now from what was, for the 

longest time, the primary discourse on dance interpretation-the short, concise 

newspaper review, readily accessible to all in daily journals-these texts offer a 

methodical, in-depth analysis and interpretation of dance, with the intent of 

deeply enriching our understanding and appreciation of its nature. 

It is this explosion, particularly during the past decade, of so many different 

dance interpretive texts, and consequently such diverse perspectives on the 

meaning of dance, which is the focus of this investigation. For despite several 

recent accounts of the methodology a writer/scholar may employ (Daly, 1991; 

Fraleigh, 1991; Sklar, 1991) there has not yet been any comparative analysis of a 

group of texts to examine the diverse philosophical underpinnings and practices 

presented by the wide range of approaches currently employed. It is the nature 

of dance interpretation itself, and consequently the very nature of dance, which 
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forms a springboard for this study. How is meaning conveyed through dance 

interpretive texts and how do these texts contribute to contemporary ideas about 

the meaning of dance? 

Shaping a dialogue in this investigation is a triptych of three recently 

published articles which clarify distinctly different approaches to the 

interpretation of a single dance (Dils,1992; Giffin, 1992; Maletic, 1992). Sharing the 

same objective-to determine which components of Dark Elegies are essential to 

its existence as a unique and distinct dance-Giffin examines a Labanotation score 

to identify the work's essential properties, Maletic compares a documentary ftlm 

and a videocassette-taped television presentation of the dance, as performed 

respectively by the American Ballet Theatre and Swedish Ballet, and Dils analyzes 

Tudor's use of gender. Dils (1992) clarifies the three different approaches: 

Giffin concentrates on the score. In his discussion, the dance is a 
compilation of spatial structures, transitions, and movements. Maletic 
explores the film and video documents, discussing whether they support 
or damage Tudor's design of spatial interactions. My gender analysis 
explores an aspect of the work that is important to current thinking, but 
has largely been ignored in other writings about this dance. (p. 31) 

As is true of most dance interpretive texts, the mediation between these 

three distinctly different approaches and the danced representation of Dark 

Elegies, fmds its germination in fundamental notions about the meaning of the 

dance. Although the same question-What are the essential components of Dark 

Elegies?-threads itself through the three discourses, the way meaning is 

negotiated varies from approach to approach. What are the fundamental 

processes of interpretation unique to each one of these approaches? How do the 

processes of one approach compare to another? Are there shared similarities 
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and/or obtuse differences? Are these processes interchangeable? How are the 

core components of the dance interpreted by the way in which these processes 

vary? Is one of these approaches more capable of yielding an appropriate answer 

to the question asked? 

Furthermore, given that the approach a writer/scholar selects for the 

interpretation of dance illuminates, and also constructs, their own ontological 

understandings, what is the writer/scholar's role in the interpretive process? 

What are the actual lived experiences of the interpreter as she or he observes, 

interprets and writes about a dance or movement trend and what do these 

processes tell us about how meaning is constructed? Are the practices of some 

writer/scholars more valid than those embraced by others? What is the 

interaction of the interpreter's assumptions and experiences with the approach 

selected? How do those interactions affect the interpretation of dance? 

As meaning in dance is revealed through published interpretive texts, 

cultural traditions, values and beliefs are also transmitted and produced. The mini

boom of dance interpretive texts which appeared during the 1980s are products 

of, and in tum have influenced, important developments in the areas of dance 

performance, choreography, research and education. These texts first appeared 

as the crest of popularity enjoyed by dance in America, and depicted through 

public interest as well as government and corporate funding, began to subside. 

What remained on shore following the recession of this wave was a multitude of 

dance shells; some twisted and marked, some sublime, some buried, but all 

offering intrigue, challenge and pockets of gold to the writer/scholars standing at 

water's edge. Additionally, many of the dance writers standing on shore were 



working within the academy, which encourages a systematic approach to the 

collection and interpretation of objects. 
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The recent application of interpretive approaches to dances and 

movement trends also parallels a widespread interest in art criticism, which 

gained momentum in education when it was endorsed as one of the four 

disciplines in the discipline-based approach to arts education, supported by the 

Getty Center for Education in the Visual Arts (Greer, 1984; Lanier, 1984; Risatti, 

1987). As inquiry methods have been advanced (Bowers, 1990; Garber, 1990; 

Lankford, 1984) questions have been raised concerning the ability of some current 

modes of criticism to discern social and multicultural issues (Congdon, 1986, 1989; 

Duncum, 1987; Nadaner, 1981, 1985). Furthermore, studies of criticism within the 

field of art education have been numerous as researchers probe its function and 

question the means by which this discourse examines works of art (Barrett, 1988, 

1991; Greer, 1987; Risatti, 1987). 

The negotiation of meaning through dance interpretation methodology is 

particularly complicated when the dance to be interpreted is a new work. 

American dance, located on the edge of its own varied forms, as well as those of 

the culture within which it resides, acts as an initiator and perpetuator of change, 

thriving and evolving on experimentation. From urban grass roots dance risings 

to world dance troupes, the American dance terrain is a spectacle of the 

unfamiliar and changing. Diverse styles, disparity of forms, variety of content and 

obtuse differences among choreographers, who may represent distinct cultural 

orientations, characterize American dance. Making sense out of these can be a 

challenge for even the most seasoned writer. Suzi Gablik (1984) notes that: 



Pluralism is the norm which cancels all norms. It means we no longer 
know where the truth lies. (The only truth pluralism allows is that it is 
absolutely true there is no such thing as absolute truth.) But if values no 
longer admit of truth and are merely arbitrary, if art is something always 
provisional and never definitive, how shall we ever grasp its meaning? 
(p.77) 

In a pluralistic, cross-cultural society which continually urges the new and 

exotic from its artists, interpretive discourse texts provide valuable insight into 

the meaning of new and changing forms. Howard Risatti (1987) refers to the 

dynamic relationship between newly constructed art works and their critical 

discourse when he writes: 
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Moreover, for the last 100 years modern and contemporary art have been 
associated with the cultural changes seen in the modern world and are 
central to the creation of the new meaning and value of that world. Because 
of this they have been the most controversial and significant eras to absorb 
the attention of art criticism (p.220) 

Dance maintains an important and complex role in the re-creation, 

production and transmission of our culture's traditions through the efforts of the 

choreographer and its many other participants. The multidimensional nature and 

meaning of dance is again and again analyzed, revealed, constructed and negotiated 

by dancers, anthropologists, philosophers and other writers of dance through 

interpretive discourse methods. The representation of the meaning of dance 

through diverse dance interpretive texts is a significant venue through which both 

personal and socio-cultural traditions may be examined, interpreted and 

reconstructed. 

The purpose of this study is to examine how meaning has been 

constructed in dance interpretive texts published between 1983 and 1993, and 

what, collectively, these constructions suggest about contemporary notions of the 
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meaning of dance. Who is interpreting dance and why? What makes up the 

interpretive process? What types of interpretive paradigms exist? How do the 

experiences of the interpreter interact with the selection and practices of a mode 

of inquiry, to recreate the meaning of a dance? What are the various dimensions 

of given approaches, and how do these dimensions vary from approach to 

approach? What meaning, traditions and values do the interpretive discourses 

examined transmit and produce? And since dance interpretation methodologies 

have been advanced predominantly by women writers during the past decade, are 

there characteristics unique to these texts as a whole, which provide insight into 

the way women make sense of the world? 

Several sources are crucial to the development and implementation of this 

study, one of which is grounded theory. In their book, Tbe Discovery of 

Grounded Tbeory: Strategies for Qualitative Research, Barney G. Glasser and 

Anselm L. Strauss (1967) advance an approach to the development of theory 

based on the orderly collection and comparison of data from social research. 

Although I begin this study with questions guided by my knowledge and interest 

in the fields of dance interpretation and hermeneutic phenomenology, it is from 

the processes of research, gathering data, comparing approaches, interviewing 

writers, transcribing interviews, writing, reflecting upon and rewriting this paper 

that I anticipate my framework for this study to emerge. At each turn toward the 

development of theory, questions which arise as I negotiate various notions and 

concepts of dance interpretation will act as my signposts, guiding me into the 

direction of my next tum. 
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In particular, I draw here from Glasser and Strauss' presentation of 

comparative analysis as a way of generating theory (in this case, about meaning in 

dance interpretation texts). I have therefore selected seven texts to examine 

which represent distinctly different approaches to the interpretation of meaning 

in dance. The comparison of these approaches begins first with an investigation 

of the dimensions common to most interpretative dance approaches. These will 

be identified from a negotiation of my own presence as an interpreter, in Chapter 

II; an initial reading of the texts; the reflections of the writer/scholars whose texts I 

will examine, as gleaned from interviews; and from an article written by Ettinger 

and Maitland-Gholson (1990) which isolates several components of text analysis. 

In addition to grounded theory, another source for structuring this 

investigation will be hermeneutic phenomenology. In the hermeneutic sense, to 

understand the meaning of dance interpretation discourse is to understand the 

historically and culturally determined self; like Heidegger, Gadamer states that 

interpretation is founded in the notion of understanding and the explication of 

that which is, or has been, understood (Gadamer, 1975). I consider the 

interpretation of texts (both my own interpretation of the seven texts examined 

as well as the texts themselves) inseparable from the everyday realities of the 

writer. Therefore, although the purpose of this study is to examine how other 

dance writers construct meaning through dance interpretative discourses, my 

approach to examining dance interpretive discourse, here, ultimately originates 

and takes form from my own perspective, to which I will often return. I will also 

embrace throughout this paper the everyday realities-the thoughts, reflections 

and experience-of the writers, as expressed to me during interviews. 
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I initially became interested in the way that the meaning of a dance is 

constructed through an interpretive paradigm--and how one's own thoughts, 

beliefs and values impact the way that meaning actually takes shape in a text--when 

I worked as Dance Critic for the Ann Arbor News. Frustrated with the cursory 

nature of the newspaper review, I began to examine approaches which supported 

a more in-depth analysis of the meaning and interpretation of a dance. This study 

will thus begin with a negotiation of my own experiences and presence as an 

interpreter. An investigation into the way meaning is constructed by other 

interpreters of dance will proceed from these initial reflections. 

Janet Wolff (1975) suggests that to understand a work of art one must go 

beyond the concepts of modes of consciousness or kinds of intentionality, to the 

actual content of the diverse realities. This certainly applies to the understanding 

of dance interpretation texts. In attempting to understand the diverse 

perspectives of the seven texts examined in this study, I will continually move 

back-and-forth between the writers' expressions as gathered from interviews and 

my analyses of their texts. Experiential realities, maintains Wolff, form a 

coherency, an integrated and meaningful, total world. States Wolff (1975): 

This brings us back again to the realization that the province of art, 
whatever kind of phenomenological reality this is, co-exists with other 
realities, and notably that of the natural attitude of everyday life, and that its 
content (its beliefs, perceptions, evaluations) is to a great extent formed by 
them, in tum playing a part in their formation. (p. 9) 

Gadamer's notions further confirm the use of personal voice in interpretation. 

Clarifying Gadamer, Weinsheimer (1985) writes: 



The consciousness of the interpreter is no more pure, no more 
transparent to itself, than is the artwork. We too are historical and in need 
of interpretation. We, too, need to understand ourselves. Just as art is 
more than art, so also is the experience of art more than pure aesthetic 
experience; it is a mode of self-understanding. (p. 97) 

It is thus in embracing my own lived experiences and those of the interpreters 

whose works I will examine, that I link phenomenology to hermeneutics in this 

study. It is also from this perspective that I seek to understand the essential 

quality of these texts. These two sets of data-the verbal reflections of the writers 

obtained from interviews, as well as the analysis of their texts--will play important 

roles in my own interpretation of how meaning is construed through dance 

interpretation discourse. Both the written and verbal texts to be examined in this 

study will be considered significant moments of knowledge, understandable 

within the temporal and cultural context within which they and I, the interpreter, 

exist. 

Philosophers generally encourage and provide sound justification for the 

use of hermeneutic phenomenology as a vehicle of literary aesthetic inquiry 

(Gadamer, 1975; Ricoeur, 1974; Wolff, 1975). Endemic to a hermeneutic 

phenomenology approach is that the meaning of dance resides within the context 

of a tradition. Of particular importance to a construction of meaning via the 

hermeneutic phenomenological orientation is the notion of historicity, or that all 

meaning is necessarily known and understood from one's historical vantage point. 

As Wolff (1975) notes, hermeneutic phenomenology" ... is able to work on any 

level, from the individual, to the small group or the whole society'' (p. 137). And 

most importantly for purposes of this study, which is an investigation of 

contemporary dance interpretive texts, Wolff notes that "If we accept the fact that 
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there is a single horizon of all human life, then common humanity is in itself 

enough guarantee that the hermeneutic circle will work as well in the study of the 

primitive tribes of New Guinea as it does in European history, or the sociology of 

contemporary Britain" (p.121). Although it is maintained that one's own historical 

situation must be embraced in a hermeneutic inquiry, this type of investigation is 

not limited only to phenomena of a historical nature. Writes Wolff (1975), "The 

hermeneutic method, in short, is not restricted to historical investigation, but 

applies also in the cultural sciences where continuity of a single tradition is not a 

defining characteristic" (p. 121). 

Hermeneutic phenomenology also provides a point of reference for this 

study in its fundamentally qualitative, anti-objectivist position as well as its ability to 

embrace and negotiate numerous, conflicting perspectives. Unlike methods 

focusing on correct methodology or the "true" interpretation of an object, 

hermeneutic phenomenology emphasizes the value of understanding the very 

essence of the subject itself, within its various settings. The settings to be 

considered in this examination of seven dance interpretive texts are distinguished 

as: the approaches and actual produced texts; the interpreters' reflections on their 

approach and produced texts and; the socio-cultural milieu of these texts. 

Although these settings will be isolated for the purpose of a more detailed 

examination they are at all times considered parts of a more significant totality. 

These settings will be mediated from my own position which, as noted above, I 

will often draw from throughout this investigation. 

By negotiating an understanding of how meaning is constructed by dance 

writers, rather than adhering to an exacting method, hermeneutic 
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phenomenology allows for the ethereal, transient and mobile features of dance 

interpretation discourse to be more finely discerned. As Valerie Malhotra Bentz 

(1989) writes: 

The hermeneutic phenomenologist insists that the premises, perceptions, 
and judgments of the researcher/writer not be falsely 'hidden' or 
objectified, but clarified. They are interwoven throughout the research 
process. Research from this perspective is neither 'objective' nor 
'subjective.' Knowledge is the result of a dialectical process between our 
experiences and our interactions with others in the lifeworld. (p. 2) 

Rigorous principles of interpretation merging intuitive comprehension 

with thoughtful argumentation, characteristic of the hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach, are favorable for the investigation of diverse 

interpretive forms which themselves, emerge from the intuitive, subjective 

consciousness of the interpreter, to then take shape out of the exacting 

application of formal discourse structures. The grafting of phenomenology with 

hermeneutics as is the case of hermeneutic phenomenology, will offer a rich 

comprehension of the intuitively, subjectively grasped essence of all interpretive 

paradigms, without diminishing the significance of their formal, worldly and 

historical constitution. 

Furthermore, although history indicates that the interpretation of dances 

has traditionally been a male-oriented domain, it became clear as I began 

researching this topic that most texts depicting a unique approach to the 

interpretation of dance, and produced during the past decade, have been written 

by women. This production of texts, produced almost entirely from the 

perspectives of women, offers a unique opportunity to examine how a group of 



women negotiate meaning in their lives, over a period of time, through the 

selection and use of particular dance interpretation paradigms. 
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The need for research on the ways women think is suggested by M. Field 

Belenky, B. McVicker Clinchy, N. Rule Goldberger and J. Mattuck Tarule (1986) 

who write "The focus has been on studying the intellectual capacities most often 

cultivated by men rather than on identifying aspects of intelligence and modes of 

thought that might be more conunon and highly developed in women. . . When 

the woman's voice is included in the study of human development, women's lives 

and qualities are revealed and we can observe the unfolding of these qualities in the 

lives of men as well." (1989, p. 7) A study of the dance interpretive texts 

produced by women dance writers during the past decade will provide just such 

an opportunity. 

This investigation will be delimited to an analysis of seven dance 

interpretive texts (each depicting a different methodology) and the reflections of 

the writers of these selected texts, by means of interviews. Although each writer 

whose text was selected for purposes of this study has produced numerous 

publications, this study is limited to an examination of only one of their texts. The 

texts were selected because they represent diverse approaches to the 

interpretation of dance. Furthermore, except for a critique of Foster's (1986) text 

by Marcia B. Siegel (1988), which I had inadvertently read several years ago, I did 

not intentionally seek out, read or incorporate in this study, any reviews or 

critiques written by other authors of these texts. All of the texts investigated in 

this study have been published within the past ten years. Except for Janet 

Adshead-Lansdale who carries out her work in Great Britain, each of the 



writer/scholars whose text is examined in this study, works and resides in the 

United States. 

Following a negotiation of my own presence in the world in relation to 

dance interpretation, I "\\Till analyze seven different dance interpretive texts and 

then interview the writers of these texts. Components unique to each of the 

seven interpretive approaches and texts will be identified and then examined. 

An interpretation which focuses on what and how meaning is conveyed through 

these interpretive texts will then be conducted, with an emphasis on how this 

impacts our understanding of dance. 
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CHAPTER II 

The Constitution of Meaning by the Presence 
of the Dance Interpreter 

Thus we are compelled to follow the circle. This is neither a makeshift nor 
a defect. To enter upon this path is the strength of thought, assuming that 
thinking is a craft. Not only is the main step from work to art a circle like 
the step from art to work, but every separate step that we attempt circles 
in this circle. (Heidegger, 1977, p. 150). 

Presence: The Dance Interpreter 

According to fundamental notions of hermeneutic phenomenology, to 

exist is to interpret; our presence in the world propels us into a continual 

interpretation of our own existence and that of the world around us. One cannot 

perceive, think, speak or write about a situation from outside the intricate web of 

symbols which make up our culture. These symbols may include, but are not 

limited to: dances, language, non-verbal body movement, texts, works of art, 

objects, or social interactions. Since Being (Heidegger's term for presence) is 

inseparable from acts of interpretation, one's own ontological existence and 

situation in relation to that which is or will be interpreted is a necessary part of 

any hermeneutic phenomenological negotiation. Heidegger (1977) writes: 

All ontology, no matter how rich and tightly knit a system of categories 
it has at its disposal, remains fundamentally blind and perverts its 
innermost intent if it has not previously clarified the meaning of Being 
sufficiently and grasped this clarification as its fundamental task. (p. 53) 

An analysis of Dasein (a term used by Heidegger which refers to the type of 

existence which is always attempting to understand its own existence) must 

14 
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therefore begin with a clarification of presence (Heidigger, 1977, p. 53). 

In light of this basic hermeneutic phenomenological premise, this study is 

not only about understanding how the meaning of dances are constituted by 

dance writers, but about the process of my own negotiation of the construction 

of meaning through dance interpretation texts as well. Toward these two points 

of departure it is the dialectic hermeneutic circle which will support this 

examination of my own biographically, temporally situated presence in the 

scheme of this investigation while concurrently encouraging a negotiation of other 

paradigms as well. As the hermeneutic phenomenological tradition suggests, for 

every assertion or methodology there is an opposite assertion which must be 

embraced, revealed and negotiated. It is through a negotiation of "other,, 

approaches that we can gain understanding, and truth can at least be approached, 

if never fully obtained. As Crusius (1991) writes about Dasein's dialectic: 

... existential human beings can do nothing else but constantly 'assert, 
its horizons of meaning in thought, actions, speech, writing, and other 
forms of action; such assertions inevitably encounter resistance in one 
form or another, including all types of depth critique; in dialogue with the 
other we transform the negativity of experience into a new positive, a new 
construct, and the process begins anew. (p. 57) 

To understand how others constitute meaning through dance 

interpretation methodology, I begin here with a negotiation of my own presence 

in relation to dance interpretation, formed in part by my prior knowledge of 

hermeneutic phenomenology, my experiences as a dancer, choreographer and 

critic, and my attempt to gain a fuller understanding of other methods of 

interpretation. What, after all, does it mean to interpret dances? Heidegger (1962) 

reminds us that: 
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Every questioning is a seeking. Every seeking takes its direction 
beforehand from what is sought. Questioning is a knowing search for 
beings in their thatness and whatness. The knowing search can become an 
"investigation," as the revealing determination of what the question aims at. 
(p. 24) 

Following an initial examination of my own experiences, assumptions, reflections 

and questions of dance interpretation discourse, I will then move forward with a 

more viable framework to the worlds of other dance interpreters in Chapter III. 

As part of this hermeneutic dialogical circle, excerpts from entries in 

journals I have kept will serve as a point of departure for questions and thoughts 

about my own constitution of meaning through dance interpretation 

methodologies. It has already been noted that what I have chosen to think and 

write about since 1988 in relation to dance interpretation, has been shaped by my 

interest in hermeneutic phenomenology. It was also in 1988 that I began an 

investigation of other methods of interpretation as well. Only ideas taken from 

my journal entries are in italics; other notions and questions which may follow are 

those written in the present. The italicized words in this chapter thus include 

some of my first attempts to work with the hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach. 

During that time I began a personal and professional quest; a commitment 

to learn as much as I could about dance interpretation. Although at first I 

considered this journey a way to enhance my interpretive and evaluative skills as a 

dance critic, it soon became evident that many aspects of the newspaper review 

format hindered well negotiated interpretations. Time and space limitations, 

politically-oriented expectations and culturally derived working habits were all 

situations I began to examine more closely and question. 
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Preunderstandings: The Inner World of the Interpreter 

I return again then, to the fundamental question of this study: What does it 

mean to interpret dances? 

Sitting in Trueblood Theatre in Ann Arbor, Michigan, I begin to anticipate 
a modem dance concert tvhich is about to start (The]. Parker Copley 
Dance Cornpany, 1988). As dance critic for the Ann Arbor News, I will 
review tonight's program for tomorrow's edition of the news. No matter 
how objective I may try to be, the hermeneutic phenomenological 
approach directs my attention to the notion that my presence as an 
interpreter is always one hovering with preunderstandings. These 
warehouses of experiences are embedded in my preconscious and 
predispose me to consider a text [which, as already indicated may include 
dance, interpretive dance texts, other works of art, etc.] in a certain way, 
even though I have not yet observed the text. 

Heidegger's development of existentialism is rooted in this idea that Being, 

an embodiment of preunderstandings, is always already existing, or there. In 

other words, I am capable of understanding any text-such as the dances at a 

concert, or interpretive dance discourse texts-simply because I am capable of 

understanding in the frrst place. 

Heidegger's concept of preunderstanding is further illuminated by an 

examination of his three notions of fore-having, fore-conception and fore-sight. 

"Any assertion requires fore-having," writes Heidegger (1962, p. 199), which is a 

way of knowing based on practical experience (see Figure 1). All humans have 

experienced the world around them from this vantage, which is to a large extent 

the way we exist in the world before we have acquired knowledge or are familiar 

yet with the realm of ideas. We exist in a space and a culture, and we know that 

space and culture in a fundamental way. We are of a space and culture, and this 

way of knowing is always part of our consciousness. When one makes an 
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Heidegger's Notion of 
Preunderstanding 

Figure 1. A Synthesis of the Preunderstandings and Prejudices of the Interpreter. 
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assertion, no matter what it may be, it is always with fore-having. For instance, 

most people have a practical experience with movement which is readily drawn 

upon when they observe a dance. As humans they know the feeling of moving 

on, around or through different spaces. There is a difference in the way our 

bodies may feel, for instance, when walking on a crowded boulevard flanked by 

sky scrapers compared to winding through chaparral under the stretch of a 

Southwestern sky. It is also part of the human situation to experience the 

physiological and muscular changes which take place when one exerts varying 

levels of energy during their everyday activities. With these types of experiences 

we can relate to the qualitative expressions of dancers as they perform with 

varying levels of energy in their spatially created worlds. We bring a pre-cognitive 

experience of movement with us to a dance concert which enables us to 

personally relate to the dances. When one makes an assertion about a dance it is 

with his or her own practical understanding of movement, or fore-having. 

My own assertions as an interpreter of dance arise from my fore-having or 

practical experience in movement as well as more specialized training in dance. I 

know, for example, the noncognitive experience of being in a dance studio with 

other dancers, as can be discerned from the following journal entry, written after 

one of my many classes with Aaron Osborne at Footwork Studio in San Francisco: 

Awash in a wann flood of arms, heads and legs--the entire room 
spirals fonoard into a slow, round lunge, then shifts quickly side into a 
darting chasse, first to the right then left-a back attitude tum into a 
flinging, tilted develope. Sounds of breath--and silences of breaths held-
ligaments pop around the the room, and feet slide and thud against the 
oak wood floor. To music then-a breeze from the open windows sails 
through the old, large open space, mingling with the multiresonant sounds 
of piano, percussion and the sweat of dancers. 
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Or of an outdoor performance I write: 

There were no counts, no steps, they all melted with the start of the 
dance; as unacknowledgeable as the mass of people gathered in the sun 
that blurred around me as I spun through space. There was only the 
pure integration of muscle, spirit, breath and music. 

Much of dance is known on this nonverbal, noncognitive level and although I may 

not think about it as I am in the process of interpreting, it is from my own 

practical experiences in this realm that I make assertions as an interpreter. 

In addition to these fore-havings, another dimension of preunderstanding 

is fore-conception which refers to the idea that phenomena are approached with 

understandings which work to validate or invalidate our world. These are the 

unique formal, perhaps informal, understandings about life which all humans 

embrace. Fore-conceptions tend to be specific understandings against which we 

are constantly validating our perceptions of the world. 

Prior to the J. Parker Copley Dance Company concert I wrote the 

following about my fore-conceptions: 

Since this is modern dance program, I expect to see dancers performing 
with flexible torsos and using breath as an impulse for movement. I 
assume that gravity will be emobodied more in this dance than if it were 
a ballet. And, as is often the case with a modern dance, I anticipate that 
this piece may be closely aligned with other contemporary mediums such 
as music, set designs, costumes and perhaps text. 

Although I did not consciously consider these fore-conceptions during the 

program, they would be called upon, readily, if a situation arose questioning what I 

consider tenable within the framework of a modern dance concert. If, for 

instance, dancers appeared in pointe shoes and an evening length fairy tale began 

to unfold on stage, I would immediately begin to call into question my fore-
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conceptions. Since the program was billed as the]. Parker Copley Dance 

Company and I know this troupe to be a modern dance company, I might begin 

to wonder if the dance was a spoof or perhaps an experiment of some sort. In 

other words, I would begin to hypothesize with my fore-conceptions. 

Along with fore-having and fore-conception, there is another dimension 

we bring to our experiences according to Heidegger: fore-sight. It is with fore

sight that observations and interpretations are made from a vantage which already 

embraces certain theories. This does not mean that when one interprets 

phenomena that a theoretical framework or method will automatically be attached 

to that observation, but rather that these theories subtly precondition our 

observation and interpretation to begin with. Our interaction with the text of 

interpretation and our foresight of that text are simultaneous, and not necessarily 

with our full awareness. 

As an example of fore-sight, several days after the J. Parker Copley concert 

I considered the following: 

Although as I watched Heartland I was not consciously thinking about the 
theoretical framework by which I would observe and later interpret and 
evaluate the dance, upon reflection I am aware that I approached the 
work as an aesthetic object. Under this consciously unacknowledged 
(during the actual process of interpretation) yet obviously formalist 
approach, I specifically attended to the way that movement, energy, 
rhythm and spatial relationships worked together to form the content 
and meaning of the work. I noted other related production aspects of 
the dance, yet my main focus was on the formal attributes of the dance. 

Passages from my review in the Ann Arbor News further demonstrate this point: 

... Costumes, set, lighting design and music combine to complement the 
evening-length piece, creating an environment that moves as seamlessly as 
the dance, from the intimate to the stark and onward to the hauntingly 
imaginative .... What makes Heartland so powerful, in part, is the pliancy 
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of Copley's movement vocabulary, and the maturity his dancers have 
reached in performing this style. One doesn't feel that a prefabricated 
style limits this work, but rather that the dance and movement have 
evolved together to express the vision, scope and perseverance of the 
people in this part of the country .... Often, like the traditions that thread 
themselves into a population, abstract flowing movement in Heartland 
forms a collage--a sort of ongoing structure--out of which dancers emerge, 
sometimes alone or with partners or in small groups, to perform simple 
tasks of everyday life .... (Author, December, 1988). 

As demonstrated above, it is through fore-having, fore-conception and 

fore-sight that I already knew, in a sense, much about the dance I was to interpret. 

In addition to Heidegger, Husser! too speaks of the "pre-given" underpinnings of 

consciousness (Carr, 1977). This pre-given dimension of consciousness is shaped 

by pure experiences which exist. "The pre-given is that which is there in advance, 

that which is taken for granted, which is passively received by consciousness and 

forms the background for its activity in relation to the world and itself' (Carr, 

p. 210). 

To the notions of Heidegger's preunderstandings and Husserl's ideas of the 

pre-theory mode of consciousness, Gadamer (1975) offers the concept of 

prejudice (see Figure 1). As interpreters we are biographically situated; a 

composite of our unique personal experiences and history and this presence in 

the world cannot be denied, but must be examined as part of our interpretation. 

Gadamer writes extensively of the influence of our prejudices (a word which has 

accrued negative connotations but actually means to prejudge) on the act of 

interpretation, and the necessity of examining how those prejudices effect one's 

interpretation. Gadamer (1975) writes that "Actually 'prejudice' means a judgment 



that is given before all the elements that determine a situation have been finally 

examined" (p. 245). 

Returning to the example of the J. Parker Copley Dance Company 

program I ask myself, "How was I biographically situated to this interpretive 

experience and how did this possibly bear upon my interpretation?" 
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Certainly a major theme of dance has been reconstructed in different 
ways throughout my life as I have explored dance's varied styles (ballet, 
modern dance, jazz and non-western) through many venues (perfonning, 
choreographing, teaching, writing). At different times parts of this theme 
have moved into the foreground of my life, taking precedence over 
others. Yet from the time my mother took me to see her childhood friend, 
dancer Carol Warner, perfonn with the Gloria Newman Dance Company 
in Los Angeles during the 1960s, I have most consistently employed a 
modern dance lens, as creator of this changing dance collage theme of 
my life. 

Gadamer's concept of prejudice supports my own recognition that it is by 

means of my prior experiences with modem dance that I have a positive 

prejudice for this particular form, and so in the instance of the J. Parker Copley 

performance of Heartland I eagerly awaited the rising of the curtain. Prejudice 

can have positive as well as negative values, and is a part of every interpretive act, 

since in Gadamer's use of the term, it refers to those anticipations associated to 

experiences prior to and during the interpretive act. In negotiating prejudices, 

"What is necessary is a fundamental rehabilitation of the concept of prejudice and 

a recognition of the fact that there are legitimate prejudices, if we want to do 

justice to man's finite, historical mode of being" (Gadamer, 1975, p. 246). And 

Janet Wolff (1975) acknowledges the importance of prejudice in the interpretive 

act when she writes, "Inasmuch as prejudices are indeed the necessary conditions 

of experience, they cannot be abandoned, even in the case where one is sure that 
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eventually they will have to be modified drastically. The concept of 'openness,' of 

course, is crucial" (p. 121). 

Since prejudices, assumptions and preunderstandings are part of any 

interpretive process acted out in a consciously engaged present, one may enter 

the hermeneutic circle of interpretation at any point. There is no beginning or 

ending point to interpretation. It is a circular endeavor since one always, already, 

brings their own biographically situated context to the situation. "The circle then 

is not formal in nature, it is neither subjective nor objective, but describes 

understanding as the interplay of the movement of tradition and the movement of 

the interpreter" (Gadamer, 1975, p. 261). 

Whatever the entry point of the hermeneutic circle may be, Heidegger 

(1962), Husser! (1931), and Gadamer (1975) all suggest the necessity of embracing 

these pre-existing understandings, prejudices and assumptions prior to and 

during an interpretation. Heidegger writes: 

In this circle is hidden a positive possibility of the most primordial kind of 
knowing. To be sure we genuinely take hold of the possibility when, in our 
interpretation, we have understood that our first, last and constant task is 
never to allow our fore-having, fore-sight, and fore-conception to be 
presented to us by fancies and popular conceptions, but rather to make 
the scientific theme secure by working out the fore-structures in terms of 
the things themselves." (Heidegger, 1962, p. 95) 

Of the preunderstandings I bold, it is the fore-sight I bring to this 0. 
Parker Copley Dance Company) concert which most needs to be 
negotiated. As I think about the usually unacknowledged, [annalist 
approach I typically apply to the works I critique, I wonder bow this 
theoretical framework may sidestep their trne meaning. I use this 
approach as freely and assuredly as an instinct, which it almost seems 
to be since it certainly isn't something I was trained in. I've absorbed by 
osmosis this culturally accepted and promoted fonn of dance 
interpretation. What justice can I do to the dances I review by using this 



method for ~ of the works I interpret? Is there not, in accordance 
with this paradigm, an ideal way for a dance to be peiformed? 

Lifeworld 
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As demonstrated above, preunderstandings result from both our 

humanness and culture and together these constitute our very consciousness. The 

pre-given is ". . . that which is there in advance, that which is taken for granted, 

which is passively received by consciousness and forms the background for its 

activity in relation to the world and itself' (Carr, 1970, p. 210). These pre-givens 

strongly influence our lifeworld, a term advanced by Husser!, which refers to the 

fundamental experiential structures of one's everyday realm of existence, as it is 

lived. (Lifeworld parallels Heidegger' s term, Being-in-the-World.) 

According to Dilthey the very process of life itself is primary to the act of 

understanding; one makes sense out of everyday life through one's lived 

experiences. Primary to lived experiences are those human experiences which 

are observed or understood from an inside vantage, or with one's consciousness. 

This may include, but is not limited to, non-verbal gestures, verbal expressions, 

attitudes, visual forms and rhythmic patterns (Mueller-Vollmer, 1985, p: 26). In 

fact, every type of expression is to be considered a lived experience, a vessel of 

meaning and experiential value, capable of being observed and understood. 

Dilthey posits the idea that this everyday mode of understanding forms a 

blueprint from which all formal methods of interpretation evolve. 

Dilthey also suggests that the ability to understand something, becomes 

easier as historical consciousness is expanded. lived experiences should not be 

considered isolated entities but rather: 
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Knowledge of the mind-constructed world originates from the interaction 
between lived experience, understanding of other people, the historical 
comprehension of communities as the subject of historical activity and 
insight into objective mind. (cited in Mueller-Vollmer, 1985, p. 151-152) 

So life may be viewed as a process, yet to understand life or any of its parts, 

it must be examined within the historical context of humankind rather than as an 

isolated entity. Mary Gerhart (1979) writes: "Dilthey's genius, according to 

Ricoeur, is to have united the sense of a subjective dimension in historical 

knowledge to an 'object-structure' of understanding" (p. 102). To Dilthey, the 

process of historical interpretation necessitates a letting go of one's ego and 

subjective stance to the situation under consideration. One must be able to 

empathically approach the culture one is interpreting" ... ai the same time 

eliminating his present ego and transcending the contemporary factors 

influencing his experience, his view of the world and, particularly, his research" 

(Wolff, 1975, p. 46). 

Both Heidegger and Gadamer also suggest that the interpreter must work 

toward balancing the present, which includes the interpreter's presence in the 

world, with the past. And Wolff (1975) writes, "The interpreter can only take part 

in the past with, and by virtue of, his own historicity" (p. 103). In addition to the 

pre-givens of consciousness, one's culture imprints a certain vantage on 

consciousness. Thus, "It is not only the world of pure experience, that 

consciousness takes for granted in its dealings with the world; it is also the cultural 

world and whatever prejudices and interpretations may derive from it" (Carr, 

1977, p. 210-211). Together, then, the cultural world and perceived world of 
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immediate experience combine to form the pre-theoretical consciousness from 

which all experience and reflection unfolds. 

This historicity embraces a temporally thrown presence, which is at once 

the merging of past, present and future experiences. To Heidegger, Being is 

primarily a temporal experience. The interpretation of existence or reality starts 

with understanding, which generally consists of explaining that which is already 

understood. When one questions or interprets something (including existence 

itself), one cannot disassociate oneself from the past, present and future 

temporality of that comprehension. Therefore one necessarily understands 

existence from a temporal and historical position. 

The action, or practical application of a theory, must correspond to the 

reflective consciousness and this transcendence is both toward the world and 

temporal, rather than focused merely on reflective consciousness alone, such as is 

the case with a pure phenomenological approach. Such a comprehension of 

Being takes into account the extenuating contexts of the world which influence 

one's comprehension of reality, moving beyond mere reflection upon 

experiential transcendence. 

In this way a conversation with the multiple, or many different ways of 

knowing a phenomenon, is essential to a hermeneutic phenomenological dialectic 

circle of interpretation. For purposes of this study, the dialectics which confront 

the interpreter of dance will be examined according to the various themes into 

which they cluster as existentials in the lifeworld. Each individual has a lifeworld 

which is constructed and always in the process of construction, according to basic 

existentials in their lives. Grounded in the actual or present lived moment, rather 



than in ideology or concepts, these existentials form the primary themes or 

structures of human existence. Existentials both suggest and simultaneously 

construct one's existence. 
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According to Van Manen (1990), there are four existentials which can act as 

valuable signposts in a hermeneutic phenomenological investigation. These are 

lived space, lived body, lived time and lived human relation. These four 

existentials cut across social, race, religious and historical barriers, binding all 

human beings to the very core of existence. During an initial survey of dance 

interpretive texts for preparation of this study, these four existentials were readily 

distinguishable as major themes in most of the texts. For purposes of this study 

the dialectics of these four existentials or lived structures will be examined from 

two perspectives. 

On the ftrst level the existentials of lived space, time, body and relations 

will be examined according to the way different interpretive paradigms negotiate 

these existentials. For instance, do different dance interpretive texts (as will be 

examined through produced discourse) promote different, perhaps opposing 

notions of these basic existentials? Do all writers approach the choreographer or 

dancer's use of space from the same vantage? And what are the differing notions 

of the lived body in dance and how significant is that notion to the fundamental 

principles of any given method? What are the dialectics of the existential of time 

which emerge when examining different interpretive approaches? And last of all, 

how are lived relations dealt with by various methods? 
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It [truth] happens in 'the between,' among us, as we attempt to enlarge our 
horizons by incorporating the insights of the other, even as the other is 
challenged by what we ask and assert. Truth is whatever emerges from the 
dialogue, wherever we come to rest this time. (Crusius, 1991, p. 39) 

The second set of questions arising out of consideration of these 

interpretive dance discourses involve the actual lifeworlds of the writers 

themselves. What, for instance, is the lived space of the dance interpreter when 

she or he is writing? Is it of significance to the interpreter? How does the 

interpreter perceive his or her own lived body as she or he observes, then writes 

about dance? How is lived time negotiated by the interpreter? And what, if any is 

the interpreter's lived relation to others as a dance is viewed, then interpreted? 

It is in these seminal notions of what I fmd valuable to examine at the start 

of this study-and how I plan to investigate it-that I have already created and will 

continue to recreate meaning throughout this study. 

Heidegger (1977) writes: 

State-of-mind is one of the existential structures in which the Being of the 
'there' maintains itself. Equiprimordial with it in constituting this Being is 
understanding. A state-of-mind always has its understanding, even if it 
merely keeps it suppressed. Understanding always has its mood. If we 
interpret understanding as a fundamental existential, this indicates that this 
phenomenon is conceived as a basic mode of Dasein's Being. On the other 
hand, 'understanding' in the sense of one possible kind of cognizing 
among others (as distinguished, for instance, from 'explaining'), must, like 
explaining, be interpreted as an existential derivative of that primary 
understanding which is one of the constituents of the Being of the "there" 
in general. (p. 215) 

As I bring my own horizons of inner and outer worlds into focus, I can 

establish a framework for negotiating how meaning via dance interpretive texts is 

constituted by the presence of other interpreters in the world. "What prevents 

our prejudices and anticipations being totally erroneous and misleading 



is the vital fact of our belonging to the same universal tradition as those we are 

studying" (Wolff, 1977, p. 106). To fuse my horizons with those of other 
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interpreters calls upon the negotiation of my preunderstandings, while moving 

forward toward a shared understanding, or at least a fuller understanding of what is 

not agreed upon. 

Horizons: The Merging of the Inner and Outer Worlds of the Interpreter 

My presence as an interpreter of dance embodies my inner world of 

perceptions, preunderstandings, lived body, space, time, relations, and those 

thoughts and ideas not yet expressed or written (as discussed above), as well as my 

outer world, comprised of the space where all actions expand into a social realm 

through written or verbal and non/verbal communication. Both of these realms, 

of course, are experienced in the lived moment. 

These two realms of experience form our horizon, a hermeneutic 

phenomenological term used to distinguish the line at which anticipations and 

preunderstandings, intersect with lived time, joining the unfamiliar with the 

known. It is by means of the horizon that one comes to know the parts as well as 

the whole of a phenomenon. 

The word 'horizon' connotes something fleeting and at the same time 
denotes, in the most disparate senses, a kind of reference point. The 
horizon is tied to an observer; there is something subjective about it. On 
the other hand, it seems that the horizon encompasses everything. The 
horizon has a problematic character. Prosaic space, which is encircled by 
the horizon, becomes mysterious. (Van Peursen, 1977, p. 183) 

In reality the horizon is not actually there. Nevertheless, it acts as a subjective 

pivotable anchor to our position on earth. 
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Husserl's phenomenological ideology suggests that all human customs take 

place within horizons which are essential to our perception and understanding of 

the world. In this way the relationship between consciousness and the world is 

not merely a spatial one but one which is enmeshed in determinacy and 

indeterminacy. An indeterminate horizon is necessarily a part of a determinate 

act, embracing a spatia-temporal aspect. 

The pre-given conscious life is essentially the combined horizons of the 

perceived world and the cultural world. Together these form the horizon of the 

existential, or natural consciousness, and it is from this consciousness that an 

object and its expression exists. Expressions, according to Husser!, always "refer" 

to an objective correlate. He writes that "Every expression . . . not only has as its 

meaning; but it is also related to some kind of objects ... However the object 

never coincides with the meaning" (Tugendhat, 1977, p. 327). 

According to Husser!, Dasein takes place at three different levels 

(Stapleton, 1983). Acts of meaning, or determinate realities, exist on the first level, 

and may include people, aesthetic objects, theoretical problems and such. Within 

the scope of these determinate realities exist their surroundings, which constitutes 

the second level. Last of all is infmite indeterminacy, termed the misty horizon by 

Husser!. In describing this third level, Stapleton (1983) writes: 

All of these levels are contained in each lived moment and bestow upon 
our pre-reflective, pre-philosophical life a specific tone and character. But 
this last level, as world form, is the continual presupposition of the natural 
attitude. Within it all particular affirmations and negations take place. 
Through the movement of experiential life we not only change our minds 
about what things are, but also about the very fact that they are at all (p. 15). 
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As one negotiates the parts and the whole of a phenomenon through 

circular dialogue, their horizons are expanded by embracing the insights of 

others. In this way I may acquire understanding or truth of a phenomenon of 

interpretation momentarily. But that moment of glimpsed truth is always liable to 

change, since the interpreter's inner world and the symbols of the outer world 

are constantly changing. Crusius (1991) cautions: 

Truth first appears to us within horizons, as the coming-to-presence of 
meanings anticipated by our prejudices. But the hermeneutical task has 
only begun. The rest of the work is reflection, exposure of and inquiry into 
preunderstanding itself. (p. 34) 

Therefore, my anticipations as I awaited the beginning of the]. Parker 

Copley Dance Company concert were at the core of my inner and outer worlds, 

which were fused into one horizon as I brought meaning to the dances I was to 

interpret. As already discussed these anticipations about the meaning of the text 

(in this instance, the dance I was about to review), worked in part to reveal and 

compose my understanding of it. This understanding is not merely a subjective 

act, but enmeshed in the traditions of my culture as well. As I, the interpreter and 

writer work to gain insight into a dance, I maneuver within the context of 

tradition, not only reflecting those traditions but, as we shall examine below, 

producing them as well through spoken and written discourse. 

Language. Discourse and Text 

Language is my situation, and it is out of this relation to language, along with 

my relation to my particular history and society, that my impressions and 

experiences of the world emerge and take form. As Heidegger (1977) writes, 

"Language is the house of Being. In its home man dwells" (p. 193). Not only do 
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my conceptions of the world emerge from my particular language, but in turn I 

shape the meaning of the world around me through its usage. The actual meaning 

of a dance, as I may describe it, is never truly concrete but rather recreated 

through language, grammar and syntax, which form the underpinnings of its 

multilayered partners, discourse and text. As Burke (1989) indicates: 

Stimuli do not possess an absolute meaning. Even a set of signs indicating 
the likelihood of death by torture has another meaning in the orientation of 
a comfort-loving skeptic than it would for the ascetic whose world-view 
promised eternal reward for martyrdom. Any given situation derives its 
character from the entire framework of interpretation by which we judge 
it. (p. 130) 

As already suggested at the beginning of this chapter, the framework by which 

one makes assumptions and judgements about the world varies from individual to 

individual. "But because we are in the world, because we are affected by 

situations, and because we orient ourselves comprehensively in those situations, 

we have something to say, we have experience to bring to language" (Ricoeur, 

1976, p. 20). 

It is often said that dance is particularly difficult to put into words because 

of its fleeting quality, yet all of life is really remembered moments. By the time I 

think about or acknowledge the present moment, no matter what that moment 

may hold, it has already flowed into the past. Although the dance initially impacts 

me at a pre-cognitive, experiential level, I cannot begin to think about or interpret 

any of the dances without using language. 

In describing the dynamics of linguistic interactions, Kinneavy (1971) uses 

the communication triangle, a model often employed by other linguists as well, to 

discern the dynamic relationships unique to language usage (p. 19). This triangle is 
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comprised of the one who gives the message, the language itself which refers to 

reality, and the one who receives the message (see Figure 2). These, Kinneavy 

refers to respectively as the encoder, the signal (which refers to reality) and the 

decoder. Phenomenologists may discuss the four parts of communication as 

Being-for-Itself, Being-for-Others, Being-in-the-World and style. A similarity 

between these four dimensions and Kinneavy's communication triangle is readily 

apparent. The Being-for -Itself corresponds to the encoder; Being-for-Others to 

the decoder; Being-in-the-World to reality and style to signal (Kinneavy (1971). 

Figure 2 presents a comparison of these two communication models. 

In considering linguistic interactions from this perspective, 

phenomenologists demonstrate a concern with the self-expressive quality of 

communication; a position to be expected of this philosophical branch. It is 

proposed that at some level all human discourse is expressive, since discourse is 

always an expression of a human being, about something which is both 

meaningful and contextual to that being (since it is conveyed at a particular 

moment and in a particular situation). Self, according to this linguistic 

perspective, is comprised of several kinds of consciousness, some of which have 

already been discussed in the beginning of this chapter. These parts of 

consciousness are intricately linked to one's use of language and may shift into a 

foreground and/or background position of significance, depending on the 

purpose of one's discourse. 

The frrst part of consciousness, For-Itself, represents the situation of 

consciousness which is aware of its separateness from the world. Thus, the world 

must be present for the consciousness to be aware of its existence. Sartre 
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suggests that For-Itself consciousness embodies the past, present and future of 

existence: 

As present, the For-Itself is constituted by its presence to the world; 
as past, the For-Itself is constituted by what it has made of itself in its 
previous actions and expressions; as future, the For-Itself is what it is 
working on to make itself-it is its possibilities. (Kinneavy, 1971) 
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When one speaks or writes, it is always a moment which embodies one's past and 

present, as well as their future possibilities. 

As I continue to reflect upon the dance I will interpret, I draw upon 
words which I cluster into associations, which form stepping stones to 
ideas. Removed now from the ~language' of the actual phenomenon of 
interpretation, I engage in a negotiation and construction or 
reconstruction of meaning which draws upon my prior experiences, my 
anticipations and the connections between that which I experience and 
my expression of those experiences as they arise. 

Anticipation of the message I wish to communicate influences the words I select 

and the form and structure that each sentence takes. In this manner both the 

parts and the whole of the phenomenon-or as Ricoeur (1976) refers to, the 

semiotics (science of signs) and semantics (meaning or sense)-play a 

simultaneous and significant role in the temporally oriented process of discourse. 

Whether mediating and/or recreating the world through discourse, the 

preliminary processes of language engagement are similar whether one speaks or 

writes. 

What I am aware of when I am attentive of the moment at band, are the 
connections contained in the experience. Using language to convey the 
meaning of the dances I wish to interpret lies in my ability to apprehend 
my lived experience of the dance and express that experience as it 
arises. 

Again, the temporal nature of language is acknowledged as all of Being, all 

interpretations are realized to unfold in a temporal realm. Schutz (1970) writes "It 
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is of the essence of language that normally any linguistic communication involves a 

time process; a speech is built up by sentences, a sentence by the step by step 

articulation of successive elements (polythetically, as Husser! calls it) ... "(p. 205). 

This part of consciousness is that which linguistically deals with the existentials of 

lived body, space and time. 

Being-for-Others is the part of consciousness which understands lived 

relations as separate consciousnesses, different from one's own consciousness yet 

upon whose existence one depends for the very awareness of one's own ability to 

know. The significance bestowed upon relations with others in the philosophical 

tradition of phenomenology is unique among philosophical systems (Kinneavy, 

1971). This is due in part to the central phenomenological notion that humans, in 

their inability to actually share or transfer their lived experiences directly to one 

another are destined to an all encompassing isolation. 

It is the meaning of an experience that one shares with another when one 

speaks or writes, rather than the actual experience itself. Language, discourse and 

text evolve as and create part of our social, temporal world, or as Ricoeur (1976) 

writes, "Communication in this way is the overcoming of the radical non

communicability of the lived experience as lived" (p. 16). Communication is an 

enigma because ". . . being-together, as the existential condition for the possibility 

of any dialogical structure of discourse, appears as a way of trespassing or 

overcoming the fundamental solitude of each human being" (p. 15). 

Since communication of one's own experiences is transmitted through 

one's language, those experiences necessarily unfold in a public sphere. In this 
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way knowledge and understanding are socially derived and created. As sociologist 

Alfred Schutz (1970) writes: 

Only a very small part of my knowledge of the world originates within my 
personal experience. The greater part is socially derived, handed down to 
me by my friends, my parents, my teachers and the teachers of my 
teachers. (p. 96) 

How a dance interpreter negotiates (or perhaps leaves unaddressed) the 

social interactions connected to a dance is an important dimension of 

investigation for this study. Any given dance interpretive method embraces an 

initial discourse objective which in tum approaches others in a way specific to the 

theoretical blueprint of that paradigm. According to Henry Giroux (1988), far 

from being neutral, the perspective of a culture is characterized by selective 

ordering and legitimating of social relations through language forms and modes of 

reasoning. And that which is excluded in an approach or discourse can be just as 

important as that which is embraced, as recent studies in the field of art criticism 

and multiculturalism indicate (Congdon, 1986, 1989; Duncum, 1987; Nadaner, 1981, 

1985). Michael Schudson writes, "Generally, culture acts as a reminder, as a sign 

that makes us mindful, and mindful more of some things than of others ... it 

reminds rather than informs and highlights rather than galvanizes" (Schudson, 

1989, p. 174). 

What social relations are addressed by a particular method and what 

language forms are used to reveal them? Are the the social interactions of the 

dancers on stage included or avoided as part of the interpreter's approach and 

subsequent discourse? What is the role of the musician, lighting designer, set 

designer, costume designer and other artists in the discourse? 
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Additionally, there are social relations outside of the dance work itself 

\Vhich the interpreter experiences and negotiates, and which can sometimes be 

discerned by an attentive reading of the discourse. Language forms and structure 

may vary for instance, depending on the writer's readers, supporting institution 

and/or their publisher. Interpretive discourse may be meaningful to the dance 

writer, but the ideas and feelings expressed must also have meaning to the reader 

or hearer. In this way that which is expressed through discourse may be not only 

the values of the writer/speaker but the values of those who support the 

discourse as well. 

The third component of consciousness or self from which expression 

emerges, embraces the notion of Being-in-the-World. Consciousness experiences 

its own consciousness as well as those of others through the use of signs, and 

these experiences unfold and are realized within a worldly context, specific to that 

individual and moment in time. 

A person achieves personality and, therefore, true self-expression, when 
he has an authentic Being-for-Itself with an honest recognition and 
repudiation of his past, a vision of his future projects, an acceptance of his 
Being-for-Others, and a unillusioned picture of his Being-in-the-World. All 
of this will give him/her a unique style in his/her verbal expressions. 
(Kinneavy, 1971, p. 405-406) 

Therefore, to understand a speaker's or writer's discourse and his or her 

relationship to reader or hearer, the author's unique way of Being-in-the-World 

must be considered as a part of the the hermeneutic dialogue. We may ask then, 

what personal and professional experiences have influenced the interpreter's 

selection of a particular method? And what traditional language usages are carried 

on with that method? 
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In a sense, the speaker or writer becomes a tool of his or her cultural 

language, thrust as one is into a pre-existing system of symbolic codes which have 

been handed down from generation to generation. Nevertheless changes are 

made-however small, however slow-as expressions are fixed into discourse and 

the human element kneads a linguistic system of traditions. Burke (1989) suggests 

that language is remolded in part by the way we maneuver our linguistic tapestry 

to shape different relationships. Employing familiar words or terms in new and 

different ways, and particularly in a fashion which changes one's position in their 

social world, is another example offered by Burke. "We try to point out new 

relationships as meaningful-we interpret situations differently; in the subjective 

sphere, we invent new accounts of motive" (Burke, 1989, p. 131). Language has a 

structure unique to its particular linguistic community and its structure is 

continually remolded by those who engage in discourse. In what ways, then, do 

the writers examined in this study work inside and outside of the traditional 

confines of their selected method? 

Rooted in language, as well as a particular historical and social situation, 

human expressions communicate what has been, what is and what can be. 

Interpretation or other human expressions can be acknowledged as a never 

ending process of Being. One's use of language reflects a tradition and is the 

product of a certain time in history. Burke (1989) writes: 

We discern situational patterns by means of the particular vocabulary of 
the cultural group into which we are born. Our minds, as linguistic 
products, are composed of concepts (verbally molded) which select 
certain relationships as meaningful. Other groups may select other 
relationships as meaningful. These relationships are not realities, they are 
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interpretations of reality-hence different frameworks of interpretation will 
lead to different conclusions as to what reality is. (p. 130) 

And Gadamer (1975) notes the way in which our tradition-bound existence 

dovetails with our ontological understanding when he writes: 

Tradition is not simply a precondition into which we come, but we 
it ourselves, in as much as we understand, participate in the evolution of 
tradition and hence further determine it ourselves. Thus the circle of 
understanding is not a 'methodological' circle, but describes an ontological 
structural element in understanding. (p. 261) 

Style, another dimension addressed by the phenomenological 

communication model-and the last one examined here--unfolds as a condition of 

these various genuine parts of consciousness which embrace at once, the writer's 

past, present and future situation and projects as well as their interactions with 

others. These overlapping components of presence (For-Itself, Being-for-Others, 

Being-in-the-World and style) form the consciousness from which actions of 

language usage originate. In this way style can be viewed as subjective expression 

fused with the culturally bound structure and codes of one's language, which 

correspond to the purpose of one's method and discourse. 

Though all styles may be viewed from the hermeneutic phenomenological 

perspective as primarily expressive in nature, there are additional aims of 

discourse which a method may represent; indeed the purpose advanced by the 

theoretical foundation of some methods may be far removed from self

expression and in other instances an in-depth reading of a discourse may reveal 

aims which the writer may not even be aware of. In addition to expressive, 

Kinneavy (1971) describes three other aims of discourse: referential, persuasive 

and literary. All of these four aims of discourse can be discerned by the way in 



which the writer uses language, the relationship of the writer to reader and the 

writer's particular style. 
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Depending on the aim of the discourse, the components of the 

communication triangle (described above as including the writer, language and 

discourse, and reader) assume varying and different ratios of significance. It has 

already been noted, for instance, that expressive discourse strongly emphasizes 

the role of the writer. Language which reflects the writer's feelings and intuitions 

is generally used in this form of discourse since the aim is primarily to express 

oneself. It has also been noted that in a sense all speaking or discourse is 

expressive since both are always personally produced expressions of a human 

situation. 

A large portion of our culture's language and texts also tend to be 

persuasive (or rhetorical). Both expressive and persuasive discourses emphasize 

the role of others but the persuasive texfs main focus is on the reader. Often, the 

writer's purpose is to initiate an emotional, ethical or wish fulfillment action or 

response in the reader. Language in this mode may be friendly or natural so that 

the reader identifies with the writer, yet at the same time the text must set the 

writer and text apart from the reader in order to obtain and hold the reader's 

attention. According to Kinneavy (1971), the words and language used in 

expressive discourse are out of the ordinary so as to engage and hold the reader's 

attention. 

The main purpose of referential discourse is to inform in an objective way. 

Consequently the referential style may draw upon words which depict objectivity, 

abstraction and detachment. The produced text itself is of utmost importance to 
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one who employs this form of discourse and often conveys a sense of certainty 

and exactness. The fourth function of discourse is literary, which also has distinct 

characteristics. Poetic is a term often used to describe the type of language 

indigenous to literary discourse. When we examine the aim of any particular 

discourse it is obvious that overlapping occurs; nevertheless, these four broad 

categories are readily discernable and suitable for a comparative analysis as this 

study shall attempt. 

language as Meaningful 

By means of our various parts of consciousness, which are intricately 

connected to the existentials of lived body, space, time and relations, our 

experiences and language concurrently unfold to recreate each other. Through 

spoken and written discourse the meaning of one's lived world is conveyed to 

others. In its transmission of messages, language is an intentional act and 

therefore meaningful. Tills notion that language is indeed meaningful is at the core 

of the debate between those linguists who consider language a mere system of 

codes which can be deconstructed to meaningless signs and the hermeneutic 

phenomenological position that language is meaningful. The codes of a language 

may consist of the grammar and system of rules which make up that particular 

language, yet it is through language that meaningful expressions are conveyed in 

the form of either spoken or written discourse. 

The concept that the conveyance of meaning through discourse is an 

intentional act-forming the foundation of our very consciousness, the stepping 

stones to our apprehension and way of knowing the world around us-is 

fundamental to the hermeneutic phenomenology dialogue. As an interpreter 
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perceives and becomes aware of a dance, for example, that dance becomes the 

object of the interpreter's intention, or what Husser! (1931) refers to as the 

noema. The noema, or in the situation of a dance experienced, is an act of 

consciousness, the dance's meaning. And Noeis, or the process of experiencing 

and interpreting the noema becomes the actual act. Alfred Schutz (1970) provides 

further insight into the concept of noema and noesis when he writes: 

As all cogitations are by their intentional character "consciousness of' 
something, a double manner of describing them will always exist: the frrst, 
the noematic, dealing with the 'cogitatum,' that is, with the intentional 
object of our specific thought as it appears in it, for instance as a certainty, 
possibly, or presumably existent object, or as a present, past, or future 
object; the second, the noetic, dealing with the acts of cogitation, with the 
experiencing itself (noesis) and with its modifications as: with perceiving, 
retaining, recollection, etc., and their peculiar differences of clarity and 
explicitly. (p. 59) 

Corresponding to Husserl's notion that discourse is intentional, Ricoeur 

(1976) posits the idea that discourse is an event which, as already noted, conveys 

meaning. The idea of discourse as an event has its germination in the idea that 

discourse is conducted by a speaker and is propositional, with various levels of 

sentence structure. According to Ricoeur (1991) discourse consists of three parts: 

1) it requires a different kind of understanding than a sentence which is much 

shorter; 2) codification, or a system of rules shape the work into its unique 

literary form and; 3) its style. 

In addition to these three dimensions of discourse, Ricoeur (1976) 

examines the three levels of sentence structure in an attempt to further discern 

the eventful nature of discourse (see Figure 3). When one speaks, the sentences 

form a dialectic pole of event and meaning. When one states "I promise I will do 
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that," for example, the speaker is in the event of actually saying something-

described by Ricoeur as the locutionary act, and doing something--which is 

referred to as the illocutionary act (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 16). Gratnmar assumes a 

significant role in this sentence; the first person indicative exhibits a specific 

grammar which is complimentary to the speaker's intention. 
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When one speaks there is a force associated with the act of doing (the 

illocutionary act) which is again connected to the eventfulness of the sentence. 

Ricoeur writes, "What can be expressed in psychological terms such as believing, 

wanting, or desiring, is invested with a semantic existence thanks to the 

correlation between these grammatical devices and the illocutionary act" (p. 14). 

This act or force is that which the speaker does when the speaker makes an 

assertion or asks a question. When a speaker performs an illocutionary act, it has 

the life of a question, since such an act is directed toward someone and that 

person is expected to respond in some way. "Even soliloquy--solitary discourse

is dialogue with oneself, or, to cite Plato once more, dianoia is the dialogue of the 

soul with itself' (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 15). 

The intention for recognition on the part of the speaker is referred to by 

Ricoeur as interlocutionary, and constitutes another level of sentence structure. 

This level of discourse is considered the act of actually saying something. It is 

evident in the sentence, or discourse itself and can thus be identified and re

examined, if so desired, as the same sentence or discourse. "A sentence becomes 

an utterance (A us-sage) and thus is transferred to others as being such and such a 

sentence with such and such a tneaning" (Ricoeur, 1991, p. 147). 
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Another level of sentence structure is described as "that which we do by 

saying" (Ricoeur, 1991, p. 147) and is closely connected to spoken rather than 

written language. This, Ricoeur (1976) refers to the perlocutionary act. "The 

difference between the illocutionary and perlocutionary is ". . . nothing else than 

the presence in the former and the absence in the later of the intention to 

produce in the listener a certain mental act by means of which he will recognize 

my intention" (p. 18-19). This is the dimension of a sentence which impacts the 

emotions of the hearer, acting as a stimulus. When one speaks to someone, one 

attempts to evoke a certain response in the hearer; yet it is often the nonlinguistic 

dimensions of the interaction which impact the hearer during the dynamic 

situation of spoken discourse. The perlocutionary act is more a primal type of 

"stimulus" which creates a "response" in the hearer rather than requiring that the 

hearer recognize the speaker's actual intention. 

Meaning then, emerges from the grammatical interaction of these three 

levels of speech actions, which can be discerned and examined again and again. 

Discourse as event thusly has its roots in the notion that "To mean is what the 

speaker does" (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 19) and this takes place in part by means of the 

three levels of sentence structure described above. In turn these three levels of 

structure form a discourse through the grammatical dimensions of language. What 

the speaker means can be determined by the locutionary, illocutionary and 

prelocutionary acts and the meaning of that which has been spoken can be 

discerned from the propositional constitution of the discourse. Writes Ricoeur 

(1976): 
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Discourse refers back to its speaker at the same time that it refers to the 
world. This correlation is not fortuitous, since it is ultimately the speaker 
who refers to the world in speaking. Discourse in action and in use refers 
backwards and forwards, to a speaker and a world. (p. 22) 

The propositional content of one's discourse merges with the situation of 

the speaker to provide structure for the specific words and language one draws 

upon to convey one's message. Brought together in this manner, words 

employed by a speaker or writer are not open to numerous interpretations, or 

polysemous any longer. Rather they have specific meaning formed by the 

speaker or writer's intent. As Schutz (1970) notes: 

There are in any language terms with several connotations. They, too, are 
noted in the dictionary. But, besides these standardized connotations, 
every element of the speech acquires its special secondary meaning 
derived from the context or the social environment within which it is used 
and, in addition, gets a special tinge from the actual occasion in which it is 
employed. (p. 97) 

Expressions unfold then, as one strives to complete their intended acts; one's 

conscious involvement with others and the world contribute to the formation of 

consciousness as meaning is conveyed through discourse. The importance of this 

to the hermeneutic phenomenological approach is suggested by Ricoeur (1976) 

who writes: 

As our discussion of these conditions has shown, the notion of the speech 
event is not cancelled, rather it is submitted to a series of dialectical 
polarities summarized under the double title of event and meaning and 
sense and reference. These dialectical polarities allow us to anticipate that 
the concepts of intention and dialogue are not to be excluded from 
hermeneutics, but instead are to be released from the one-sidedness of a 
non-dialectical concept of discourse. (p. 23) 

So what then are the differences between speaking and writing? Is 

speaking more self expressive than writing? Ricoeur (1991) writes "Hence we 
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could say that what comes to writing is discourse as intention-to-say and that 

writing is a direct inscription of this intention'' (p. 107). Van Manen (1990) 

suggests, "The writer produces text, and he or she produces more than text. The 

writer produces himself or herself' (p. 126). In writing about the meaning of the 

dance one becomes removed from the living, breathing dance work; the thing 

itself. As one begins to write, their lived world becomes instead the computer 

screen or paper in front of them, and perhaps their notes about the dances they 

have attended to. Van Manen (1990) suggests that: 

Writing ftxes thought on paper. It externalizes what in some sense is 
internal; it distances us from our immediate lived involvements with the 
things of our world. As we stare at the paper, and stare at what we have 
written, our objectified thinking now stares back at us. (p. 125) 

In this way written discourse becomes much different than that which is 

spoken. The bridge between spoken and written discourse is a complicated one, 

separated by the degrees of distanciation between the speaker or writer and the 

hearer or reader, as well as how each form of discourse exists temporally in the 

world. When one uses language to speak to another, the speaker is not detached 

from the meaning or message of the discourse. Rather, a speaker brings her or 

his full humanness to the discourse which is in turn a dynamic part of the meaning 

and message. 

This contrasts sharply to the situation of the writer and the interrelations of 

the writer, reader and discourse. No longer are non-verbal gestures, voice, and 

the actual presence of the one who conveys the message part of the information 

exchanging process. Instead, signs themselves, the marks on the writer's page, 

become the discourse, promoting a natural distanciation of the the writer from 



the message and the reader. Whereas spoken discourse disappears when one 

speaks, when one writes the discourse becomes fixed on paper, captured 

through the use of language. "The human fact disappears. Now material 'marks' 

convey the message" (Ricouer, 1976, p. 26). 

Discourse is no longer comprised of speaker, message and hearer but 

rather a fixed phenomenon. It is the noema of the speaking event, or the 

message and meaning of the transaction-identifiable through Ricoeur's three 

layers of sentence structure described above, which is fixed in writing. 
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The semantic autonomy of the text which now appears is still governed by 
the dialectic of event and meaning. Moreover, it may be said that this 
dialectic is made obvious and explicit by writing. Writing is the full 
manifestation of discourse. (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 25-26). 

Whereas in speaking, there is an interaction between the speaker and hearer, in 

writing this sort of exchange ceases to exist. When the immediacy is no longer a 

part of the discourse, the connection between the speaker's message and what 

the speaker means no longer mingles in a communicative way. When one puts in 

writing the meaning of their experience the " ... author's intention and the 

meaning of the text cease to coincide. This dissociation of the verbal meaning of 

the text and the mental intention of the author gives to the concept of inscription 

its decisive significance, beyond the mere fixation of previous oral discourse" 

(Ricoeur, 1976, p. 29). 

The message of the text, removed from the original meaning of the author, 

becomes a work which is independent of its creator. Since the conversational 

character of the discourse is missing, the reader cannot have questions answered 

or misunderstandings clarified. At the heart of hermeneutic phenomenology is 
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the notion of distanciation or "What the text means now matters more than what 

the author meant when he wrote it" (Ricoeur, 1976, p. 30). Thus the text enters 

the world with semantic independence, now existing outside of the horizons and 

temporal realm of the writer. (Distanciation as such is always an outgrowth of the 

fixation of writing rather than due solely to the method or approach employed by 

the interpreter.) What the writer meant when writing the text, may not be at all 

what the reader discerns now as the text's meaning. Ricoeur (1976) writes: 

When the text no longer answers, then it has an author and no longer a 
speaker. The authorial meaning is the dialectical counterpart of the verbal 
meaning, and they have to be construed in terms of each other. (p. 30) 

Although a distancing from the actual phenomenon or situation occurs as one 

processes their impressions and expressions through written discourse, at the 

same time one also gets close again to that experience. One comes to know it 

again, in part as a recreation but often with renewed and greater clarity than one's 

original observation of the phenomenon. 

My Hrst thoughts and reflections about the dance which were private, inner 

experiences, now enter the social realm of my world, as I put these thoughts into 

language, transform them into discourse and fix them into writing. Through my 

use of language, reflection, speaking and writing, the act of interpretation 

necessarily moves beyond my own inner world of associations, to become a 

complex social act in my outer world; one which is deeply enmeshed in tradition, 

as perpetuated by my culture's use of language. 

Expression, therefore, involves some process of externalization or action 
dictated by the presence of a goal to be achieved. This notion of 
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expression is not therefore a simple discharge of emotion or a relaying of 
impressions; the emotion must be directed to an aim. (Kinneavy, 1971, 
p. 401) 

Through discourse, whether spoken or written, one passes on his or her 

experiences to others, and the existential solitude of existence is bridged. And 

through written discourse in particular those experiences are saved and passed 

from generation to generation as-what Ricoeur (1991) refers to as-" ... archives 

available for individual and collective memory" (p. 107). Janet Wolff (1975) 

contends that the understanding of a culture's language is fundamental to 

understanding how various dimensions of meaning shape that culture's world 

view. 

The Essentials of the Dance Interpretive Text 

To grasp the essential nature of dance interpretive texts, I flrst return to my 

own negotiation of dance interpretation which has taken place in this chapter. 

Out of the above examination of my own presence as an interpreter of dance, the 

dimensions essential for approaching other dance interpretive methods in 

relation to the four existentials of lived time, space, body and relations emerge. 

This understanding of the ontological roots of meaning, as fundamental to Being, 

provides an underpinning to the investigation of the components, practices and 

values which can be distinguished in various dance interpretation paradigms. 

Gadamer (1975) reminds us that "As the philosophical dialectic presents the 

whole of truth, in the self-cancellation of all partial propositions by bringing 

contradictions to a head and overcoming them, so also hermeneutics has the task 

of revealing a totality of meaning in all its relations" (p. 428-429). 
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As important to this study as the dimensions readily discernable in 

interpretive dance discourses are those components of the dance and its context 

which are left unaddressed by any given discourse. At the core of hermeneutic 

phenomenology approach to language is the notion of balancing the spoken with 

the unspoken or the written with the unwritten, when negotiating the meaning of 

a text or sign Language is a situation which poses questions arising between that 

which is spoken and that left unaddressed by the text. Getting to the heart of the 

meaning of a text is essential to the hermeneutic phenomenology tradition, and 

this necessarily entails a negotiation of concealed meaning, through the language 

and other dimensions of the text. As Burke (1989) writes: 

Language referring to the realm of the nonverbal is necessarily talk about 
things in terms of what they are not-and in this sense we start out beset by 
a paradox. Such language is but a set of labels, signs for helping us find our 
way about. (p. 59) 

Since language deals dialectically not only with that which is spoken or 

known, but with the unspoken as well, it is speculative in nature, and attempts to 

balance these two poles. And since along with the spoken and known of 

language, there is an ongoing dialectic relationship with the unspoken, language 

does not lead to certainties. Gadamer (1975) writes: 

Someone speaks speculatively when his [or her] words do not reflect 
beings, but express a relation to the whole of being. . . . Even in the most 
everyday speech there appears an element of speculative reflection, 
namely the intangibility of that which is still purest reproduction of 
meaning. (p. 426) 

In this way, too, language is reconstructed and created anew by the actual 

phenomenon or situation itself. Through the temporal building of sentences and 



writing down of ideas, the process of writing about that which one has 

experienced, for instance a dance, is found meaningful again. 
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As already discovered a dance interpretive text actually begins prior to the 

fixed written discourse, with the preunderstandings embraced by the interpreter. 

These preunderstandings may include informal assumptions about a work, a 

writer's relationship in some manner to the sheer physicality of a dance and/or a 

theoretical framework which, in the case of t.he dance interpreter, may be a 

formal approach to dance interpretation. It was determined that the writer may 

also have assumptions and prejudices (both positive and negative) about a dance, 

prior to the performance of the work, which interact with and shape the dance 

interpretation. All of the writer's prior preunderstandings, prejudices and 

assumptions emerge from and in tum recreate the writer's personal and 

professional experiences as meaning of the dance work is negotiated through the 

writer's preliminary observations and reflections. 

The four existentials of dance: the lived performing body/movement, lived 

space, lived dynamics and lived relations form a major problematic for the 

interpreter of dance. At the same time, these four existentials are significant as 

themes within the lifeworlds of the writers themselves, as they engage in the 

process of observing, interpreting and writing (see Figure 4). The way in which 

each writer/scholar addresses and interprets the four existentials of a dance will 

be gleaned from interviews with the individual writer of each text to be examined 

in this study. A preliminary assumption is that this data will shed light on the role 

of the interpreter as well as the influence of that role on the interpreter's actual 

negotiation of meaning. The way an interpreter deals with meaning is closely 
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connected to his or her operative role and the very blueprint of the approach 

itself. It is here again that the interpreter's inner and outer horizons converge 

during the interpretive process. 
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The actual approach of the method used for phenomenological reduction 

is determined by the meaning or cluster of meanings which are to be reduced to 

their original, intentional existence and by the ". . . structure of the acts in which 

the considered meanings become conscious" (Van Breda, 1976, p. 125). Meaning 

is always demonstrated to be the core of an intuitive act or the explication of that 

core. Van Breda continues (1976): "The intuitive acts are multiformed but imply, 

as does each intuitive act, a cognitive act, a cognitive grasping of an intellectual 

character" (p. 125). Coming to tenns with the dialectics of the actual interpretive 

dance discourse texts-as they correspond to the existentials of the lived 

performing body/movement, space, dynamics and relations--will provide the 

knowledge necessary to address both the spoken and unspoken of each of the 

dance interpretive paradigms to be investigated in this study. Toward this end, 

interpreters will also be asked about their reflections and experiences of 

observing, interpreting, and writing about dance. 

Questions of the Writer and of the Text 

Gadamer writes: 

The essence of the question is the opening up, and keeping open, of 
possibilities. If a prejudice becomes questionable, in view of what another 
or a text says to us, this does not mean that it is simply set aside and the 
other writing or the other person accepted as valid in its place. . . . In fact 
our own prejudice is properly brought into play through its being at risk. 
Only through its being given full play is it able to experience the other's 
claim to truth and make it possible for he himself [her, herself] to have full 
play." (p. 266) 



The interview questions below, shaped by the discussion in this chapter, are 

designed to gain further insight into the interpreter's preunderstandings, her 

construction of an approach and the various dimensions of her approach. 

The Approach 
1. Can you describe your approach to the interpretation of dance, in your 

ren ? 
2. If a structured approach, would you call it a method? If not do you 

consider it more a point of view or perhaps an approach? 
3. What are some of the most important professional experiences (such 

as those with mentors, research, etc.) to influence your selection of 
your approach? 

4. What value did this approach hold for you? Has that changed? 
Do you (or did you) employ this method of interpretation/approach for 
specific political or philosophical reasons? If yes, what are those, · 
and what do they mean to you? 

5. What is the relationship, if any, of this approach and your conscious, 
everyday attitude? 

6. Has this approach, or way of constituting/revealing meaning, effected 
the way you constitute or come to understand meaning in other parts 
of your life? If yes, please elaborate. 

7. Recall and describe the cognitive processes involved, as you are 
aware of them, when you interpret the meaning of a dance, using your 
approach. 

8. When you recall your past (or current use of this method) do any 
visual images, words, thoughts, etc. come to mind which may express 
the meaningfulness of this particular approach to your life at that 
time, or now? 

9. If you were to use an anecdote to express the meaningfulness of your 
particular approach to your life, what would it be? 

10. What are your beliefs about this approach? 
11. What was/is your role as an interpreter/writer, using this approach? 
12. What techniques did you/do you use when employing this approach? 
13. Is the historical context of tl.tis method of importance to you? 
14. Are there any rituals or ceremonies that this particular approach 

engages you in? 
15. What do you think is the primary advantage of this interpretive 

approach? Does it have any weakness? 
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~ 
1. Are you aware of your own body when you are observing a dance? If yes, 

how ·~rould you describe your experience of it? 
2. 
3. 
4. 

Space 

Are you aware of your body during the process of writing? 
Have you ever studied dance? If yes, when, what style and how long? 
Do you think any of your conceptions, thoughts, feelings or attitudes 
about your own body influenced your interest in your 
approach of dance interpretation, as represented in your text 

? ------

1. Reflecting back on your personal space when you were writing your 
text, how would you describe it? 

2. When in a public space and observing a dance with the intent of 
interpretating it, have you been aware of the space you are in? 

Tirne 
1. 

If yes, do you feel it had any influence on your writing? 

What are your experiences of ti!ne when you are: 
a. observing a dance 
b. writing about a dance 
c. editing your writing 
d. fmished with your text 

Bcl.ati.o_ns 
1. How would you describe your experiences, thoughts and impressions 

of the following relations v.rhen you wefe in the process of vrriting 
your text? 
a. Your publisher 
b. Those of significance to the work, in your supporting institution 
(if any) 
c. Your readers 

2. Did any of the above relations influence your work more than others? 
In what way(s)? 

3. Do you think society in general, or your community (such as 
educational milieu) has inhibited or promoted your use of this 
approach in any way? 

~.xt 
1. ~'hat does this text say to you now? What do you think it says to 

its readers now? Do you think that has changed over time? 
2. What is the overall purpose of your text? 

3. J-Iow does your text negotiate the notion of body? Space? Time? 
Relations? 



Final Question 
1. Do you have any additional comments that would be helpful in 

understanding the meaningfulness to you of your selected 
approach/method? 

Summary 
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For purposes of cross analysis, an array of dimensions and questions (to be 

asked both of the texts to be examined in this study, and of the writer/scholars 

who wrote the texts) emerged from an initial examination of my own presence 

and intentions as an interpreter, as well as from a consideration of the various 

realms of the interpretive process, as conceived of by philosophers and linguists. 

Influencing one's interpretation of phenomena are many factors, including 

one's preunderstandings (which Heidegger (1962) describes as fore-having, fore

conception and fore-sight), prejudices (defmed by Gadamer (1975) as a judgment, 

whether positive or negative, which one makes prior to examining all the aspects 

of a phenomenon) and Husserl's pre-givens (Carr, 1977). These 

preunderstandings, that all interpreters bring to a phenomenon such as a dance, 

unfold temporally within the cultural context of the situation, embracing the 

interpreter's past, present and future experiences. Consequently, one 

understands a phenomenon temporally, and from their own historical position. 

Four existentials, which both suggest and build one's interpretation of a 

phenomenon, are common to the lifeworlds of all interpreters: lived space; lived 

body; lived dynamics and lived human relations. These existentials are also 

essential to all forms of dance. For the interpreter of dance these existentials 

reveal the very core of the processes of observation, interpretation and writing 

about dance. 
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One's preunderstandings intersect with one's outer world, forming a 

horizon, or point of intersection between that which one knows and that which is 

still unfamiliar. Through language, discourse and text, the interpreter shares her or 

his experiences with others. According to Kinneavy (1971) the aim of the 

interpreter's discourse may be expressive, referential, persuasive or literary. 

Whatever form the discourse takes, it is at all times meaningful, and therefore 

capable of being interpreted as such. 



CHAPTER III 

From Dance to Text: Internal Movements of Meaning 

Essential to the workings of an interpretive dance paradigm is the way in 

which it constitutes meaning. The interaction of a paradigm's operative 

components form questions about dance which are both unique and relevant to 

the particular approach; these questions often act as signposts to the 

writer/scholar during the entire process of interpretation. The processes 

involved in determining the meaning of a dance will vary then, depending on the 

approach selected, the way in which the negotiation of meaning and the other 

operative components of the approach interact, and the questions brought 

forward by that particular approach. 

Meaning will take on various forms, for instance, based upon the way an 

approach deals with the internal and external contexts of a dance. The internal 

contexts of a dance which are most often, (but by no means exclusively), 

negotiated by an interpreter are the performing body/movement (I join these 

two terms together because the body is movement and in dance movement is 

almost always the body), dynamics and space. The term dynamics refers to the 

forces of energy and time-forces which are inextricably connected with the 

dance's spatial impulses. Production-oriented components such as costumes, 

lighting design, set design and music may also be negotiated as part of a dance's 

internal contexts. The external contexts of a work may embrace the dance's 
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historical context, its sociological context (the interactions among the people 

involved in all phases of its production, performance and viewing); the political 

contexts (such as class, power, race and gender); and the cultural context (or the 

traditions, values and beliefs of the dance's social group). 
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The way internal and external contexts of a dance are negotiated vary 

greatly from approach to approach. The internal contexts, or inner workings of a 

dance, might be of primary concern to one approach, but of less importance to 

another. Or perhaps the interpreter's focus shifts back and forth, between the 

internal and external contexts of a dance. The negotiation of contexts may vary, 

not only among methodological approaches, but depending, too, upon the 

conceptual framework a researcher may choose to link with that particular 

approach. The separation of interpretive dance discourse texts into two broad 

categories-those which emphasize the internal contexts, as examined here in 

Chapter III and those which focus mainly on the external contexts as examined in 

Chapter IV --is not done here to distinguish two discrete types of interpretive 

texts, but rather merely as a point of entry for this part of the investigation. 

The function of the writer as interpreter is another operative component 

intricately connected to the ways meaning is negotiated by an approach. This can 

range from the interpreter who assumes the role of analyst, believed to be 

capable of an objective, correct interpretation of a dance work, to the interpreter 

as a receiver of messages who works as a rebuilder of meaning. Other approaches 

may situate the interpreter as a mediator, a negotiator of ideas, a revealer of 

multiple meanings or perhaps, as we shall see in Chapter IV, as a social activist. 
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In the way that an interpretive paradigm constitutes meaning through its 

processes and core components, it is most often the paradigm selected, rather 

than the dance itself, which determines how the dance will be interpreted and 

what meaning will be attributed to that dance. Consequently, the dimensions of a 

dance strongly clarified by one approach may not be considered important for 

negotiation by another; according to one approach a dance may be capable of 

suggesting a multitude of meanings, yet another approach may suggest that one 

true and objective meaning exists for the same dance. 

The writings I will examine here were selected because they represent a 

wide range of perspectives. They are by no means exhaustive but considered, 

rather, as an initial blueprint upon which other methods and dimensions can 

easily be inscribed. I think of the approaches depicted in the following selected 

texts as forms-in-the-making; never truly autonomous and finding their greatest 

value as parts of a larger tapestry of knowledge. For purposes of discerning 

individual features and distinguishing relationships among approaches, however, 

my analysis will attempt to isolate the dimensions discussed above, which 

contribute to the constitution of meaning of dance. 

I will begin each text analysis with an examination of the writer's reasons 

for selecting the particular approach depicted in her text, as well as, in most cases, 

the seminal people, books and ideas which were instrumental to the writer during 

the initial stages of her research. The questions raised by each approach will then 

be isolated, followed by an analysis of the specific mode of operation of that 

paradigm I will then examine whether the text negotiates the internal and/ or 

external contexts of dance. Gleaning information from this initial analysis, the 



interpreter's function, as is unique to each one of the approaches, will be 

discerned. 
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Toward this end I include in each text analysis those thoughts expressed by 

the writer during my interview with her, which contribute to further clarification 

of the approach examined. The exception to this is my analysis of Tbe 

Perfonnance-Audience Connection which is authored by Judith Lynne Hanna 

(1983). Hanna was unable to discuss her text with me during the period I 

conducted the interviews. 

In this chapter I will examine those approaches which emphasize the 

internal contexts of dances, and in Chapter N I will examine those methods 

which emphasize the external contexts of a dance. 

Overview of the Approaches of Dance Analysis. Semiotics. Post-Structuralism and 

Phenomenology 

The texts examined in this chapter represent dance analysis (related to the 

formalist orientation), semiotics, post-structuralism and phenomenology. 

Although each of these paradigms borrow from conceptual frameworks which 

may embrace historical contexts, cultural contexts and so forth, the primary focus 

when employing one of these approaches is nevertheless on the dance work 

itself. Furthermore, except for phenomenology, the models represented here-in 

particular, analysis, semiotics and post-structuralism-derive their fundamental 

blueprints from the fields of linguistics, and literary theory and criticism. 

Few dance writers utilize a purely formalist approach to analyze and 

interpret dance; however, this approach to some degree is apparent in almost all 

negotiations of dance and particularly in critiques written for daily journals which 



primarily offer an interpretation of the aesthetics of a dance. Since a dance is 

fulfilled through the performing body and movement, and since these 

inextricably exist in space, time and with force, these dimensions, and their 

relationship to each other, are of primary importance in a formalist analysis of 

dance. Although rarely attempted in the interpretation of dance, a purely 

formalist interpretation would operate from the assumption that dance can be 

addressed primarily through an analysis of the formal attributes of a work. 
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Nevertheless, this type of analysis, which in itself is a form of 

interpretation, is used in varying degrees by every approach and particularly by 

those which focus on a dance's internal contexts. In its undiluted usage, the 

interpreter conveys as objective a stance toward the dance as possible; viewed as 

an analyst, their function is to describe, analyze and reveal the meaning of the 

work through an analysis of form. Other contexts may be considered irrelevant 

to an interpretation. 

In a study conducted by Raewyn Whyte (1989) dance reviews written by 

ten New York critics of Twyla Tharp's In The Upper Room were analyzed in an 

attempt to discover what critics deemed important in a dance work. The 

emphasis of each dance review was on the aesthetic properties of the work. 

Whyte states, "Accordingly the formal and structural aspects of the dance provide 

the context of critical attention, supplemented by reference to other dances by 

the same choreographer, or within a similar style or genre" (p. 230). It is often 

implied through the use of this approach that there is one accurate way of 

interpreting a dance. The interpretation therefore leads to one acceptable 
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meaning, free of ambiguities, which is supported by what the interpreter chooses 

to examine and how he or she writes about it. 

A strong emphasis on distinguishing the internal features of a dance is 

suggested in the approach depicted in Dance Analysis: Theory and Practice, 

which was edited by Janet Adshead and \\7ritten by Adshead, Valerie A. 

Briginshaw, Pauline Hodgens and Michael Huxley (1988). According to this 

approach, interpretation and evaluation must follow an indepth analysis of a 

dance's properties. 

Also emphasizing the internal contexts of a dance is Judith Lynne Hanna's 

(1983) The Perfonnance-Audience Connection, which demonstrates the use of 

semiotics within an anthropological-sociological-semiotic framework. Susan 

Foster's Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in Contemporary American 

Dance utilizes semiotics and post-structuralism. Both Hanna and Foster (1986) 

thus draw from literary theory and criticism. In its original literary usage the term 

semiotics refers to the study of all verbal and non-verbal communication and 

behavioral forms which are embraced by a culture. Interactions among people, 

one's beliefs, television programs, performance events; all of these may be 

studied as signs or representations of the culture from which they emerge. In 

turn, these signs or representations are also thought to actually produce culture. 

In dance interpretation, semiotics has often been used to refer to a dance as a 

sign, or a dance's various parts as signs, which are thought of as culturally and 

socially determined. 

Semantics is a term which refers to the branch of linguistics concerned · 

with the meanings of words and particularly the way words change over time. It is 
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also used to refer to the study of the relations among signs, as well as how signs 

interact and evoke responses, such as certain actions or thoughts. In dance 

interpretation semantics may refer to the interpretation of the meanings of a 

dance or its various parts as a sign. Both semiotics and semantics have been used 

in the interpretation of dance, most often as conceptual frameworks shaped by a 

particular perspective or point of view. Post-strocturalism is a term indicating 

those developments in literary theory occurring after Structuralism, concerned 

with the structure of a work. 

Post-structuralism is often used interchangeably with the term 

deconstruction, which suggests rigorous analysis of a text. Through the 

deconstruction, or exhaustive analysis of a text, the contradictions of the meanings 

of the text's components can be shown to be incompatible. In literature this is 

often accomplished by demonstrating the varied and diverse meanings of words 

in a text 

As shall be examined below, in greater detail, Hanna's (1983) text mainly 

analyzes the way various body parts of dancers (and to some extent other 

properties of a dance) convey emotion in dance. Foster's (1986) Reading 

Dancing, also examines the use of semiotics and semantics, although in quite a 

different way than Hanna. Foster provides a framework for distinguishing 

meaning in dance through an examination of various forms of representation-as 

evident in the works of different choreographers and forms of dance-based on 

the dance's frame, mode of representation, its style, vocabulary and syntax (as 

shall be discussed in greater detail below). Foster's post-structural analysis of 



dance as a system of signs depicts how choreographic structures are formed in 

dance. 
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Unlike the other approaches which will be analyzed in this chapter and 

which derive mainly from the fields of linguistics, literary theory and criticism, 

phenomenology has developed from the branches of philosophy concerned 

with what reality is and how we know it-ontology and epistemology. Sondra 

Fraleigh's (1987) text, Dance and the Lived Body: a Descriptive Aesthetics, 

focuses on the philosophical examination of experience as a means of arriving at 

an understanding of the dancing body and an aesthetics of dance. Nevertheless, in 

its emphasis on the internal workings of dance, it shares characteristics common 

to the other approaches addressed in this chapter. 

Janet Adshead-Lansdale: Analysis 

Dance Analysis: Tbeory and Practice by Janet Adshead, Valerie A. Briginshaw, 

Pauline Hodgens, and Michael Huxley (1988) 

Researcher's Construction of Approach 

The model presented in Dance Analysis: Theory and Practice had its 

begirmings as an article entitled "A Chart of Skills and Concepts for Dance," in The 

journal of Aesthetic Education (1982), and, in the year before that publication, as 

the focus of a conference, at Leeds University, addressing the analysis of dance. 

For both projects the collaborators consisted of four post-graduate students 

(Janet Adshead, Valerie Briginshaw, Pauline Hodgens and Michael Huxley), who 

were interested in addressing together issues each had individually pursued, and 



who would eventually present their findings in the form of the text examined 

here, Dance Analysis: Theory and Practice, published in 1988. 
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The focus of this collaboration had an educative orientation. Of major 

influence on the origination of the text, Dance Analysis, was an article by R.A. 

Smith and C.M. Smith (1977) for The journal of Aesthetic Education titled, "The 

Artworld and Aesthetic Skills; A Context for Research and Development" (p. 117-

132). Adshead also relates the need for the development of the dance analysis 

framework to the growth in the 1980s of dance at all levels of education in 

England. Adshead (1988) writes, :'In the establishment of new academic awards 

and new courses in dance the possibility for detailed study of individual dances 

was beginning to emerge" (p. 4). And in our discussion of her text, Adshead

Lansdale (personal communication, June 23, 1993) pointed out that, "The readers 

on my mind were post-graduate students in universities and that's where it's been 

used mostly" (see Appendix, p. 244). 

Examining L~e approaches to studying dance then offered in England's 

higher education system, Adshead discovered that the theoretical foundation for 

such studies was weak. Adshead (1988) discerned the need to identify dance's 

". . . central concerns, demonstrating its n1ethod of procedure and clarifying how 

achievement in the subject is to be judged" (p. 5). It was assumed by the 

collaborators that there must be a logical, rational way to describe, discern, 

interpret and evaluate works choreographed and presented by students in a 

classroom situation, just as the same holds true for those presented in a theatre. 

They believed that if one could participate in a more clearly defined and rational 

process of analysis that one would acquire a greater appreciation of the dance. 
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So there are all those questions about, why somebody is giving you that 
particular mark or grade and those kinds of questions. It's exactly the 
same, you see? You're making judgments (in an educational setting about 
student choreography) which are in principle, it seems to me, the same as 
the judgments you make on professional choreography. And so part of 
the motivation came from being a teacher and part of it came from being a 
scholar and being interested in those kinds of questions. (Adshead
Lansdale, personal communication, June 23, 1993; see Appendix, p. 232) 

The primary focus of this method is on the analysis and interpretation of 

dance. Adshead (1988) notes that certain theories and orientations were 

instrumental to the development of the approach advanced in the text: 

It has been said that theories and procedures developed in relation to the 
other arts have not been adopted wholesale but nevertheless these 
investigations have proceeded with constant reference to them. Theory in 
aesthetics, literature (particularly structuralism and semiotics) and formal 
musical analysis have informed the writing and assisted in the location of 
principles, terminology and procedures for the critical approach to dance 
adopted in this text. (p. 187) 

Of particular importance to this approach is Rudolf Laban's movement 

analysis. Discussing the negotiation of movement, space and time in the text 

Dance Analysis, Adshead-I.ansdale (personal communication, June 23, 1993) 

recalled: 

There are sections that describe how you might analyze the movement of 
the body, and the spatial, and time and relations to others. So those are 
fundamentally taken from a laban-based perspective. (see Appendix, 
p. 240) 

Furthermore, the influence of literary criticism on the text Dance Analysis can be 

inferred by terms such as read which is used by Adshead (1988) in the following 

context: "Dances are approached or read through the relevant conventions and 

expectations; in this sense meaning is both genre, and style-dependent and 

specific" (p. 185). 
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Moreover, the use of literary theory and criticism are strongly implied in 

this text through the adoption of an approach which emphasizes the text itself (in 

this case dance) as the primary problematic of interpretation and which advances 

the procedures of description .. analysis, interpretation and evaluation. It should 

be noted here that in my discussion with Adshead-Lansdale she suggested that the 

analysis framework was not hierarchical and one could begin an analysis at any 

stage of the model, although this is not indicated in the text itself. (One of the 

interesting fmdings of this study has been discovering how a researcher's thoughts 

about their approach have changed from the initial publication of their text to the 

time of my interview with them, which in some cases amounts to several years 

later. This will be addressed further in Chapter V.) For the purpose of accurately 

examining Dance Analysis, however, it should be noted that the approach 

posited in this text first and foremost advances the notion that the preliminary 

negotiation of a dance should begin with the dance work itself. Adshead (1988) 

writes: 

. . . Analysis provides a structure of the knowledge that is needed to frame 
interpretations and increases the possibility of becoming imaginatively and 
creatively involved in a work. Dance analysis does this by taking into 
account, in its conceptual structure, of the movements present in the 
dance, allowing the possibility of a minutely detailed examination of its 
parts, in the way that a notation score records it, but it also permits a 
synthesis of the re~ults of detailed observation with contextual knowledge, 
which then furthers the process of interpreting and evaluating the dance. 
(p. 12) 

The significance of a dance-oriented approach is further clarified by Adshead 

(1988) when she writes: 

To start from direct engagement with the dance in the way we describe in 
this text is to focus on the dance itself while acknowledging that other 
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forms of scholarship contribute to the total picture. To take an 
anthropological or historical starting point is to conduct a different kind of 
study based primarily on the interests and methodologies of those 
disciplines .... While a report of a dance ritual or social event, an 
anthropological study of a dance form or a guide to understanding the 
historical significance of a dance, may contain important first-hand 
accounts, they embody a particular kind of interest that influences 
comments made about the dance. In other words, writings by historians 
and sociologists are already forms of analysis from the standpoint of the 
development of dance through time and in relation to its place within a 
certain society. The reader needs to be aware of this. (p. 13) 

In addition to drawing from literary theory and criticism for procedures 

and, in large part, the overall methodical framework, Dance Analysis also echoes 

many of the insights provided by philosopher David Best. Adshead-Lansdale 

(personal communication, June 23, 1993) says: 

I've known him and of his ideas for a very long time and from time to time 
have worked with him. So the kind of philosophy that he has developed, 
which is both highly rational but also acknowledges emotional--well, 
encourages emotional response--is a form of philosophy that I'm very 
comfortable with. (see Appendix p. 234-235) 

Questions Raised by Approach 

Encouraged by the need to provide a coherent and substantial framework 

for analyzing dances mainly in an educational setting, the collaborators of Dance 

Analysis rallied around the notion that an argument for dance interpretation 

should begin with the features which distinguish a dance. Since the content of 

Dance Analysis suggests that the dance is the fundamental point of entry for an 

interpretation, the questions an interpreter, using this approach might ask, 

revolve around the conceptual and internal make-up of a dance. What are the 

distinguishing features of a dance? How do you describe the work and in what 

language? What is the form of the dance? How do you interpret or make sense of 
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the information gleaned from the dance? How do you know the value of dance? 

Adshead (1988) writes, "What we seek is the depth of the discipline of dance, 

starting from the elements that characterize it uniquely and that derive from its 

internal structure" (p. 191). 

The second part of the book (Dance Analysis in Practice) addresses the 

question of how a model for an analysis of dance (as presented in Part I) can be 

applied to specific dances. 

The Approach Discerned 

It is suggested by Adshead (1988), that the value of a framework for dance 

analysis is its ability to make dance more viable (and not just respectable) in the 

educational setting, and to satisfy the need for a more in-depth, broader-based 

and clearly defmed approach to dance interpretation than what "Laban-based 

modern educational dance" and "vocationally-oriented training of dancers" 

provides (p. 6). Aclshead-Lansdale (personal communication, June 23, 1993) also 

notes that the method promoted here is a " ... flexible, but logical system .... " 

(see Appendix, p. 238). 

It is proposed then that the first part of an analysis of dance should begin 

with the discernment and description of the basic elements of the work. 

Although other modes of describing dances are discussed (such as the description 

of movement in Doris Humphrey's (1959) book, The Art of Making Dances), it is 

implied that Labananalysis is perhaps the most efficient tool for an initial 

description of the basic components of a work. A detailed movement 

description such as that possible through Labananalysis thus forms the foundation 

for an interpretation of a dance. Writes Aclshead (1988): "However it is precisely 
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system seems to meet problems" (p. 27). Or later in the text, Adshead (1988) 

suggests that: 
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The significance of notation in analyzing the components of the dance is 
considerable. What it provides is a structure for examining the action of 
the dance with clarity. Because of the details that such a system demands it 
has, perforce, to give access to the smallest shift in positions. (p. 29-30) 

The overall elements most important to this initial analysis of a dance form 

are movement (which embraces the notions of spatial elements and dynamic 

elements including the dance's rhythm); dancers; visual setting; and aural 

elements. Adshead (1988) extracts material from four studies conducted on 

dances of distinctly different genres to demonstrate how the selected features of a 

dance (movement, dancers, visual setting and aural elements) can be described. 

The studies she uses are: Clifton and Hulme's (1978, 1982) study on step dancing; 

Kaeppler's (1971, 1972) study on Tongan dance; Hilton's (1981) work on French 

Noble dance; and Davis and Schmais' study on Doris Humphrey's dance, Water 

Study. These same studies are used as examples throughout the text to also 

demonstrate how one might discern the form of a dance, interpret it, and/or 

evaluate it 

Following the description of the fundamental components of a dance 

work, Adshead (1988) suggests that, once discerned, those features can be 

compared with other features within the dance, or, if the observer wishes, a 

comparison of those features to features of a different dance can be made. This 

initial stage also prepares for the analysis of relations among features (which is the 

second stage of this approach and a foundation for discerning the dance's form). 
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All dances find their uniqueness in the specific components by which they are 

comprised, Adshead maintains, and in the way in which they are ordered. Initially 

naming and describing the specific components of a dance, followed by a 

discernment of their order and relations, enables one to distinguish the form and 

structure as well as character and quality of the dance. In our discussion Adshead

Lansdale (personal communication, June 23, 1993) reflected on the description of 

a dance: 

One has to deal with the descriptions of movement and other components 
of the dance. And the second stage is the description of form or structure 
and they're both quite clearly meant to be descriptive stages. And as far as 
possible, those are the closest you can get to something 'objective.' I think 
the notion of a pure description is a very complex one and a very 
contentious one: the question is of terminology; the question of how you 
describe something, and in what language. And it is itself an interpretive 
act, not simply a value free, scientific description. It's not a drive toward 
scientific description; it's an attempt to be clear about the linguistic 
parameters of what you describe. Those first two stages are really 
distinguished by that concern. (see Appendix, p. 229) 

The second stage of the analysis of a dance requires discerning the relations of a 

dance's components, particularly in the way that movement operates in time and 

space. The four examples of dances (noted above) which are used throughout the 

text, depict clearly different dance genres. The relations described and analyzed 

for each one of these dances are: relations according to components of the dance; 

relations at a point in time; relations through time; relations between the moment 

and linear development; and major/minor/subsidiary relations. Adshead (1988) 

writes: 

It is relationships between components that bring about structure, hence 
the movement and other elements of a visual and aural nature are 
manipulated and put together in particular ways to create a form. 
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Specifically, the relationships are created by movement in time and space 
in association with visual and aural materials. (p. 41) 

Based on a detailed description of features and form, the meaning of a 

dance can thus be evoked through writing as one proceeds to an interpretation 

and evaluation of the work. "Making sense of a dance requires, then, that an 

interpretation is made, derived from a rigorous description of the movement and 

supported by additional knowledge of the context in which the dance exists," 

writes Adshead (1988, p. 13). Although one may strive for an objective 

interpretation of a dance, Adshead-Lansdale (personal communication, June 23, 

1993) recognizes that one nevertheless maintains a personal interaction with it: 

We could get into a very long debate about subjectivity and objectivity. I'll 
just refer you to David Best's writings and you'll fmd a particular articulation 
of the subjectivity/objectivity debate. It could be in the end he would 
argue, and I would agree, that subjectivity is incoherent. But you still have a 
very personal engagement with the work that is one you can articulate in an 
interpretive rationality. (see Appendix, p. 237) 

In Chapter IV of Dance Analysis, Pauline Hodgens discusses the role 

interpretation plays in the overall analysis framework. Hodgens suggests here that 

interpretations are made through an analysis of five dimensions which are 

themselves interlocked in a variety of problematic ways. These are: socio-cultural 

background; context; genre (which refers to groups of dances which share similar 

features such as ballet, modem dance and stage dance); style (which exists within a 

genre-such as the various styles of modem dance-or may also be specific to a 

choreographer or performer); and subject matter. 
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Hodgens (1988) writes that the interpretation of a dance will be prone to 

"judgments of truth and correctness'' yet acknowledges that some dances can only 

be considered "reasonable, apt or appropriate" (p. 86). 

The balance of these aspects of an interpretation varies according to the 
dance under consideration. Some dances may be more closely related to 
factual, actual or prescribed elements than others are, thus, more 
appropriately regarded from the standpoint of truth or correctness. 
(Hodgens, 1988, p. 86) 

And following interpretation, the last stage of addressing a dance is 

evaluation-the placing of value on it. The evaluation of a work, posits Hodgens, is 

closely related to the values and attitudes of its culture. 

The Negotiation of the Performing Body/Movement Dynamics and Space 

The method advanced in Dance Analysis is one which predominantly 

promotes Laban movement analysis as a means of describing movement in time 

and space. Movement is analyzed according to: its action; the type of specific 

movement selected within a genre; the distinctive ranges evident within a style; 

its spatial significance; and its dynamic energy or lack of dynamic changes. The 

analysis of movement is important in determining what the style or genre of the 

dance is. Writes Adshead (1988): 

All dances have movement, given form in time and space, but the 
interesting and important part is what kind of movement is typical and 
how it is patterned in time and space to produce the distinctive style of a 
choreographer or genre of dance. (p. 24) 

Similarly, the constructs for an analysis of space and time are taken 

". . . from a Laban-perspective-but then with the recognition different 
styles deal with space and time differently. So it's no good talking about 
the Cunningham-based dance in quite the same way you would if you were 
talking about traditional step dance. So you choose your spatial concepts 



to match your dance styles. (personal communication, June 23, 1993; see 
Appendix, p. 240) 
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Once the movement, spatial and temporal dimensions of a dance are described, 

one can then examine the relations which these features form in the constitution 

of a dance's structure. From these initial descriptions the quality and character of a 

dance can be interpreted and then evaluated. Each of these stages are considered 

closely linked. 

The Role of the Interpreter 

According to basic premises of the method promoted in Dance Analysis, 

a researcher may take on a variety of different roles throughout the interpretive 

process. The function of the interpreter is structured and concrete at some 

points durjng the analysis, and perhaps more flexible at others, depending on 

one's stage in the analysis process and the type of dance one is interpreting. 

When asked about her role in the process of interpretation, Adshead-Lansdale 

(personal communication, June 23, 1993) replied, "I think I'm trying to articulate 

meanings in the plural. ... You can evoke. And I think that's probably an 

important way of describing it is to evoke something of what the work has to say'' 

(see Appendix, p. 236). 

Though in the end it may be that the interpreter brings forth an evocation, 

during the process of an interpretation, her or his task is to accurately and 

objectively describe, interpret and evaluate the dance. The meaning of the dance 

is thus evoked through: an accurate and objective description of its components 

and form; an interpretation based on its situational context; and its final evaluation. 
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Judith Lynne Hanna: Semiotics 

The Peiformer-Audience Connection: Emotion to Metaphor in Dance and Society 

(1983) 

Researcher's Construction of Approach 

Although Judith Lynne Hanna's initial step into the world of dance was in 

the form of lessons--prescribed to her by a physician for the purpose of 

strengthening her feet-it was in those classes that she became interested in the 

possibility of negotiating dance practices intellectually (Hanna, 1983, p. 9). When 

Hanna first began thinking and writing about dance, much of dance scholarship 

focused on the expression of feelings in dance. What interested Hanna was the 

idea that dance was not only a way to negotiate the expressive projects of 

humankind, but the intellectual ones as well. 

Although opinions varied on how and what type of emotion was expressed 

through dance, there was a widely adhered to principle that dance was in many 

ways a universal language. Hanna (1983) notes that throughout time scholars such 

as jean George Noverre, Charles Darwin, Francois Delsarte, Rudolf von Laban and 

Uncoln Kirstein have advanced the notion that all humans have the capacity to 

sense or understand the types of feelings and emotions expressed through dance 

(p. 9). But as an anthropologist, Hanna sought to promote the idea that cultural 

variations do exist in movement; she supported the concept that an individual's 

movement is molded by their culture's values, beliefs and traditions, which are 

learned and transferred through various modes of communication. (Hanna's first 

book, To Dance Is Human: A Theory of Nonverbal Communication, published in 

1979, explored some of these concerns.) 
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In particular, Hanna's text reflects her interest in discovering whether the 

intention of messages sent by performers were the same as those received by 

observers, and if observers generally perceived the same kinds of messages. 

Since the notion of dance as expressed feelings had dominated dance for so long, 

Hanna (1983) felt that a systematic investigation of how emotions are exchanged 

from performers to audience would be of value to the field of dance, and the 

performing arts in general. According to Hanna (1983) mismatched messages can 

create problems in the performer-audience exchange: 

It is most effective-that is, there is a good connection-when people 
share knowledge about when, where, how, and why messages are sent, as 
we shall see in the discussion of the live concerts. Of course, messages 
should be sufficiently lucid to be perceived despite distractions and from a 
distance, as in a theatre. People may send or, more accurately, convey 
unintended messages. Observers make inferences from or assign meaning 
to what they see. (p. 7) 

The dynamics between performer and audience is also important to understand 

since, according to Hanna (1983), "The power to influence attitudes, opinions, and 

feelings is critical to the stage performer aspiring to success" (p. 8). 

Questions Raised by Annroach 

Hanna's text addresses many questions, the most central of which are the 

following: Are there universally understood emotions in dance? What is the 

impact of culture and history on the exchange that takes place between the sent 

messages of performers in a dance and the messages received by the observers of 

that dance? How in turn does this interaction impact culture and history? What is 

the emotional interaction between the performers and the audience? Are the 

clues intentionally sent by the performers the same ones which the audience 
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perceives and responds to? Or are the messages received different than those 

intended, and if yes, what are those differences? Can any patterns be discerned 

which indicate a performer's power and ability to evoke emotional responses 

among observers? How, specifically, do spectators feel as they watch a dance? 

Given different variables among observers' backgrounds, do the emotions they 

perceive in movement and the way that clues are utilized in a dance, then, change? 

The Approach Discerned 

In The Performer-Audience Connection, Hanna analyzes the relations 

among the signs of a dance, their meanings, and the feelings they convey to an 

audience by the dancer's performance. Hanna's anthropological-sociological

semiotic framework investigates meaning as it is construed through three venues; 

she borrows. from Charles Morris' use of semiotic methodology, investigating the 

three dimensions of semantics, syntactics and pragmatics. Specifically, Hanna 

examines: the semantics, or emotional meanings sent by the dancers in the 

performance and received by the observers during sections of selected dances at 

a concert; syntactics or clues which distinguish those meanings; and the 

pragmatics of a dance which refers to the types of emotions experienced by 

observers from various parts of a dance. Hanna was concerned with the extent to 

which the performer's intentions and the audience perceptions were congruent 

(p. 16-17). In interpreting the exchange of emotions as sent and received 

messages-transferred through sections of dances and in terms of the above 

described functions-Hanna clearly utilizes a semiotic approach. 

Hanna examines the different processes and experiences of 

choreographers, dancers and audience as symbolic interaction; the social 
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behaviors among these people are symbolic in orientation and are in large part a 

product of nonverbal exchanges. In this way emotions can be thought of as signs. 

Echoing Kenneth Burke, Hanna (1983) supports a dramaturgical model of social 

life which suggests that: 

Theatre is merely a node in a performance web that also includes everyday 
encounters and special events. Individuals present versions of the reality of 
situations by choosing the setting, posture, gesture, and so on, to manage 
an impression. Creators of production material, performers, and 
observers are the performance participants. For a performance to occur, 
there is a catalyst to which a creator and performer (who may be the same) 
react. When a performance occurs, participants have momentary or more 
lasting responses which affect the ongoing performance as well as future 
acts. The assumptions that participants acquire through their theoretical 
and practical experience also affect the performance, with its intertwining 
messages of feeling and intellect. (p. 8) 

In conducting this study on emotion in dance, Hanna used anthropological 

ethnographic fieldwork procedures. She collected data on eight dances which 

were part of a performance series sponsored by the Smithsonian Institution 

Division of Performing Arts Dance Series. Several of the dances she chose for 

investigation were part of a program within a series entitled, American Dance 

Experience, and others were part of the World Explorer. The dances 

represented different genres and cultures and the historical context of each dance 

is examined in the text. For each of the dances investigated, interviews were 

conducted with the choreographers and dancers, and surveys were distributed to 

audience members. Critic's reviews were also incorporated into each of the 

analyses. Of her approach Hanna (1983) writes: 

This exploratory study, grounded in anthropology/semiotics and symbolic 
interaction, seeks a more open-ended 'native's' interpretation of what 
transpires in a natural setting (not controlled by a researcher). The 
approach is in some ways similar to that of clinical psychology. Emphasis 



is more on how participants in an event construe meaning rather than on 
eliciting responses in more rigid, predetermined categories. (p. 16) 
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In examining the emotional meaning of sent and received messages the 

clues (or syntactic dimensions) which conveyed emotion in eight different dances 

were examined. The audience was asked to describe which emotions they 

thought were conveyed by which body parts of the performer(s) and at which 

stages of the dance emotions were conveyed. The audience was asked to write 

which other kinds of movement or 'means' conveyed emotions in the dances, as 

well as possible non-dance factors contributing to perceived emotions. The 

pragmatic component of Hanna's study was to examine how closely the 

performers' intentions meshed with the observations and feelings of the 

audience. Analyzing Douglace Dunn's (1979) Foot Rules in terms of the above 

internal functions of the dance, for example, one of Hanna's (1983) findings was 

that meaning was not universally conveyed to audience members but that 

nevertheless this work was provocative. 

There was both harmony and discord between performer's hopes and 
audience members' expectations. The favorable/unfavorable dichotomy 
between newspaper dance critics in Washington's major newspapers 
reverberated in the theatre. (p. 109) 

As the patterns of a dance emerge from dance's various cues, the audience 

can then readthe dance. Hanna (1983) writes: 

The dance is read in light of knowledge of the historical development of 
the dance genre and other expectations and experiences that color a 
participant's perception and interpretation. The same stimuli on stage 
evoke different readings, especially when-instead of seeing a ballet that 
follows a dramatic story spelled out in program notes-dance viewing 
demands creative participation on the viewer's part. Consequently, there is 
no one code to crack in discovering meaning, although I attempt to 
identify patterns that emerge from individual interpretations. The meaning 
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of a performance is the interplay of sender-receiver intention-perception 
within its context. (p. 17) 

Following an analysis of the patterns of all eight of these dances, Hanna 

(1983) concludes that there are indeed significant relationships between dance and 

emotion, and identifies six of those (p. 181-182). Dancers' experiences of 

emotions while dancing are also discerned by Hanna. Hanna concludes that "The 

relationships between emotion and movement did not follow a universal pattern" 

(p. 182). Examining the emotional clues which audiences perceived in the dances, 

Hanna notes "There was a general dovetailing of the emotions the dancers wanted 

to get across, how they thought they conveyed them, and audience survey 

respondents' perceptions~ (p.187). Hanna's approach advances the idea that a 

variety of possible meanings exists within a dance depending upon the internal 

workings of the dance itself-particularly as conveyed through the various parts of 

the dancers' bodies. 

Although the primary emphasis of Hanna's approach is on the internal 

cues of a dance, others maintain an important role in the overall paradigmatic 

scheme. Hanna's model regards the intention of the choreographer and/or 

performers as well as the perceptions and responses of the audience as, to some 

extent, dynamics which are culturally determined. 

The Negotiation of the Performing Body/Movement. Dynamics and Space 

Hanna views the dancer's body as a powerful tool, capable of evoking 

strong emotional responses among observers. It is the body and the various 

parts of the body, which Hanna considers to be first and foremost the senders of 

emotional messages. The body is expressive but culture, through its inherent 
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values, traditions and codes of conduct, guides to some extent how the body 

expresses itself as well as how that expression is interpreted. According to 

Hanna's paradigm, various parts of the body are capable of conveying emotions. 

This is evident in the survey she distributed to audience members which listed 

eighteen different emotions and requested that if observers recalled one of these 

emotions in the dance that they write which one of the dancer's body parts acted 

to evoke that emotion. "Kinds of movement" or "other means" were also 

suggested as links to emotion on the survey form Hanna distributed to audience 

members. 

In addition to body and movement, Hanna's study indicates that emotions 

can be revealed through the components of space and time, although neither 

space nor time were explicitly distinguished on Hanna's original audience survey 

form, a copy of which is included in her Appendix. Nevertheless, it appears that 

audience members listed these two features as distinguishing certain emotions 

(most likely under the heading on Hanna's survey sheet which included "other 

means"). For each dance examined by Hanna, a table is included which 

demonstrates the results of the audience surveys. In these tables the features time 

and space are listed under "quality of movement." Additionally, some comments 

made by performers in relation to space, time, and emotion are cited in the text. 

The Role of the Interpreter 

Meaning according to this paradigm may be reconstructed by the 

interpreter/writer through identification, documentation and examination of 

processes, in this case the processes of exchanged emotion between performer 

and audience. In addition to this analysis, meaning is also constituted by Hanna 
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communication of emotion through movement as well as of the dances she 

selects to analyze. 

Susan Leigh Foster: Post-Structuralism 
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Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in Contemporary American Dance (1986) 

Researcher's Construction of Approach 

For Susan Foster the application of semiotics and post-structural literary 

theory to the choreography and analysis of dance paralleled her frustration over 

unestablished principles for such dance practices. Upon entering a performing 

arts high school in Michigan as a teen, Foster (personal communication, May 27, 

1993) was struck by the prevailing attitude about choreography which was: 

'Well, just go into the studio and it will come to you.' You know, Mary 
Wigman had that really funny line, 'It came to me in 3/8 time.' So you had 
this whole sense of, in the modem dance, of dance being this authentic 
expression of a spontaneous state of feeling. And there are no rnles 
guiding how it is that you could develop that material particularly and 
there's no-Martha Graham had that wonderful line, 'If you have to ask me 
whether you should be a choreographer, well then you shouldn't.' ... 
(see Appendix, p.246) 

Impeded yet at the same time intrigued by this piecemeal approach to 

choreography, Foster later set out to meld the fragments together. Under the 

tutelage of james Clifford and Hayden White, as a doctoral candidate at the 

University of California, Santa Cruz, she began with the premise that it was 

possible to establish a set of criteria for choreography and that whatever 

principles were to be set forth should be ones which viewers, too, could apply to 

dances, as a means of enhanced understanding of those works. 
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[Sol the viewer, being fluent in those principles knows what kind of 
meaning the choreographer is trying to get at. Now obviously there's 
plenty of room for individual difference and individual usage and all that, 
but there's some kind of tradition of choreographic technique, or 
techniques, that allows for the movement of meaning from the 
choreographer into the dance and from the dance into the viewer. (Foster, 
personal communication, May 27, 1993; see Appendix, p. 247) 

It was no coincidence, then, that with these general assumptions in her 

pocket, Foster should begin to examine post-structuralism, a theory which was 

quite popular in the academy during the 1970s and 1980s. Of particular influence 

to Foster's inchoate blueprint were the works of Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault 

and the critiques of Foucault's work by Hayden White, her mentor at the 

University of California Santa Cruz. 

So I just tried to borrow some of the frameworks, some of the paradigms 
that they were using for talking about what the function of the literary text 
is. What I immediately noticed when I began to read those texts and try to 
substitute the word 'dance' for the word 'text' all the way through them was 
that they were really saying the kinds of things that choreographers have 
been saying, they were raising the kinds of issues that choreographers have 
been raising since Cunningham. (Foster, personal communication, May 27, 
1993; see Appendix, p. 247-248) 

Thus, Foster postulated that as surely as "literary theorists are theorizing as 

they write literary criticism," so, too, choreographers must be theorizing when 

making dances. "And in this particular historical moment, say 1970 to 1985, they 

are thinking about things in very similar ways" (personal communication, May 27, 

1993; see Appendix, p. 248). So the age-old line that "dancers don't think, they 

just do," was merely a misguided maxim to Foster who knew, not only as a dancer 

and choreographer but now as an informed scholar as well, that dance practices 

draw deeply from the human cognitive well. Says Foster (personal 

communication, May 27, 1993): 
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You can think that [dancers are] thinking in their doing. And that they are 
cognitively, emotionally, in every way participating in the choices that they 
are making as they fool around in the dance studio. And as they come up 
with an idea and elaborate that idea as they organize material into phrases, 
they determine whether to reiterate that material or vary that material or 
contrast that material. (see AppendL"'I{, p. 251) 

Beyond establishing a set of criteria for choreographing and viewing 

dances, Foster also synchronically sought to enhance the credibility of dance as a 

discipline within the academy. A major disadvantage to the survival of dance, as 

Foster (personal communication, May 27, 1993) perceives it, is that it has 

maintained a separatist identity in the 20th century. So by providing a 

framework for talking about dance, one which those working in other disciplines 

within the academy were versed in, Foster attempted to pull dance out of its 

reclusive, marginalized position. 

If you have these kinds of issues that literary critics are talking about, that 
have travelled across a whole bunch of different disciplines--sociologists 
are talking about them, people in art history are talking about them, 
people in history per se are talking about them, people in anthropology 
have very much taken up this idea of the ethnography as a literary text, 
right?-and so, if they travel around like that, let's see how they might travel 
across dance. And that would give us something to talk to people in other 
departments about. (see Appendix, p. 250-251) 

Using literary theory to theorize about dance thus helped to bridge the masculine 

orientation of the academy with the feminine orientation of dance, the latter of 

which, according to Foster (personal communication, May 27, 1993) is," ... more 

ephemeral, more intangible, less relevant [and] more superficial [than writing 

customs]. " (see Appendix, p. 249). Foster notes that dance has notoriously been 

subject to the masculine, dominant writing practices of being interpreted or 

"pinned down." Rather than discerning how a dance is theorizing 
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concerned with issues of evaluation. 
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And therefore they don't tell you very much about how the dancing is 
theorizing. Because it's at those moments where the choreographer makes 
a choice about what to do next and you see a whole accumulated group of 
those choices that you begin to see what the choreographer's theory of 
movement is. So this literary theory that I was using allowed me to 
elucidate choreographic theory and not occupy the role of critic (who has 
better taste or worse taste), but actually talk about the set of conventions 
that the choreographer is using and say, 'Gee, based on this, this is what the 
choreographer did and this is the kind of impact that the dance had.' And 
so to me that opens up dance analysis to more people. (Foster, personal 
communication, june 27, 1993; see Appendix, p. 249-250) 

So by establishing a set of conventions for choreographing and viewing dances, 

these practices can be made accessible to a larger population; the power of the 

critic versed in the field of aesthetics is thus effectively diminished. "Anyone can 

learn this set of choreographic codes and conventions and learn something about 

being 'literate' in dance making and dance viewing" (Foster, personal 

communication, May, 27, 1993; see Appendix, p. 250). 

By applying literary theory to the practices of dance making age-old 

attitudes about dance-which have made its position within the academy a tenuous 

one--were addressed. Applying post-structural theory to dance practices " ... 

brings dance out of muteness, of being unable to speak for itself' (Foster, 

personal communication, May 27, 1993; see Appendix, p. 251). And in bringing 

dance out of this state of silence, Foster was able to dig herself" ... out of a lot of 

holes that I had been placed in by a society that doesn't value the arts and doesn't 

value women and certainly doesn't value the body and certainly doesn't value 

dancing very much" (personal communication, May 27, 1993; see Appendix, 
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p. 252). Foster (personal communication, May 27, 1993) suggests that these times 

are changing. "A lot of people are writing about it now and a lot of people are 

interested so that's been exciting for us because I think it will--it is actually a 

moment where we have a lot to say to people" (see Appendix, p. 253). 

Questions Raised by Approach 

How does a dance mean what it does? What are the codes and structures of 

a dance? How does one discern those? How do the signifiers and structures of 

present day dances compare to historical dance forms? What characterizes 

reflexive and reactive dances? 

The Approach Discerned 

Drawing from the post-structural writings of Roland Barthes, Michel 

Foucault and Hayden White, Foster (1986) posits the idea that since the emergence 

of European court spectacles of the Renaissance, there have been four primary 

forms of danced representations. A dance's meaning is comprised in part by five 

choreographic signifiers: the frame, the mode of representation, the movement 

vocabulary, the style and the syntax. 

The frame which is, according to Foster (1986), " ... the way a dance sets 

itself apart as a unique event" (p. 59)-is the only one of the dance signifiers 

examined by Foster which is not connected solely to the choreography or inner 

workings of a dance. The frame includes all of the extenuating yet closely related 

circumstances of a dance such as: the marketing of a dance, which presents it in a 

certain way prior to its performance; the size and type of theatre or performance 

space where the event is held and which may evoke certain feelings or 

impressions of the audience; the location of the theatre and the price of tickets; 
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the actual stage space, whether proscenium or nonproscenium (such as in-the

round) and the seating arrangement in the performance space; the program 

which is distributed; the overall character of the concert, such as how many 

choreographers present works on the program and the order of the pieces; how 

the beginning and endings of the pieces take place; and the use of curtains and 

lights. In addition to these extenuating but closely connected signifiers of the 

work, Foster also considers the actual focus of the dancers as part of the frame. 

The mode of representation of a dance (which Foster defines as 

resemblance, imitation, replication and reflections), displays similar characteristics 

to four tropes of rhetoric (metaphor, metonymy, synecdoche and irony, 

respectively). These modes emphasize the inner workings of the dance, which 

will vary depending on the type of mode of representation. If a dance imitates a 

river, for instance, its use of space and time will be unique to that particular mode 

of representation. Foster (1986) writes: 

If the choreography imitates the river, it produces a schematized version 
of the river's appearance. Imitation depends on a spatial and temporal 
conformity between represented entity and danced step. Thus the curves, 
width, speed, color, and texture of the river are carefully appraised and 
reproduced in the movement. The movement, although altered to the 
scale of the human body and simplified in certain ways, clearly indicates the 
size and shape of its counterpart in the world. (p. 65-66) 

Whereas, if the choreographer reflects a river, a run across the space may carry 

no meaning other than that the performer is actually running across the stage, 

since, as Foster (1986) notes: 

... by reflecting its own movement the dance can suggest the river as one 
of many possible associations evoked by the activity of moving. Unlike the 
other three modes, reflective representation makes exclusive reference to 



the performance of a movement and only tangentially alludes to other 
events in the world. (p. 66) 
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In addition to the frame and mode of representation, another 

choreographic signifier of a dance discussed by Foster (1986) is the style of a 

work. Style is formed by " ... the quality with which the movement is performed, 

the characteristic use of parts of the body, and the dancer's orientation in the 

performance spacet' (p. 77). Another signifier is the movement vocabulary of a 

work, which provides the fundamental stepping stones of the structural 

dimension. Ballet and modern dance have two different, distinct movement 

vocabularies, each of which necessarily hosts a unique structural form. 

Foster (1986) also examines the syntactic components of a dance, or, 

" ... the rules governing the selection and combination of moves" (p. 59). These 

dimensions are distinguished as mimesis, pathos and parataxis. As is true of the 

mode of representation of a dance, the syntax of a work may be evident at various 

times in the same work. Understanding the syntaxes of a work sheds light on the 

choreographerts choice and combinations of specific movements. 

The structure of a dance thus comes into focus as the viewer interacts with 

or reads the performance. Foster (1986) writes: 

During the course of the dance, the viewer repeatedly enacts, at ever
increasing levels of organization, the reciprocal process of interpreting 
how the dance represents the world in relation to how it is organized. The 
larger issues of the dance as a meaningful commentary on the world and its 
relation to other such commentaries begin to emerge as the various 
conventions in the dance inform and resonate against each other. (p. 98) 

When watching a dance, Foster (personal conununication, May 27, 1993) notes 

that: 
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... I really do think in terms of vocabulary and syntax and notions of 
representation and notions of scale and space and architectural features of a 
performance. I also think about style, the bodily use of style. And I just 
immediately look to those things but I don't even notice that I am doing 
that. It's like a reflex. When I was first developing it, I had to practice it, I 
had to teach myself to do it almost. So that's why I can't say what it is that I 
don't use [regarding this approach] because it is pretty deeply imbedded in 
the way that I think. (see Appendix, p. 255-256) 

Foster uses the choreographic signification of the mode of representation, 

and its related literary trope, as a means of comparing the similarities and 

dissimilarities of the contemporary works of Hay, Balanchine, Graham and 

Cunningham to those of historical dance forms. Cutting across time, space and 

tightly clutched assumptions about historically claimed dance traditions, Foster 

aligns the signifier of resemblance, evident in Hay's works, with that of 

Renaissance dances; Balanchine's imitative representations with dance of the 

eighteenth century; the expressive works of Graham and other early modern 

dance choreographers with replication and; the objectivist works of Cunningham 

and other contemporary choreographers with the reflective mode. 

This approach, Foster (1986) maintains, offers a flexible approach to the 

interpretation of historical works while situating their historical relevance to that 

of contemporary ones. "Instead of advocating a single aesthetic project by 

showing its resilience over time or its development through various states, the 

arrangement of historical dance forms side by side supports and encourages a 

diversity of choreographic pursuits" (p. 100). Through Foster's creation of a 

model which reveals the internal relationships, or choreographic signifiers of a 

dance, the overall structure and essential meanings of distinctly different dances 

from different time periods are thus translated. 
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It is in large part through Foster's translation of the semiotics and structure 

of these dances, that we come to know their meaning. From Foster's vantage, 

there may be multiple readings of a dance since, as Foster asserts, the viewer of a 

dance will read or interpret the meaning of a dance depending on its particular 

form of representation and the way in which the frame, mode of representation, 

style, vocabulary and syntax are negotiated. Foster (personal communication, May 

27, 1993) says: 

I'm really trying to make sure that people see that dance is not all one big 
project. That there are really very, very different aesthetics that are in play. 
And that there are very coherent, completely organized, autonomous, 
beautifully thought out worlds, aesthetic worlds, of: How did she go about 
making dance happen? And they're not similar to each other at all. I have 
a lot of aesthetic attachment to that idea, that there are these differences. 
(see Appendix, p. 264) 

Positing a criteria for understanding the codes of a dance, discerning these 

codes in four different choreographic models and then comparing these modes 

to four historical dance forms, Foster (1986) then distinguishes a fifth model for 

understanding meaning in dance representations. This she refers to as the 

reflexive model, a form which radically breaks from the four traditional 

representations discussed above and is exemplified by interdisciplinary post

modern dance works. This fifth mode of choreography is capable not only of 

representing the world through dance, but also of simultaneously examining its 

own choreographic process as well. Foster states, "Because these dances expose 

the representational processes, as part of the choreography, their message is 

concerned with the body's movement, but also with the process of message 

making" (p. 188). 



Examples of this reflexive paradigm are works presented by the Grand 

Union and Meredith Monk and the House. These dances are actually written, 

rather than read, by the viewer, who is engaged in an active process of milling 

through the variety of possible interpretations. According to Foster (1986), "By 

developing an interactive rapport between body and subject and between the 

arts, the Grand Union and Meredith Monk allow viewers to collaborate in 

interpreting the performance" (p. 222). 
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Foster compares reflexive to post-modern reactive ones, such as those 

choreographed by Twyla Tharp, who " ... shows how reflexive choreographic 

techniques can be used to impart a playful yet uncritical message, one that 

reinforces conservative values even as it leads ultimately to a profound sense of 

alienation" (1986, p. 260). Characteristic of Tharp's dances is the ridicule of dance 

customs in general, without a self-examination of the very dances within which the 

ridicule occurs. In short, a reflexive investigation is not sustained. Foster (1986) 

writes, "But even as they celebrate diversity and satirize their own origins, Tharp's 

dances deny the viewer access to their own workings. They present the 

choreographic process for consumption rather than for collaboration" (p. 220). 

Negotiation of The Performing Body/Movement. Dynamics and Space 

Throughout the text, the very foundation of Foster's theory and method is 

rooted in the notion that bodies are culturally constructed and act as an internal 

code of a dance. In our discussion about her text, she (personal communication, 

May 27, 1993) talked about watching a master dance class taught by Maria Theresa 

Duncan: 



96 

Bodies are culturally constructed and then whenever you go in to really 
make a dancer's body, you spend another ten years constructing that body. 
I've never learned that more clearly than when I watched Maria Theresa 
Duncan who is Isadora Duncan's last surviving adopted daughter, teach 
master classes at Wesleyan where I used to teach. And the whole rhetoric 
around Duncan is that it's natural dancing. It's the natural way to use your 
body. And then you watch her do it and then you watch everybody else do 
it and it's very clear that it's not natural because if it were natural, they 
would be able to do it! There's nothing natural about managing to keep the 
foot absolutely limp, neither pointed nor flexed. It's not natural, you have 
to really let go of it to do that. And then you just watch and it's perfect the 
way she does it and then you watch all these other people and, you know, 
they're doing it like this [stands up and demonstrates]. The 'natural' takes a 
lot of practice. Right? So bodies are constructed [sits down] and they're 
constructed for different choreographic projects ... And the whole idea of 
the pickup company in New York (you know, the multi-purpose dancer 
who has to be good at every project) makes these bodies that are very 
generic. They're trained in ballet with a little bit of contact improvisation, 
they lift weight') ... But if you go back and look at Primitive Mysteries, you 
know the f.tlm of the first version of Primitive Mysteries, or some very 
early Graham pieces, those bodies really looked different from the ones 
that perform that work these days .... And what I am interested in is 
preserving some notion of aesthetic differentiation among different 
choreographic traditions that would preserve the idea that there isn't just 
one way to train a body, that there are many ways to train a body and many 
bodies that result from that training It's pretty important to me not to 
think that there's one body-self relationship and not one body aesthetic 
that you could have. (see Appendix, p. 262-263) 

When watching choreography then, Foster (personal communication, May 27, 

1993) is particularly attentive to the decisions the choreographer has made about 

the movement of bodies in space. "So I am always seeing an accumulation of a set 

of decisions that have been made and I distinguish that, which I think of as the 

choreography, from the performance, which is any individual group of dancers' 

interpretation of that skeletal framework" (see Appendix, p. 258). Whereas the 

actual performance of a piece may vary depending on how the performers 



interpret the dance at any given time, the overall choreographic structure, or 

"game plan" remains the same. 

Thus in interpreting a dance the impression of what the performers' 

bodies bring to the work at that particular moment, merges with the overall 

choreographic structure. 
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I think in order to write about dance another thing that you have to do is 
you have to try to let your body be engulfed by, populated with, the images 
of the bodies in that dance. So, depending on what kind of dance you're 
writing about, your body becomes kind of a different kind of body. And 
the way you try to write about it becomes slightly different. (Foster, 
personal communication, May 27, 1993; see Appendix, p. 266-267) 

Writing about choreography per se thus becomes, for Foster, a matter of writing 

about a work as" ... many different groups of dancers might dance it" (personal 

communication, May 27, 1993; see Appendix, p. 259), although any particular 

work will require a specifically trained body: 

... different kinds of choreographic projects demand different kinds of 
technical expertise from dancers and demand differently trained bodies. 
So I don't believe that Baryshnikov could ever do justice to a Deborah Hay 
piece. Because the way that his body has been trained is absolutely 
antithetical to the way that she conceptualizes the body. So there you have 
to include in your notion of what choreography is, a rather profound idea 
about what the particular dancing body, the performer's body, has to 
bring to that. (see Appendix, p. 259) 

Foster's notion of culturally constructed bodies opposes the forging of an 

international standard of technique by ballet. She maintains that ballet is not the 

only technique which requires dedication, discipline and hard work . 

. . . there are many ways to train a body and many bodies that result from 
that training. It's pretty important to me not to think that there's one 
body-self relationship and not one body-self relationship and not one 
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body aesthetic that you could have (Foster, personal communication, May 
27, 1993; see p. 263) 

Consequently, there are many different aesthetics that emerge from the project of 

dance. In analyzing the differences between the bodies of Hay and Balanchine

trained performers, as she does in her text, for instance, Foster's intent is to 

rupture " ... the Walter Sorell or Uncoln Kirstein notion of an unbroken tradition 

of ballet that begins with the court aristocracy and moves forward (with the 

horrible minor pimple of modern dance on its otherwise unblemished 

complexion) to Balanchine" (Foster, personal communication, May 27, 1993; see 

Appendix, p. 264). 

Space and time are also important features distinguished in Foster's text. 

The style of a work, for example, is conveyed in part by the actual space in which 

the work is performed. Similar to the way that meaning is connected to parts of 

the body, so too, its meaning permeates the sections of a performance space. A 

loft naturally has a different sense to it than a large opera house, both of which 

differ from a dance studio-turned-performance space at a university. In 

conjunction with the meaning inherent of the space itself is that meaning 

associated with the dimensions of any space. Foster (1986) notes the generally 

accepted notions that: 

. . . movement that occurs in the air, such as a jump or lift, or that gestures 
toward upper space is usually associated with the abstract, the pure, the 
heavenly, or the ideal, whereas movement occurring on the floor or 
oriented toward the ground evokes a more primeval or earthly existence. 
In addition, movement at the center of space is more important than 
movement at the periphery. (p. 85) 

Citing Humphrey's (1959) writings about the significance created by 

dancers depending on the location of their body in the space, Foster (1986) agrees 
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that as the performer moves toward the center of the space the movement 

becomes more important compared to when, for instance they move away from 

that central location. So the the negotiation of space (along with body, the quality 

of the movement and the tradition of a particular dance form) is an important 

component of choreographic style. In addition to the meaning created by the 

body's spatial occupation on stage, of a particular location in the performance 

space, Foster also draws upon Rudolf von Laban's theory of direct and indirect 

space (one of the three quality-determining-features of movement in addition to 

time, weight and flow). 

The feature of time is only briefly mentioned in Foster's analysis of 

choreographic signification, and as in her discussion of the feature of space, she 

uses Laban's concepts, in this instance, those of sustained and sudden time. She is 

particularly concerned with the relation of time to the development of the 

choreographic convention of style. In addition to Laban's notion of time, another 

citation of time in Foster's text is: " ... recessive movement signifies receding time 

or regression," which she further clarifies with a citation from Humphrey's (1959) 

book, The Art of Making Dances (p. 85-86). She also refers to the rhythmic 

structures of Balanchine's choreography which contribute to its unique structure. 

Time, as is true of space and "tensile properties of a move or phrase" can create 

variation within a work. In using a circular move of the arm as an example, Foster 

(1986) writes, "The temporal properties of the circle could be varied in speed, 

made faster or slower, or accelerated or decelerated; or the performance of the 

circle could be punctuated with stillnesses or accented to give it a rhythmic 

pattern" (p. 96). 
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In reference to the way her text negotiates the concept of space and time, 

Foster (personal communication, May 27, 1993) says: 

I really do use the Modernist concepts born in the 20th century. Other 
notions of space that rm trying to work with in the text, or space and time, 
have to do with this idea of ... distinctive bodies. So that whole chapter on 
dance history which I think is very problematic in many ways, but--it's 
trying to contest the Walter Sorell or Lincoln Kirstein notion of an 
unbroken tradition of ballet. .. " (see Appendix, p. 263) 

The Role of the Interpreter 

Foster's role then, as an interpreter is multi-faceted: a model builder of 

choreographic signifiers; a revealer of these choreographic conventions and 

codes; and a translator or recreator of the dance into words. 

Sondra Horton Fraleigh: Existential Phenomenology 

Dance and the Lived Body: A Descriptive Aesthetics (1987) 

Researcher's Construction of Approach 

For Sondra Horton Fraleigh, the notions of self, choreographer, dancer, 

teacher and writer-roles often compartmentalized by those of us who speak and 

write about them-are unequivocally united. So to write of her existential 

phenomenological approach to interpretive dance discourse, is to write of her 

human existence; and to write of her human existence is to write of her modern

dancerly orientation as choreographer, teacher and writer. 

Fraleigh's perception of the holistic involvement of self, dance and 

philosophical framework is aptly depicted in her work, Meditations, which she 

recently choreographed for a group of her students at SUNY Brockport (where 

she is Program Director in Graduate Dance), to perform in Japan. During the five 
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sections of the dance Fraleigh, herself, journeys around and through other dancers 

on stage, carrying in her arms a large stone. As impermeable as a stone may 

appear, it carries an opposite truth; for even a stone can be embodied by love. 

Says Fraleigh (personal communication, June 17, 1993): 

... Puccini was coming through at that point in the music with beautiful 
singing. Here I felt the love that can melt through stone, can melt it. That 
can flow over it, through it. Nothing prevents love. It finds a way. (see 
Appendix, p. 283-284) 

And beyond Puccini and the stone, beyond the dance Meditations, there are 

other things in life which seem to always find a way into our world; which flow 

over it, through it and which nothing can prevent. To Fraleigh one of the most 

important of these is the question, which may be framed phenomenologically: 

"Who am I?" Fraleigh (personal communication, June 17, 1993) suggests: 

I think this is the project, this is the journey that everyone is on-a kind of 
self-discovery in our lives as we learn through our mistakes and successes. 
Beyond that what existentialism and phenomenology does is bring those 
things directly to your attention and allow one to see one's disposition. As I 
interpret dances, I just naturally bring my questions about living, making 
dances, why we dance, what meaning that has for our lives and what value it 
has. I bring these to attention. (see Appendix, p. 280) 

The answers to these fundamental life questions, as we shall discover below, 

can be glimpsed in large part by a return to Fraleigh's comments about the stone 

and music of Puccini; for it is through a tension of opposites that we experience 

our humanness and world and that, as Fraleigh posits, we can also come to 

understand an aesthetics of dance. But before we examine further the 

fundamental principles of existential phenomenology as depicted in Dance and 

the Lived Body, how did Fraleigh become interested in this approach? 
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Fraleigh first became interested in existential phenomenological questions 

-- such as: Who am I?--when she studied American and German forms of modern 

dance. It was also at this time she began an ongoing dialogue with her own work. 

. . . I began to grasp the notion dancing is a self-creation. That we are 
actually creating ourselves in our dances. We're creating worlds. We're 
creating meaning. That's a self-creation. (Fraleigh, personal 
communication, June 17, 1993; see Appendix, p. 281) 

It was only natural then that Fraleigh should turn to the body of knowledge 

exemplified in the plays of Sartre and Camus as well as the writings and works of 

existential artists connected to the theatre of the absurd, such as Beckett, Ionesco, 

Albee, and Pinter. Also proving to be influential were some of Kafka's first 

writings as well as the work of Simone de Beauvoir. 

For instance, one of the first existentialists who impressed me very 
strongly in terms of philosophy was a woman, Simone de Beauvoir, and 
she's so important at the genesis of feminism-feminism at large and, in 
particular, philosophical feminism She's touched, I think, every aspect of 
feminism because she had courage to state the things she did and be in her 
views. Now subsequent writers can have a dialogue with her. So much of it 
still rings true, although there may be perspectives taken in disagreement 
with some of the things that were coming out of her work which has been 
basic. Nevertheless, the dialogue got started there. So existentialism and 
feminism came together in Simone de Beauvoir. (Fraleigh, personal 
communication, June 17, 1993; see Appendix, p. 276) 

Later, in a composition class Fraleigh took which was directed by Alwin 

Nikolais, core concepts related to theatre of the absurd were directly linked to 

dance. But it was her studies with the existentialist Arturo Fallico, which did most 

to enhance her understanding and knowledge of existentialism's relation to the 

arts. It was here that Fraleigh's then vague notions of dance as self-creation found 

supporting theory. "Perhaps my study with him was not just good luck; he told us 

that existentialists do not trust in luck-they make their own" (1987, p. x:xvili). 



Fraleigh found Fallico's concept of Nothingness to be of particular relevance to 

her understanding of the beginning stages of the modern dance movement: 

Their rejection of essentialist rules and aesthetic standards governing 
classical and romantic arts had opened these arts to new possibilities. 
Through this opening, radical abstraction, chance, absurdity, suffering, 
doubt, and even intentional ugliness became possible . . . . Nothingness 
held a particular poignancy for those writers, artists, and philosophers 
seeking to erase the world-to begin over again. It became a place, a 
something, a sentient opening. (1987 p. xxix) 
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So with an emphasis on Nothingness and lived experience as well as a readily 

accessible literature on the human body, Fraleigh became aware of the forces that 

could potentially bind existential phenomenology to dance. Fraleigh (1987) writes 

she knew that, "I was being given words for what I had known in other ways and 

had struggled with in dance; I .was coming home to a place I had somehow known 

all along" (p. xxix). Pulling from her own experiences as a dancer and 

choreographer, Fraleigh (1987) began to make the connection that "Like the 

existentialists, modern dancers approach being as a quest and a questioning: being 

is open-not closed and decided" (p. xxxvili). 

But the powerful connections between existential phenomenology and 

dance aside, Fraleigh discovered that even those philosophers who advanced a 

nondualistic perspective of the human body, had neglected the lived body as it 

existed in dance-a most likely place for it to be addressed. And although the 

Phenomenology of Dance had been published by Maxine Sheets-Johnston (1986), 

Fraleigh thought the primary concept of forcespacetime promoted by Sheets

Johnston's book had sidestepped the more important issue of dance as 

embodied motion. Fraleigh (1987) writes: 
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To experience the dance is to experience our own living substance in an 
aesthetic (affective) transformation. To express the dance is to express the 
lived body in an aesthetic form. The body, understood in its lived totality, 
is the source of the dance aesthetic. (p. xvi) 

The meaning that Fraleigh's existential phenomenological approach brings to the 

discipline of dance, then, germinates in a core concept of the lived body. And in 

the tradition of existential phenomenology, Fraleigh's development of a lived 

body concept is constituted from her own conscious perceptions and 

experiences as a modern dancer and choreographer. 

Questions Raised By Approach 

Several of the fundamental questions of Fraleigh's project are: Who am I? 

What is the connection of my lived body (and consequently the lived body) to 

dance? And, What does the concept of the lived-body infer for an aesthetics of 

dance? These questions are addressed as Fraleigh reflects upon both the visible 

and invisible (or symbolic) properties of dance (Fraleigh, 1990). 

The Approach Discerned 

Fraleigh's text begins with implications for an approach to interpretive 

discourse, based on a negotiation of her own dancerly position in the world. 

Through this initial embracement of self, a defmition of the lived-body and its 

significance to an existential phenomenological aesthetics of dance emerges. The 

lived body, reflects Fraleigh (personal communication, June 17, 1993), seamlessly 

dovetails with existentialism and phenomenology: 

One really is a point of view on the world-existentialism-the other is a 

methodology, a way of moving toward the core of an experience and 
describing it. These two came together at the juncture of the concept of 
the lived-body. I thought that this concept, since it's central to existential 
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phenomenology, and it is central to dancing was a good point of entry into 
a book, bridging pWlosophy and dance. (see Appendix, p. 272) 

Melding the reductive principles of phenomenology--to describe the 

essence of that which appears to consciousness-with the existential principle that 

one cannot remove oneself from the observation of a phenomena forms the 

basis of Fraleigh's negotiation (1987, p. 6-7). The result, according to Fraleigh, is 

the rejection of a dualistic concept of the body, a misconceived idea that 

perpetuates the idea that the mind and body are separate entities. Fraleigh (1987) 

notes that tWs dualistic concept of mind and body which has dominated Western 

thought since Descartes (and makes its first appearance, in part, with Plato), is 

largely responsible for the body's marginalized situation in Western thought, 

particularly compared to the mind, soul and spirit. 

The lived body of dance, then, forms a central loop in Fraleigh's offering of 

a descriptive aesthetics of dance. In our discussion of her book, Fraleigh 

(personal communication, June 17, 1993) elaborated on the significance of the 

body to her interpretive approach: 

The body itself was given a beautiful credence and validity in this form of 
philosophy. Remember the body was denied in the patriarchal dualistic 
notions of separating body and mind, body-soul, body-spirit, where body 
is placed beneath in attempts to separate it as mechanistic, stubborn, mute 
substance-needed to be moved by some higher order. Then the body is 
not seen as part of that higher order-that dimension that allows us our 
non-separateness from God. The body is actually full of God. (see 
Appendix, p. 275) 

But "successful" dance, Fraleigh (1987) posits, is capable of disarming such 

ill-conceived ideas of the body since "When the dancer succeeds, neither body 

nor mind is held at a distance; they are the same action" (p. 11). At that moment 

the dancer is not aware of her self or her movement in space, but rather is 



experiencing a spontaneous and holistic fusion of movement and self in time. 

This body-subject view of the body can be compared to a body-object 

perspective, wherein the dancer is very aware of herself as an object which is 

being observed. 
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The body is also considered by Fraleigh (1987) to be an intentional 

consciousness, capable of discerning and ordering the world from a position of 

freedom. (In the existential sense, freedom refers to actual lived experience.) 

Fraleigh agrees with the existential phenomenological principle that " ... we 

perceive through the senses in an active way, finally constituting the shape and 

meaning of our world as we consciously engage ourselves with it" (p. 15). 

Meaning, whether in one's own world, or the world of dance, derives from the 

pre-existing position of the interpreter or creator. 

It is most significant that the null point for creation in art lies in ourselves, 
in the originating imagination. That is, until we conceive of a work, until 
some spark of imagination is ignited in view of it, the work has no 
existence. (p. 18) 

As one becomes aware of one's self as a dancer, and expresses that 

understanding, a tension arising between the personal and universal realms of the 

dancer's world is resolved: 

I move beyond the confmes of persona (meaning mask or that which 
appears as evidently personal about me) to union with the larger aesthetic 
purpose of the dance and in communion with others. The magic here is 
that self is surpassed toward the dance and toward others. This is the 
aesthetically constituted, universalized (impersonalized) self. (p. 29) 

But as intertwined as self, movement, dance and the art works of dance 

may be, Fraleigh (1987) notes the necessity of distinguishing between pedestrian 
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movement (not to be confused with pedestrian movement often seen in dance 

during the 1960s and 1970s) and the movement of a dance. 

Self perception in dance grows out of the wholeness of the deeply and 
subtly minded body-of-action. When I dance, I call upon resources not 
ordinarily called for in everyday life. Dance movement is not functional 
movement used to accomplish a purposeful task. . .. Dance is movement 
set apart from life; that is,movement seen for itself, most particularly its 
aesthetic qualities. Thus when I dance my attention must be lifted out of 
my useful body-of-tasks, my body-of-habituated-movement. Bodily 
awareness-my awareness of myself and my-body-as-myself--changes. 
(p. 30) 

So although the dancer is aware of her own body and motion she 

synchronically visualizes her movement and the dance itself objectively. Just as a 

dancer knows of her self and body as she dances she also experiences and knows 

her body and the dance in an aesthetic way. The audience, too, comes to know a 

dance in its aesthetic way. A dancer chooses to perform a dance with the 

purpose of fulfilling the dance's aesthetic objectives. Through the dancer's 

commitment to the required energy and effort demanded of a dance, those 

objectives are met. 

Fraleigh (1987) suggests that " ... the aesthetic exists intrinsically within the 

subjective field" (p. 44). The aesthetics of a dance are known in a subjective and 

intrinsic way. For instance, when one watches a dance, one may experience any 

number of different feelings within the subjectively felt world of the observer. In 

this way the aesthetic qualities of a work are experienced within the subjectively 

felt world of the observer. Therefore the perception of a dance and experience 

of its aesthetic values can only be known in a subjective way. 



108 

Yet in addition to these subjective qualities, the objective components of a 

dance may also be negotiated by an observer of a dance, since these components 

come to one's attention when the subjective, intrinsic characteristics of a work are 

experienced. Writes Fraleigh (1987): 

Aesthetic values, then, are properties inherent in works of art (or other 
objects) that influence the aesthetic in experience. Thus the aesthetic is 
both objective and subjective, with the subjective in the independent 
position of intrinsic (both first and final) valuing. (p. 46) 

Clues to the specific properties of a dance which one might consider 

aesthetically, can be gleaned from Fraleigh's (1987) description of Trisha Brown's 

dances Lateral Pass (1985) and Set Reset (1983). Fraleigh (1987) notes the 

aesthetic properties of: 

... flight, light, ease and fluidity. Uncanny evaporation of movement and 
the obliqueness of her dancing contribute to the unique effect of the whole. 
Her works linger tenuously just outside the realm of completion, 
continuously in motion, seldom resolved in solid shapes or caught in time. 
(p. 45) 

Or of Natsu Nakajima's works, Fraleigh (1987) writes that they 

. . . allow us to experience our primal emotional selves in highly distilled 
gestures which we can relate to ourselves .... In contrast to Brown's work, 
it engages the audience with particular intensity through tightly drawn, 
restrained qualities of movement given dramatic shape and ecstatic 
emphasis. (p. 46) 

These two brief descriptions imply that more important than establishing 

a detailed criteria of aesthetic properties to Fraleigh, is the development of a 

foundation for how an aesthetics can be known. And by embracing the concepts 

of vital movement sensibility and vital body, that is made clear. How we 

understand aesthetic properties, rather than what they are, is an important 

concept in the f1fst part of Fraleigh's text. Ultimately, it is movement, aesthetic 
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which constitute the unique qualities of a dance. When these combine with the 

dance's tension of opposites, the dance as a symbol can be known. 
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Movement sensibility is the concept that dance is fundamentally 

understood and valued kinesthetically by the choreographer, dancer and 

audience. It is through the energy or vitality of the lived body that this kinesthetic 

understanding of the dance is known. In this way: 

The dancer and the audience both experience (and may be moved by) the 
dance, but in different ways. In both cases, however, the experience is 
valued for itself when the aesthetic is realized. (Fraleigh, 1987, p. 47) 

Movement, created through the imagination of the choreographer and 

experienced and lived subjectively in the body, and of time-space, is the primaty 

aesthetic property of dance. Writes Fraleigh (1987), "In a word, human 

movement is grounded in the lived body" (p. 49). 

Though dance is primarily an aesthetic expression it also, according to 

Fraleigh, embodies cultural values since it is performed for others. The body of 

dance is a poetic body which communicates to others preverbally. As suggested 

above, the tension of opposites is of primaty importance to Fraleigh's descriptive 

aesthetics. Through a tension of opposites, as expressed through the poetic body 

(or mythopoetic body) of dance, the dance's inherent and intrinsic qualities 

become meaningful. 

In clarifying the concept of tension of opposites, Fraleigh examines the 

manifestations of opposite life forces in dance. These are: cosmic motion and 

counterbalancing, such as, ". . . wet and dry, day and night, ascent and descent, 

forward and backward, fast and slow, rough and smooth" (p. 78); phenomenal 
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tensions which are typical of the creative quest itself; tensions arising among 

various historically situated defmitions of dance such as expressive and formalist; 

and the tensions of opposites inherent in our myths, such as: female and male, 

nature and culture, or heaven and earth. 

So how does one apply existential phenomenology to dance? 

I'm reminded of what Merleau-Ponty said: 'When phenomenology is true 
to itself it never knows where it's going.' You might start somewhere and 
fmd you end at an unexpected place in terms of your thinking. It might not 
even be an end, but for that moment it's an end because phenomenology 
also respects the temporal dimension of learning and of perception--that 
the world is not static, it is not objective. It's alive. It's a process. And 
where we are and what we see depends on our perspective. It depends on 
time, too. We learn in particular that the phenomenon we're studying can 
change according to our perspective on it. The temporal dimension 
means change. I mean time and change are commensurate words. 
(Fraleigh, personal communication, June 17, 1993; see Appendix, p. 275-
276) 

Yet as Fraleigh (personal communication, June 17, 1993) notes, in learning about 

this approach one must, in large part, teach oneself. "But nobody ever really tells 

you how to do it-so you learn what the method is and there's no A-B-C" (see 

Appendix, p. 273). Reading the works of Sartre, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty

philosophers who have actually used this approach--is essential to one's 

understanding of existential phenomenology. "They're the three best existential 

phenomenologists for the method, but there are philosophers who interpret 

them, like Richard Zaner, and who distill the methods and approach they use and 

sort of bring it together. They provide insight beyond what you can glean for 

yourself about what this method is" (see Appendix, p. 273). 



Perhaps it is Fraleigh's (personal communication, June 17, 1993) 

description of how she introduces existential phenomenology to her graduate 

students which yields the most information about her approach: 
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So what I'm starting to do for my students now when I teach dance and 
phenomenology, is to give them some tools that I think are true to 
phenomenology, to actually methodologically impart a method. It begins 
at the beginning-and I bring in a Zen metaphor in terms of that: 
beginner's mind. To begin with a beginner's mind is, in phenomenology, 
not to have assumptions or pre-existing notions, but according to Husser!, 
the father of phenomenology, to look at the thing in itself. I believe that 
Zen and the idea of a beginners mind actually gives us a very beautiful 
metaphor for what phenomenologists wanted to do, to look at a thing 
innocently and describe it as simply as you can. I think of Shunru Suzuki in 
his Beginner's Mind book talking about emptiness and form where he says 
that-in the beginning emptiness is emptiness and form is form. Then as 
you think into these and experience these images, emptiness becomes 
form and form becomes emptiness. A kind of shift goes on. When you 
arrive at the end of your journey in terms of going into consciousness this 
way, emptiness is emptiness and form is form. (see Appendix, p. 273-
274). 

And so, as might be inferred, it is from a place of emptiness and stillness that 

both dance making and interpreting come forward. "I let them ruminate; I let 

them speak to me-l let them-1 don't make them speak" (see Appendix, p. 279). 

But once a voice emerges, it's important that one not confuse existential 

phenomenological approach with a mere " ... outpouring of experience" (see 

Appendix, p. 284). 

It needs to be distilled in terms of getting the beginner's mind at 
work. You get to the experience, and describe it with the freshest 
approach that you can, with your freshest mind, you go in and distill the 
meaning. It gives dancers a way to study what they do in terms of 
describing it, and finding in it the meanings that they find, without 
imposing a psychological point of view or sociological. I mean it's just so 
directly into the experience. But then, if it's ever going to be anything that 
anybody would want to read, I think that the writer then becomes 
obligated to take another point of view. The writer becomes the 
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philosopher developing theoretically the meaning that she finds and 
making that essence communicable to others. Finally, she has the basis for 
research in terms of looking into what other authors--be it from other 
disciplines, even, psychology, sociology, anthropology, history--have had 
to say about the same phenomena that she has gone into her experience to 
find. She can find points of agreement or disagreement. Or she can use 
that meaning distilled from her core experience as a definition with which 
to challenge other points of view. There are various ways it can be used. I 
think that it brings an initial body of writing to the fore which then is there 
for a lot of different uses. (Fraleigh, personal communication, June 17, 
1993; see Appendix, p. 284-285) 

Fraleigh (personal communication, June 17, 1993) says that one of the 

strongest advantages of this approach is that "Phenomenology does respect all 

phenomena of consciousness: intuition, emotion, thought, reason, aesthetic 

sensibilities. It's very tolerant and admissive of experience as valid" (see 

Appendix, p. 286). 

The Negotiation of the Performing Body/Movement. Dynamics and Space 

Body and motion, as already discussed at length above, are absolutely 

integral to Fraleigh's approach. The features of space and time are also of 

particular significance to Fraleigh's development of a descriptive aesthetics. 

Offering Maurice Merleau-Ponty's views, Fraleigh (1987) agrees that our lived 

bodies are of space and time rather than in space and time. Time-space are lived 

dimensions of life, as succinctly depicted in the title and content of Fraleigh's 

chapter, entitled Moving Time-Space. 

Fraleigh (1987) notes that time-space is actually indistinguishable from 

movement: 

In dance we live the poetry of time and space as we actually embody time 
and space in our movement, imbuing them with an aesthetic form It is in 
this sense that we can speak of moving time-space in dance. We are in fact, 
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in all our movements, moving time-space; but in dance we give these 
specific aesthetic form. We create them as we formulate the time-space 
qualities of the dance, its envisioned poetry and rhythmic music. (p.183) 

So although we may speak or write about time and space as separate 

entities, in reality they are indistinguishable, lived experiences. And in 

interpreting the spatial and temporal aspects of a dance then, Fraleigh (personal 

communication, June 17, 1993) notes that: 

... I'm living, the spatial sensations of what I'm writing about. That is, if 
I'm writing about the dance that I've seen, that I've felt, that I'm audience 
to-the lived dimensions of its space will come up to me. And not, maybe, 
its actual dimensions because they don't matter anyway. The actual 
dimensions are not what the work is about. It's about the lived dimension. 
So I've become consonant with the space of the work that I'm writing 
about or the spatial feelings inherent in what I am working out, as I say it. 
. . . The dance is of time. It's of space, and I understand the dance is 
actually constructing time before my eyes. I'm constructing it in my 
perception of the dance. I co-create the time of it in my perceptions, as I 
go into the dance as a dancer and choreographer. 
(see Appendix, p. 292-293) 

The Role of the Interpreter 

In making both the visible and invisible of the dance known, Fraleigh 

constitutes meaning through a negotiation of self (as dancer, choreographer, 

scholar and teacher), movement, and in the end, the art form of dance. 

It isn't existential if it's not stated strongly in terms of the experiential 
dimension of living. It's so full of what I consider to be just good advice 
about self-responsibility. That's one of the basic tenets: empowerment 
through self-responsibility. (Fraleigh, personal communication, June 17, 
1993; see Appendix, p. 277) 

The existential principle of commitment and self-responsibility is fulfilled 

in particular, by her embodiment of personal voice, which speaks not only as an 

interpreter and writer but as a dancer and choreographer as well: 
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My project was to develop an entire descriptive aesthetics of dance 
something that would be complete as an aesthetics, and would pre;ent 
adequately an explication of the phenomenological existential view of 
dance. I wanted to use the dancer's voice, the choreographer's voice, and 
to be able to access those voices philosophically. That's been my role-
because I've danced and I've choreographed I could take those voices .... 
We all have different roles in terms of the voices we provide toward 
knowledge. (Fraleigh, personal communication, June 17, 1993; see 
Appendix, p. 285-286) 

Summary 

In this chapter the core components essential to the seven approaches to 

be examined in this study were distinguished. These were determined to be: the 

initial selection of a particular paradigm by the scholar/writer; the purpose of the 

approach; the questions unique to the approach; the way in which the internal and 

external contexts of a dance are negotiated by the approach; and the role and 

mode of operation of the interpreter. 

Having distinguished the above components, four approaches reflecting 

particular concern with the internal contexts of a dance were negotiated in this 

chapter. The examination of each approach was conducted through an analysis of 

the writer/scholar's produced text, as well as from the interpreter's current 

reflections on their text and approach. These reflections were gathered from 

interviews conducted with each of the scholar/writers (except in the case of Judith 

Lynne Hanna) and were then transcribed for inclusion in this study. 

The first text negotiated in this chapter was Dance Analysis: Theory and 

Practice, written by Janet Adshead, Valerie A. Briginshaw, Pauline Hodgens and 

Michael Huxley (1988). Through a discussion with Janet Adshead, further 

clarification of this text and approach was provided. The semiotic approach was 
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examined in Judith Lynne Hanna's (1983) The Performer-Audience Connection, and 

Susan Leigh Foster's (1986) Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in 

Contemporary American Dance provided insight into the post-structural 

approach. The last approach examined in this chapter was phenomenology, as 

reflected in Sondra Horton Fraleigh's (1987) book Dance and the Lived Body: A 

Descriptive Aesthetics. 

Figure 5 offers a summary of my findings of each approach's mediation and 

interaction with the core components. 
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CHAPTER IV 

From Dance to Text: External Movements of Meaning 

Several of the orientations selected for analysis in this study are as 

concerned about the external contexts of dance, as with the internal features 

which constitute the dance. This is certainly true of the feminist, hermeneutic 

phenomenological and ethnographic approaches, all of which are addressed in 

this chapter. 

Overview of the Approaches of Feminism. Hermeneutic Phenomenology and 

Ethnography 

The underlying assumption of the feminist approach is that dance's 

meaning is theoretically, politically, socially and/or culturally construed. Meaning 

is often interpreted according to how the dance representation is constituted and 

whose point of view it reflects. ).A. Lazarus (1987) writes, "Underlying feminist 

aesthetic enquiry is the same belief in multiple perspectives as avenues to multiple 

truths which characterizes the feminist visions in science, linguistics, literature, 

and pedagogy ... "(p. 154). 

As an orientation to dance interpretation, feminism espouses the 

conceptual relationship of the meaning of a dance, or its related makers, doers 

and/or interpreters, to a larger social context. It often draws upon the 

approaches of post-structuralism, semiotics and ethnography, each of which is 

capable of demonstrating the connection of dance to gender and to those value 
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laden social ideologies such as class, power and economics which have often 

invisibly impacted women throughout the ages. Much of feminist interpretation, 

therefore, attempts to make the invisible parameters of gender related dance 

issues visible. This is accomplished through a number of procedures which may 

include: deconstruction of traditional ways of looking at dance or its related 

phenomena; promotion of feminist ideology through the selection of feminist 

oriented dance activity for purposes of interpretation; and/or celebration of 

womens' insights, view points and accomplishments in the field of dance, in an 

attempt to promote the significant contributions of women. 

Dance literature reflecting these various perspectives of feminist theory is 

steadily growing (Daly, 1987, 1987/88; 1992; Dils, 1992; Cooper-Albright & 

Goldberg, 1987/88, Lazarus, 1987). According to Elizabeth Garber (1990) there 

are basically three modes of feminist interpretation: social analysis; political 

activism; and self-knowledge (p. 19). Exposing and writing about the way in which 

certain social institutions form our views of womens' involvement in dance are of 

particular concern to the social analyst. This approach is evident in one of Ann 

Daly's (1987 /88) first essays, Classical Ballet: A Discourse of Difference. Daly 

( 1987 /88) writes: 

Although there have been obvious historical changes in womens' lives 
during three centuries of ballet, Woman's place in representation has never 
really changed, because its ideology has never really changed. Whether the 
surface rhetoric is Theophile Gautier's fetishization of the ballerina, or 
Lincoln Kirstein's separate-but-equal argument, or Clive Barne's dancing-is 
macho stance, the underlying assumption is of female difference/male 
dominance. (p. 59) 
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In this instance Daly makes clear the way oppression of women is manifest in the 

social forces of critical discourse. The social analyst also often views gender as an 

important dynamic within shifting historical contexts, as is true of much of Daly's 

work. 

For the interpreter embracing political activism, the focus is on the 

political characteristics of feminism itself, and the changes occurring by means of 

the feminist movement. By examining the political content of feminist dance 

works, for instance, that aspect of the work gains greater recognition. The third 

interpretive practice Garber distinguishes is woman centered interpretation 

which promotes individual subjective experiences and self knowledge as an 

important aspect of developing self worth and distinguishing women as social and 

political classes (p. 21). Garber (1990) states: 

In the original consciousness-raising efforts that were begun by the New 
York Radical Women in the late 1960s, subjectivity and self-knowledge 
were connected to political consciousness-raising. Although 
consciousness-raising as a technique became focused on the individual, and 
it is remembered outside its larger political and social foci, self-knowledge 
in feminist art criticism recalls these original social and political 
foundations. (p. 20) 

Through validation of the subjective experiences of women artists, a general 

celebration of womens' experiences takes place. 

Similar to phenomenology, the interpreter employing hermeneutic 

phenomenology also finds meaning through the subjective reflection of the 

processes of interpretation. Yet the hermeneutic phenomenologist often 

assesses the cultural, sociological and historical contexts carried and transmitted 
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by a dance, as well. This type of approach provides a context for multiple 

interpretations. 

Of particular importance to this approach is the notion that the meaning of 

a dance resides within the context of a tradition. The concept of historicity often 

plays an important role in this type of interpretation since it is assumed that all 

meaning is necessarily known and understood from a historical vantage. Since 

meaning in dance is rooted in the historical traditions of a culture, that history is 

sometimes a dimension of the overall interpretation. Closely connected to the 

idea of history and tradition, is the idea that meaning is a socially defined act. 

Gadamer applied many of Heidegger's concepts of understanding to the 

works of historians, social scientists and literary critics. joel Weinsheimer (1985) 

writes, "Both .thinkers insist on the phenomenological priority of significance to 

fact, relation to substance and understanding to knowledge" (p. 5). Gadamer 

(1960) clarifies the difference between his and Heidegger's approach when he 

writes: 

Heidegger went into the problems of historical hermeneutics and criticism 
only in order to develop from it, for the purposes of ontology, the fore
structure of understanding. Contrariwise, our question is how 
hermeneutics, once freed from the ontological obstructions of the 
scientific concept of objectivity, can do justice to the historicality of 
understanding. (p. 235) 

According to Gadamer, art must be understood and interpreted from a 

historical perspective. Weinsheimer (1985) describes Gadamer's ideas of the arts 

when he writes: 

More than symbol, art is rhetoric and allegory, the work of mind gathering 
and assembling itself from and in history. Art is historical interpretation; 
and it is to be understood, if at all, only historically. Because it is not 
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immediately intelligible or timelessly present to itself, it is not so to us 
either; art requires interpretation. But the opacity of art implies a 
corresponding opacity in aesthetic consciousness. The consciousness of 
the interpreter is no more pure, no more transparent to itself, than is the 
art work. We, too, are historical and in need of interpretation. We, too, 
need to understand ourselves. just as art is more than art, so also is the 
experience of art more than pure aesthetic experience; it is a mode of self
understanding. (p. 97) 

Like Heidegger, Gadamer states that interpretation is founded in the notion 

of understanding and the explication of that which is, or has been, understood. In 

the hermeneutic sense, then, to understand the meaning of art is to understand 

the historically determined self. 

As a branch of anthropology which traditionally attempts to understand 

the traditions, values and beliefs of non-literate groups of people, ethnographic 

dance interpretation strives to discern how these groups find and make meaning 

in their dance forms (Sklar, 1991). Dance finds its meaning in the form of cultural 

knowledge which is unique to any given society. The potential breadth of 

application of this method is noted by Adrienne Kaeppler (1985) who writes, "I 

propose that one of the tasks of an ethnographer is to study all human movement 

that formalizes the non-formal and to elucidate what the movement dimensions 

of various activity systems are communicating and to whom" (p. 93-94). In Society 

and Dance, edited by Paul Spencer (1985), a number of anthropologists join 

Kaeppler in providing a sociological, contextual perspective of dance among 

various cultures. Sklar (1991) writes: 

Dance ethnographers put their movement observation and analysis skills 
to work towards understanding people. That is why we peer beyond 
dance toward all aspects of life and perceive dance in the contextual web of 
social relationships, environment, religion, aesthetics, politics, economics, 
and history. (p. 6) 
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Although the aesthetic, semantic or perhaps structural components of a 

dance may be analyzed within the ethnographic paradigm, it is nevertheless the 

cultural knowledge or beliefs, values, traditions, hopes and fears of a culture which 

is the primary concern of the ethnographer. For example, in an examination of 

the Tongan dance, Kaeppler distinguishes the cultural constructs that ". . . produce 

a cultural conception of dance for that society" (1985). In this case Kaeppler notes 

that there are many possible meanings among the Tongan dances. 

Ann Daly: History and Feminist Theory 

"Dance History and Feminist Theory: Reconsidering Isadora Duncan and the Male 

Gaze" in Gender in Perfonnance, Senelick, L. (Ed.), 1992. 

Researcher's Construction of Approach 

The multilayered model Ann Daly has constructed for interpreting Isadora 

Duncan's dancing, as discerned in her article "Dance History and Feminist Theory: 

Reconsidering Isadora Duncan and the Male Gaze, "is a new mode of inquiry for 

Daly. Neverthelss, it does share similarities to other approaches she has used in 

the past. It is one which emerges from the diverse times and directions of her life 

and research. And no matter how mutable her approaches may be, two practices 

have remained constant over the course of her work as a dance history scholar 

and feminist theorist: her use of formal analysis, or a close reading of a 

representation and her interest to also examine a representation within its larger 

structure, such as its cultural, social, political and/or historical context. 

An assistant professor in the Theatre Department of University of Texas, 

Austin, Daly entered the field of dance as a journalist trained in art history. She 
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(personal communication, june 14, 1993) recalls that it was at Duquesne University 

as an undergraduate that she was taught to " ... look at the images and be able to 

know what I saw, to be able to examine the formal means and talk about how the 

painting was what it was; do formal analysis" (see Appendix, p. 300-301). So with 

a newfound perception and the writing skills to express it, Daly became art critic 

for Tbe Pittsburgh Press. Yet those years at Duquesne had also offered her a 

glimpse of something that would eventually turn her full-heartedly toward dance; 

attendance at her first dance performance, Romeo and juliet. Says Daly (personal 

communication, june 14, 1993): 

I couldn't understand how they were going to tell a story without words. 
I went, and I understood it. I thought, "This is the greatest challenge a 
writer can have, to try to put these non-verbal things into words." And 
from there I really knew I wanted to write about dance. (see Appendix, 
p. 300) 

So following the period as art critic for the newspaper in Pittsburgh, Daly entered 

New York University, where her skills in attending to "the thing itself" were 

refined as she studied" ... basically a Laban system of movement analysis" with 

Marcia B. Siegel (Daly, personal communication, june 14, 1993, see Appendix, p. 

301). At New York University she was also exposed to theories which would 

eventually enable her to see dance in a larger context. Says Daly (personal 

communication, june 14, 1993): 

At the same time, I was thrust into a world of post-structural scholarship 
through Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, from urban folklore, who exposed 
us to all of the new anthropological theories. Clifford Geertz and his idea 
about 'thick description' has influenced me in a big way. I learned from 
Richard Schechner about post-modem theories of theatre and 
performance theory, from Peggy Phelan about post-structuralist literary 
theories, and from Kate Davy and Peggy Phelan about feminist theory. So, 
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at the same time that I was honing the skills of looking at the thing, 1 was 
also realizing that the thing exists and is given meaning also by its place in a 
larger structure. And that there are political and social ramifications. (see 
Appendix, p. 301-302). 

The thing alluded to here by Daly was the dance, which would eventually find its 

meaningfulness, in part, as interpreted from a feminist perspective (Daly, 

personal communication, June 14, 1993, see Appendix, p. 304). For it was 

feminist theory that, according to Daly, produced some of the most interesting 

material she discovered during her graduate studies at New York University. And 

in addition to the facination that feminist theory held for Daly, it had a pragmatic 

form in her life as well. Daly (personal communication, june 14, 1993) recalls that: 

You also have to think of it in concrete terms. You have to realize that we 
were this wonderful community of women scholars at NYU: Ellen Graff, 
Ann Cooper Albright, Leslie Satin, myself, Marianne Goldberg, Jill Dolan, 
Judy Burns, Carol Martin. There was this real community of people who 
found ourselves interested in this same area, and it was exciting to work on 
it together. And I think that was probably the strongest community of 
people working on something. So I think that was also part of it, too. (see 
Appendix, p. 303) 

That, and of course, that there were so many applications to dance, even though in 

the beginning her work was not readily embraced: 

The dance community was rather hostile, in the beginning, to the 
approach. My article on Balanchine was not well received by that 
community, I think .... They thought I was off the wall. Dance is such a 
marginal activity in our culture, and our field has such a tenuous, at best, 
status in academia, that if you start poking holes in the very object of your 
disdpline, it's disconcerting. Theorizing the body represents some danger 
in a field that is trying to keep the body middle and center and real. So I 
think it's a very complicated thing, actually, in terms of the disciplinary 
politics. I think now it's been embraced, but when it first came out it was 
not how one talked about Balanchine. (Daly, personal communication, 
June 14, 1993; p. 320-321) 
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Questions Raised by Approach 

As already implied above, the questions which guide Daly's interpretation 

of Duncan's dandng body and dancing (as reflected in the text analyzed here) 

intersect from a number of different disciplines. Of importance to Daly's method 

of interpretation is the notion that whatever approach is used (such as historical 

interpretation using feminist theory as is the case of the article examined here), 

that it be capable of evolving into new and different questions. Says Daly 

(personal communication, June 14, 1993): 

And I think that feminist theory, as it started and as it has evolved, can be 
adapted in continually renewing different questions. So I think that's a big 
advantage. (see Appendix, p. 311) 

Questions central to Daly's debate are: Who makes meaning in Duncan's 

dancing body and dandng? How is that meaning made and where does it come 

from? What is Isadora's significance to American audiences and what role did 

gender play in her dancing? How does my method impact my interpretation? 

What approach is most suitable for interpreting Duncan's dancing, and why? 

During our discussion, Daly shaped much of what she views as the 

uniqueness of feminist theory for the analysis of Duncan's work, into questions. 

Well, I think that why this approach, this feminist analysis of dance, is so 
interesting to me is because it gets to the very issue of how dance means in 
a way that no other theories do. I've done a lot of work on movement 
analysis ... So I've always been really interested in figuring out, how does 
this thing make meaning? Who makes meaning, where does it come from? 
What is it inside and outside the dance that gives us the clues to its 
meaning? Feminist theory was articulating a theory of representation in a 
fresh way, and connecting to my semiotic interest in, how does this 
thing communicate anything? (Daly, personal communication, June 14, 
1993; see Appendix, p. 304) 



Nevertheless, Daly (personal communication, June 14, 1993) acknowledges that 

she was not clear in the beginning what her questions were or would be . 
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. . . when I did the Duncan research--it's been about four years and 
I'm still working on it--I did start just looking and I wasn't sure what my 
questions were. I wasn't sure what analysis exactly I wanted to do. And 
some people have called that ingenuous. But I really wasn't sure what the 
issues were going to be. In fact, it was not until recently that I've realized 
the connection in terms of race and class. So basically, in that case, it was 
more her than a theory or question that I was working with. (see 
Appendix, p. 306-307) 

The Approach Discerned 

Eventually, an overall purpose to Daly's investigation arose: 

On one level its purpose was to say that we just can't keep repeating the 
same Duncan line; that the current history is too easy and that there's 
maybe new ways of thinking about it. Second, it's purpose was to 
theoretically try to work towards creating a new model for feminist theory 
for dance. And conversely, working towards a more theoretical model of 
history. (Daly, personal communication, June 14, 1993; see Appendix, 
p. 312-313) 

So an examination of Daly's approach of interpretation in "Dance History 

and Feminist Theory: Reconsidering Isadora Duncan and the Male Gaze," must 

begin with what her approach here differs from, which is the male gaze theory. In 

Daly's discussion of the male gaze theory she illuminates the essential concepts of 

this broadly used theory for readers, while providing a foundation for her own 

debate. The male gaze theory has typically been used to examine disjoined 

relationships such as female-male; subject-object (in the performing arts subject is 

indicative of the male viewer whose position is one of possession and 

consumption of the the object, which is viewed as the passively positioned 

performer, or female); and the verbal-nonverbal (verbal being the masculine 
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embracement of language and power and nonverbal referring to the feminine, 

pre-verbal and uncivilized realm of gesture and subsequently dance). The male 

gaze theory has often been used in negotiating performance since it emphasizes 

the subject-object. It has been of particular interest in the field of dance because 

of its ability to analyze the verbal and nonverbal realms of communication. Says 

Daly (personal communication, june 14, 1993): 

And feminists said, 'Well, there is a structure of representation which is a 
visual one. And it's gendered and it's called the male gaze.' And this idea of 
the male gaze was a very powerful one and it was an interesting way to keep 
thinking about the meaning of the dance, how meaning is constituted. (see 
Appendix, p. 304) 

Yet had Daly employed the male gaze theory she would have been 

presupposing that a linear binary opposition existed between Duncan's dancing 

and her audiences. Duncan's dancing would be assumed to be situated in a 

vulnerable and passive position; a project for the consumption of its male 

viewers. But according to Daly (1992) this theory merely poses the question: Did 

Duncan subvert or break the male gaze? So as useful as the deconstruction of this 

performer-spectator situation may be in the understanding of the problem, the 

fundamental premise of this theory precludes a solution and moreover does not 

accommodate the concept of change which Daly sees as crucial to Duncan's work. 

In its presupposition that our culture is a monolithic patriarchal one, no 

signifying practice, such as Duncan's dancing, will be able to rise out of, change, or 

have any effect on the consequence of that fabrication. The crux of the male gaze 

paradigm, with its emphasis on merely examining what is presumed to be a static 

situation, does not negotiate the signifying practice as a changing or mutable one, 



nor does it adequately inform us of Duncan's dancing. Says Daly (personal 

communication, June 14, 1993): 

As I started work on Duncan into a historical context rather than 
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a contemporary context, I found the theory of the male gaze problematic. 
That is basically what this article is about. This theory, which was so 
tremendously rich and provoked so many different lines of analysis, had 
been around for enough time that we began to see that it wasn't perfect 
and that it was not all-encompassing. I found, in trying to do a thick 
description, as it were, of late 19th, early 20th century, trying to get a sense 
of how they saw and made meaning of her dances-that the male gaze 
theory was not necessarily going to help me. (see Appendix, p. 304-305) 

Thus the male gaze theory does not necessarily advance the feminist project. 

Echoing current feminist writings which point out the limitations of this male gaze 

paradigm, Daly chose instead a lens capable of accommodating a rendering more 

compatible with the significant essence of Duncan's dancing; that is, a framework 

embracing the notion that Duncan's dancing-and the meaning it embodied and 

conveyed to its viewers-varied over the course of her career. Consequently, 

Duncan's dancing body and choreography is not negotiated by Daly as steady or 

consistent but rather as fluid and mutable. Indeed, Duncan's dancing, posits Daly 

(personal communication, June 14, 1993), challenged viewers to perceive her 

dancing and the meaning of it in new and different ways. 

Instead of employing the male gaze theory, Daly returned to a model 

developed by Julia Kristeva, whose work Daly had first come across as a graduate 

student at New York University. Of particular interest to Daly was Kristeva's 

book, Revolution in Poetic Language, which did not support the notion of a 

patriarchal or monolithic culture. Daly (personal communication, june 14, 1993) 

notes that: 
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Feminist analysis is political. It wants to bring about change. Any 
theory of culture has to be able to allow for change or else, what's it for? If 
you buy into the male gaze theory which posits that everything is 
constructed from a male point of view, and you also believe that we are all 
constructed within culture, there's nowhere to go. We're stuck. Which is 
rather depressing. And actually for a number of years I didn't do theory or 
feminist theory. I went into the historical work. (see Appendix, p. 305) 

In contrast to the male gaze theory, Kristeva's paradigm gave Daly the 

freedom to examine Duncan's dancing body, as well as its meaning and 

significance-as capable of changing over the course of Duncan's career. Writes 

Daly (1992): 

I propose that we shift the terms of our inquiry from the two dimensional 
to the three dimensional. We need to understand culture as· a full space 
(not an empty one) that encompasses transgression without necessarily co
opting it, or else we are doomed to a history without change. (p. 244) 

And in our discussion of her use of Kristeva's model for her investigation, 

Daly (personal communication, june 14, 1993) noted that Kristeva: 

... posits a theory of culture which allows for change from within .... 
So Kristeva to me articulates a way that you can change from within, 
because that's the only place you can change from. (see Appendix, p. 305) 

Since self, and therefore the dancing body, is viewed as changing and 

mutable in space and time, Duncan's dancing is considered by Daly to always be in 

the process of becoming. This process of becoming is interlinked at the dynamic 

juncture of two realms which are integral to signifying practices; the symbolic and 

semiotic. Unlike traditional concepts of semiotics which hold that the message 

conveyed is the end product of a rather quiescent exchange, Daly embraces 

Kristeva's notion that the semiotic realm of representation is the very process of 

that representation. The semiotic realm of representation is referred to by 

Kristeva as cbora, or "an invisible and formless being which receives all things and 
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in some mysterious way partakes of the intelligible, and its most 

incomprehensible" (cited in Daly, 1992). Daly (1992) notes that although the 

semiotic dimension of representation (". . . a pulsing, kinetic, heterogeneous 

space where meanings are much more fluid and imprecise, yet no less powerful"), 

exists simultaneously with the symbolic realm ( which is "The realm of the 

symbolic is linear and logical; it is social and syntactical"), one of the two will 

usually be more evident in any representation (p. 244). 

When the semiotic realm takes precedence then an abrupt shift or rupture 

in the traditional fabrication of culture takes place. A new subject and a new way 

of perceiving that subject and its meaning is created. Daly (1992) again refers to 

Kristeva when she writes: 

Revolutionary art need not be overtly political in content; what is more 
important is that it demand a new means of perception on the part of its 
spectators. The subject in process/on trial can thus be fundamentally 
transformed. Change here, at the level of individual consciousness, is a 
necessary element of social change. Seen in this way, the arts are not 
merely reflective of social relations but are productive of social relations. 
(p. 245) 

And it is here, at the very juncture of the symbolic and semiotic realms, where the 

paradox of a nonverbal medium such as dance can be met and negotiated. Writes 

Daly (1992), "For dance scholars whose job it is to render what is nonverbal into 

words, paradox is a familiar state of being" (p. 246). 

Examining the difference between the male gaze theory and Kristeva's 

model, Daly then reiterates and specifically identifies the reasons the latter is well 

suited for interpreting dance and particularly Duncan's dancing. In its mediation 

of representation as a process, capable of changing over time with culture (rather 
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than as separate and static components as is typical of traditional linguistic 

semiotics), as well as its capability to recognize the unintelligible, and therefore 

meaningful in a signifying practice, this approach has much to offer the 

interpreter, particularly of dance. According to Daly, the notion of gaze does not 

do a medium such as dance, which is kinetic and involves the entire body, any 

justice. 

In developing her argument Daly also draws from Daniel Stern's research 

which works to disprove the assumed binary opposition between verbal and pre

verbal communication, as embraced by the male gaze theory. The term pre

verbal is often used derogatorily instead of the term non-verbal, according to Daly 

(1992), particularly in reference to "the body, movement, nonverbal behavior and 

dance" (p. 247). Daly (1992) writes: 

By reconsidering psychoanalytic theory in light of what developmental 
psychologists have learned empirically about infancy in the past decade, 
he has defused the rhetoric of the pre-verbal. (p. 246) 

Kristeva too, Daly (personal communication, june 14, 1993) points out: 

. . . has a place for non-verbal behavior and the origins of this culture non
verbally-which interests me a lot, which I'm going to be working on my 
next project. I think of this article as just a beginning, actually, of trying to 
figure out a cultural theory which will apply to dance as a non-verbal 
phenomenon. The feminisim will be there, but not in a very explicit way, 
as I try to figure this out. (see Appendix, p. 305-306) 

The format of Daly's article begins with an introduction to Duncan's 

contributions to American dance of the 20th century, and a discussion of how and 

why she has been considered differently by different groups of people. Of 

particular interest to Daly are two prevailing perspectives of Duncan; one by 

classically situated balletomanes who dismiss Duncan as a dilettante wielding her 
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sexuality for notoriety, and the other by women of the early 20th century who 

believed she was the quintessential woman's movement woman. Other views of 

Duncan are presented also, including our own current misguided ones, which are a 

consequence of Duncan's commercially motivated autobiography, My Life (1927). 

Daly next presents her argument for using Kristeva's notion of chora as a 

means of interpreting Duncan's dancing, rather than the male gaze theory. A 

close reading, or formal analysis is then conducted of the dancing Duncan 

presented in her early American tours of 1908, 1909 and 1911, which Daly 

uncovered and gleaned as a primary endeavor of her research. Daly's analysis 

includes an examination of Duncan's movement, the spaces wherein she 

performed, the dynamics of her presentations and the rhythmic components of 

Duncan's dancing. 

An interpretation and evaluation is then presented which considers the 

significance of Duncan's dancing-to her audiences, the American culture and to 

her own becoming self-as these realms converged at that particular time in 

history. 

Negotiation of the Performing Body/Movement. Dynamics and Space 

Although history, culture and gender are emphasized in Daly's text, it is 

through her close reading, or formal analysis, of Duncan's dancing body and 

movement in space, time and with varying dynamics, that we come to understand 

the meaning of Duncan's work as it intersects with those larger realms. 

The body, negotiated by Daly as a symbol and semiotic is given foremost 

attention throughout the text. Says Daly (personal communication, June 14, 1993): 
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I tried to suggest that just because she wasn't wearing clothing on her legs 
and her arms that we should not assume that that was automatically read as 
erotic. I quote art historian Abigail Solomon-Godeau, who suggests that the 
line between the chaste and the erotic is a shifting one. So, I guess I was 
trying to, again, negotiate the body as something whose meanings change 
in time and space. And that just because that's how we'd read it today isn't 
necessarily how they would have read it back then. (see Appendix, p. 313) 

It is through an accurate rendering of Duncan's dancing body that Duncan's 

contribution to dance can be known. It is, indeed, in the very ongoing forward 

movement of her performances that the spirit and soul of a woman in the 

process of constituting herself emerges from darkness. The dancing body is not 

discounted by Daly as a mere pre-verbal signifying practice but rather as a 

signifying practice of space, a representation capable of conveying infinite 

wisdom and meaning in an uncommon way. It is a multitude of changing and 

varied discourses. Says Daly (personal communication, June 14, 1993): 

... the space of the dance and the body is constituted by a confluence of 
different discourses which must be read in how they intersect. One of my 
major, foundational ideas about Duncan is that her body was a very volatile, 
lively, provocative intersection of many cultural discourses in her time and 
place. That's my project. I see her as having constructed several bodies. 
I'm not sure of the spatial metaphor yet. I started saying that the bodies 
were 'layered on top of each other,' but I don't think that's right. The 
natural body, the expressive body, the dancing body, the body politic and 
the female body. Each one of these is a very rare particular discourse, 
which was very galvanized at her time and place. (p. 313-314) 

The space of the body then, can be viewed as a matrix, according to Daly (1993); a 

spot where many of the questions central to that moment of history collide: 

What does it mean to be expressive? What does it mean to have an 
American culture? What does it mean to be American? What does it mean 
to be a woman? What does nature mean? ... These questions, these 
discourses, are all embodied in her practice. So I think of it very spatially, 
actually. (p. 314) 



So what better model than Kristeva's--one which approaches space fluidly--to 

interpret Duncan's dancing? 
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The symbols of familiarity, such as Duncan's reliance of the Hellenistic 

traditions and familiar music, merged with a body that could be seen but not 

perceived as well as with a mythic space, and a new and different form of 

dynamics and time; in short, with the semiotic. These features; body, movement, 

space, time and dynamics (which constitute the foundation of most approaches to 

interpretation), are negotiated by Daly as symbol and semiotic. The significance 

of these features then, is not only that they convey the meaning of the dancing 

itself, but that they produce and carry meaning both within and to historically 

situated and changing cultures, such as that which existed at the turn of the 

century-or even our own. 

The Role of the Interpreter 

When questioned about her role in the process of this analysis of Duncan's 

dancing, Daly (personal communication, june 14, 1993) replied: 

My role is kind of as a sleuth, in a way, to try to find as much good 
information as I can, tracking down all of the leads-a creator of meaning, 
and a writer. I am a writer by profession, really. It's what I've always 
wanted to be. So I also think of my work in writerly terms. My role is also 
to make this live for the reader. So I am very conscious of the reader. (see 
Appendix, p. 31 0) 

Tracking down "all of the leads" requires thorough research on whatever topic 

Daly may be investigating. 

So I still believe that good research is the basis of it all. But once you've 
gotten as far as you can with trying to fmd all of your 'evidence' -in 
quotation marks-it's still that scholar making up the story. You can look at 
the same material I did. You're a different person, so you will ask different 
questions and you will see different connections. So, I'd have to say that I 
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am creating meaning and I can only be creating meaning from Ann Daly in 
1993 as a female, white, middle class, heterosexual American. (personal 
communication, June 14, 1993; see Appendix, p. 309-310) 

Therefore, Daly does not consider her role in the analysis of Duncan's dancing to 

be any more important than another interpreter's might be, addressing the same 

project but with a different method. 

I'm creating meaning. There's no one truth .... There's no truth--with a 
capital T -that is revealed. And working on Isadora is interesting because it 
is kind of the example par excellence. Everyone wants to think that their 
interpretation of Isadora is the interpretation. (see Appendix, p. 308-309) 

The notion that there is no single approach to the interpretation of 

Duncan's dancing is, of course, central to Daly's argument that there was "no 

essential Isadora" to begin with. If anything, Duncan purposefully and ingeniously 

recreated herself anew throughout the span of her career. Daly (personal 

communication, June 14, 1993) points to Hayden White's concept of history 

which basically proposes that it is a narrative, a story of our own creating. 

Nevertheless, Daly conveys factual material as accurately as possible. This 

can be difficult in the case of Duncan, since some of the facts themselves are in 

dispute, and there are no ft.lms of any merit of her dancing. As Daly (personal 

communication, June 14, 1993) notes, "She is an absence, palpably present, in our 

dance history'' (see Appendix, p. 310). Yet at the same time this void which 

seems to characterize much of Duncan's life and work is the very thing that 

attracts Daly, the dance historian. "So I still believe that good research," affirms 

Daly, "is the basis of it all" (personal communication, june 14, 1993; see 

Appendix, p. 309). And for this particular project, the research began with a very 

close examination of Duncan. Daly (personal communication, June 14, 1993) says: 
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So I just looked at her [Duncan's] stuff and I read through it all. I 
knew gender was going to be an issue, but I didn't realize race and class 
would be such an issue. I started by looking for clues to her movement. 
The first thing was to figure out what it was that she did. And to try to get a 
sense of historical specificity. It was very important to me to place her 
dances in the very specific contexts of her audiences and at a certain time 
and place. . .. I wanted to establish y;hat it was she did and when and in 
what context. I was trying to reconstruct, in my head--I use 'reconstruct' 
very loosely--a picture of how she moved. Then I was also very interested 
in her words; how she was constructing her discourse through a verbal 
mode. And, as I spent a lot of time trying to figure out the lay-of-the-land, 
then started analyzing and then interpreting and doing the larger reading in 
the different periods. (see Appendix, p. 307) 

Analysis of Duncan's dancing body and dancing, then, as these two 

representations were constructed by Duncan, became one of the preeminent 

processes Daly concerned herself with. Daly's analysis is of the internal makings 

of Duncan's work by means of a formal analysis of dancing, movement, space, 

dynamics and temporal dimensions, as well of the external realms of history, 

culture and gender. The analysis of external contexts is of most importance to 

Daly's approach, if importance can be measured by the space which those 

constructs are granted in Daly's text. Daly (personal communication, June 14, 

1993) recollects that, following her initial analysis of Duncan's movement that she 

began conducting a larger reading: 

And I isolated her in three different distinct periods of culture in American 
history. I'd read on each one and try to make connections between her 
discourse and how she constructed herself and the people who were 
talking about her and looking at her. So, then I began to analyze and 
interpret much more explicitly. (see Appendix, p. 307-308) 

This type of close reading that Daly describes is crucial to the overall analysis and 

interpretation of the work, and is one of the procedures she conducts in addition 

to interpretation of cultural history and evaluation through feminist analysis. Thus, 
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Daly assumes not one role, but rather maneuvers among several as she reveals 

both the small and larger structures which compose meaning in Duncan's work. 

Finally, integral to Daly's approach is her function as a model destroyer and 

builder, as suggested as she contrasts and dissects the male gaze theory with that 

of Kristeva's notion of the chora. And Daly's role in this process has not ended 

with the publication of her text as she (personal communication, June 14, 1993) 

notes: 

Now I consider myself in that last phase, in which I'm doing a critical 
reading with contemporary questions about the effects of her discourse on 
constructing African savagery and primitivism. (see Appendix, p. 308) 

Valerie Malhotra Bentz: Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

"Creating Images in Dance: Works of Hanstein and Ziaks." In Bentz, V. and 

Mayes, P. (Eds.), Women~ Power and Roles as Portrayed in Visual Images of 

Women in the Arts and Mass Media, 1993. 

Researcher's Construction of Approach 

That dances may serve purposes well beyond their ephemeral live 

performance is an idea manifested in the text of sociologist and psychotherapist, 

Valerie Malhotra Bentz. In her hermeneutic phenomenological interpretations of 

three works choreographed and performed by Penelope Hanstein and Gayle 

Ziaks, Bentz's text demonstrates that social healing-or reinforcing the ideals of 

what a culture aspires to-is not solely the domain of dance therapy or ritual. 

Indeed, theatre art dances, too, may be meaningful in ways that are beyond those 
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aesthetic ones framed by a proscenium--as long as there is a social agent to carry it 

beyond the theatre, out into the world. 

Bentz's interest in dance is linked to a fall she took off the traditional path 

of sociology as a graduate student at the University of Chicago. Ironically, it began 

with her training in statistical research which entailed several courses in path 

analysis. In our discussion of her text, Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 

1993) recalls: 

I had such a good qualitative teacher, Roland Hawkes. He was so good that 
he managed to teach us all how invalid most of the applications of statistics 
are. He went right to the root assumptions of statistics and of sampling and 
other techniques. The assumptions are usually overlooked in those studies. 
They say, 'Well, you can't really reach these assumptions, but more, or less, 
you just approximate.' But there seemed to be layers and layers of 
approximations. So when you come down to it you have a thing that is 
maybe even more questionable than totally subjective things. But it's under 
the guise of being very objective. So I found that to be very deceptive and 
I didn't, just couldn't do it after getting extensive and excellent training in it. 
(see Appendix, p. 327-328) 

So, although it may be necessary to use statistics for some studies, when it is 

necessary to truly understand the meaning of it is hermeneutics and 

phenomenology, according to Bentz, which offer the fullest understanding. Says 

Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993): 

One example (I think it was a turning point in my own writing) was when I 
did a study of the Konosha Symphony Orchestra and I used a questionnaire. 
I gave out a questionnaire to the board and the musicians and even gave it 
out to the audience and the people who raise money. I was trying to get a 
comprehensive picture of who participates in the community symphony 
and why they participate. And I tabulated the data. I was interested 
because it showed that they came from certain kinds of economic, 
political, religious backgrounds and their reasons for being involved and 
some of the things they got out of it. (see Appendix, p. 328) 

The problem according to Bentz was that: 
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. . . it didn't get at the experience of playing in the orchestra: how the 
music is put together, how all these very different people come together 
and manage to produce something--none of that. That I got from using 
hermeneutics and phenomenology. (see Appendix, p. 328) 

So Bentz reconsidered the situation and asked herself: How would sociologist and 

phenomenologist Alfred Schutz [who merged phenomenology with sociology] 

negotiate this symphony orchestra? So she wrote another paper then, using 

hermeneutic phenomenology which shed much more light on the 

meaningfulness of the symphony to those involved with it. Bentz (personal 

communication, May 28, 1993) says: 

I fmd that hermeneutics ... enriches the experience by uncovering and 
polishing, enhancing the meaning, verifying it and showing how it relates to 
other important human concerns. Whereas I think the other approaches, 
especially the positivistic, quantitative types do almost the opposite. They 
want to show underlying causes, maybe, or break things down, instead of 
trying to appreciate them and enhance their-elucidate meaning .... I think 
that our culture is suffering from so much analysis and cutting things into 
pieces and too little of: What does it mean? What are people 
experiencing? What is the wholeness of the experience? (see Appendix, 
p. 330) 

And it was from this second interpretation of the Konosha Symphony that her 

first publication resulted. Her initial fall from the traditional path became a 

spiraling one, one from which she still has not touched down. And many of the 

ways in which she first began negotiating the meaning of that symphony have 

carried over to her interpretation of dance. Says Bentz (personal communication, 

May 28, 1993): 

So when I look at a dance ... I look at it with my whole being. I feel it, I see 
it, and I get a sense of intuition about what is being portrayed, what 
knowledge is being communicated, what feelings, what emotions and what 
spiritual concepts. And I think of dance as a superior epistemology to 
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verbal epistemologies because I see verbal epistemologies as excluding the 
body and excluding the emotions and even excluding the spirit. (see 
Appendix, p. 323) 

For Bentz interpretation requires a self-responsibility on the part of the 

interpreter. If one assumes that the basic premise of hermeneutic 

phenomenology is true--that the people, things and events which make up our 

world are indeed meaningful--then one must carefully make their decisions on 

various issues, and let those be known to the world. ". . . there "is such a thing as 

evil," suggests Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993), but that does not 

exclude making choices to act responsibly and aspire toward ideals (see 

Appendix, p. 331). "I would ... like to see a world where people have meaningful 

lives and they aren't killing each other and they're taken care of and there's a kind 

of community and people who appreciate each other and care for each other" 

(see Appendix, p. 331). 

So as Bentz continued her fall off the more traditional and frequented path, 

she immersed herself in the works of the great writers and thinkers of the 

hermeneutic phenomenology tradition. Philosophers such as Husserl and 

Heidegger were of particular interest to Bentz, since much of their writings are 

about community, spirit and the essence of meaning in life. Bentz noted during 

our discussion of her text that she has a tendency to "think about the world in 

general in a Heideggerian way." She also read more of Alfred Schutz' works 

(Bentz, personal communication, May 28, 1993; see Appendix, p. 336). 

And as she continued to study and embrace this approach, she realized 

that significant changes were beginning to take place in the way she looked at and 
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interpreted the world around her. As one becomes a phenomenologist, suggests 

Bentz, it becomes impossible to separate that way of being-in-the-world from the 

rest of one's life. "You don't just turn it off. You don't just say, well, now I'm 

going to bracket, " explains Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993; see 

Appendix, p. 332). 

Questions Raised by the Approach 

Questions began to come forth which were of particular significance to 

Bentz's training in this approach; questions, such as: 

What if I looked at it a different way? I wonder how that person is looking 
at this? I wonder how I would feel if I were a man now instead of a woman? 
I wonder what this means? I wonder how this ties in with how people feel 
in the community? I wonder what underlying feelings are not being 
expressed here? (Bentz, personal communication, May 28, 1993; see 
Appendix, p. 332). 

When interpreting the dances for her text, "Creating Images in Dance: 

Works of Penelope Hanstein and Gayle Ziaks," these questions have a similar 

resonance, for Bentz, but a slightly different form. "What ideas are being 

portrayed? What feelings? What is the spiritual movement, the essence of what's 

happening in the dance?" (Bentz, personal communication, May 28, 1993; see 

Appendix, p. 324). Questions were also asked of those others involved in the 

project, mainly the choreographer/performers, Hanstein and Ziaks. 

The Approach Discerned 

Bentz's text, which presents interpretations of three different works 

choreographed and performed by Hanstein and Ziaks, negotiates the knowledge 

conveyed through the dances by coupling each of the works with a conceptual 

framework of particular relevance to it. As hermeneutics and phenomenology 
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are interwoven with ideas and notions gathered from sociology and philosophy as 

well as the dance works themselves, contemporary issues and solutions are 

brought forth. 

Phenomenology is used in the negotiation of knowledge carried by forms 

conveyed by the creative images of performing bodies. Says Bentz (personal 

communication, May 28, 1993): 

And it's phenomenological also in the sense that I'm looking for essential 
fonns in the dance in a kind of Husserlian way and also I'm looking for my, 
for using myself, my experience, my consciousness and trying to see: 
What is the phenomenon as I experience it? (see Appendix, p. 325) 

The interpretations draw upon hermeneutics, according to Bentz, since the works 

offer an interpretation of larger structures and forms of relationships that go 

beyond the mere scope of the dances themselves. For Bentz, hermeneutics 

requires the negotiation of philosophical notion along with the text itself (in this 

case the three dances choreographed by Hanstein and Ziaks). 

That these various approaches, philosophical ideas and contemporary 

issues should find their ground of investigation in dance concurs with Bentz's view 

that dance is an epistemology. Says Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 

1993): 

I look at dance as an epistemology independent of other kinds of 
epistemologies. It's an epistemology grounded in the body and an 
expression of relationships, feelings, and meanings. It's equal to, or 
perhaps even more profound an epistemology than verbal epistemology, 
because it's more ancient and it's based in the whole being of the dancer. 
(see Appendix, p. 322) 

What's distinguished then at the beginning of her text and was also noted by 

Bentz in my discussion with her as well, is that the dances she interprets embrace 



larger murals, such as sociological, philosophical and even psychotherapeutic 

renderings. 

The use of hermeneutic phenomenology is not, cautions Bentz, an easy 

one, although it may sound or appear simple because part of this approach 

requires that one reduce the very essence of a phenomenon. Says Bentz 

(personal communication, May 28, 1993): 
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The weaknesses [of this approach] would be the difficulty in telling people 
how to do it and in teaching it because, unlike other methods, it isn't 
something you can teach in a cookbook way because every hermeneutic 
phenomenologist-their whole being is going to become their instrument. 
So it's difficult to say what should it look like or how do you do it in that 
sense. You can't do that. People get frustrated. A lot of people try to do it 
because they might say well, I'm going to go read, I'm going to describe my 
experience but they don't immerse themselves in one of the texts of the 
gurus so it doesn't work. It just later comes out sounding shallow or it 
doesn't have a richness that it needs or could have and it's because it's fairly 
hard to tell someone how to do it. They kind of have to be it and they have 
to be very devoted to studying it, entering in it fully. It's not something you 
can tum on and off. (see Appendix, p. 341) 

The process of interpretation actually begins for Bentz with strong 

intuitions about the significance and meaning of a dance. These initial 

impressions, which are experienced physically throughout her entire body, begin 

to connect and link up with one another. Following these initially felt experiences 

of a work, she begins to receive images of the dance and these images, then, 

naturally connect up to ideas. For Example the flrst dance in her text which she 

interpreted, Perhaps I am the Stronger. . ., had striking similarities to George 

Simmel's work on romance and symbolic forms. Or of the second dance, Soul 

Gatherers, Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993) recalls: 
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. . . first of all when I saw it I had a powerful emotional experience and 
then I thought about, and felt, what I saw as Heidegger just came right to 
me because all of the messages of Heidegger just float around in that dance; 
the Being, the earth and the soul. It's almost like they generated 
Heidegger's philosophy in their dance. They give it form. It was just very 
moving to think about, if that happens. . . (see Appendix, p. 335) 

Once Bentz is clear about the philosophical perspective she feels the 

dance links up to, she turns to the texts which negotiate those ideas. For instance 

in writing her interpretation of Soul Gatherers, she scanned Heidegger's writings 

for passages which were particularly relevant to various sections of the dance. 

After she wrote a part of the initial interpretation, she engaged the 

choreographer/performers of the dance, Hanstein and Ziaks, in a dialogue with 

that which she had written about. She would ask them questions such as: "What 

do you see here? Does it make sense to you? Does it describe what you thought 

you were doing?" (Bentz, personal communication, May 28, 1993; see Appendix, 

p. 338). And with their replies she was able to get another "loop in it" (see 

Appendix, p. 338). So in connecting dance works to the ideas of thinkers and 

writers, Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993) notes that her initial 

intuitions, images and feelings of the work became much richer, as she braided 

them to other ideas while maintaining a dialogue with the 

choreographer/performers. 

The first interpretation which Bentz offers is of Hanstein and Ziaks' 

(October, 1986) dance, Perhaps I am the Stronger . .. after the play entitled The 

Stronger, by August Strindberg. The dance, performed by Hanstein and Ziaks, 

was presented in a performance/interpretation format along with Bentz's 

interpretation, before audiences in a number of venues. Diverse audiences of 



sociologists, therapists, philosophers and social science graduate students 

attended the presentations. 
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Echoing sociologist George Simmel, one of Bentz's main tenets is the 

notion that" ... forms are constructed by the consciousness of the social 

scientist" (p. 172). From the perspective of Simmel's social geometry, forms of 

relationships, such as those depicted in the three dances, are a conscious making, 

distinguished by the the actual event of the relationship as well as by what the 

particular event means. 

Thus the properties of a relationship are brought forth for negotiation 

which, for Bentz, include how the properties of a dance exist and what they exist 

as. Working with a medium such as dance is an advantage, suggests Bentz, because 

the interpreter is relieved of maneuvering around language. 1he only dialogue 

need be that negotiated between Simmel's conceptual framework and the forms 

of the dance. Together, they present " ... a picture of an intense romantic 

bonding involving violent conflict, the modem 'co-dependent' couple" (Bentz; 

1993, p. 172). 

In discerning the co-dependent relationship depicted in Perhaps I am the 

Stronger. . . , Bentz carefully describes how emotional states and relationship 

dynamics, as evoked through gesture and movement, further the plot. Dynamics 

in the dance are then linked to Simmel's notions of co-dependency. Says Bentz 

(personal conununication, May 28, 1993): 
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Inevitably, it seems, there's a certain particular theory or idea or a 
philosophy that seems to be exactly, or very closely, saying the same kinds 
of things as independently generated knowledge from the dance. So that I 
find it really exciting, say looking at Perhaps I am the Stronger. . .. It surely 
does say many of the same things that George Simmel was saying about the 
forms of conflict in romantic love and the theory of that. And also his 
theory about the death of the dyad, his theory about pure forms and their 
relation to meaning. . .. I find it really exciting to look at where the idea is 
generated in the dance and then who else has talked about those kinds of 
ideas and how do both of them play off each other. (see Appendix, p. 324-
325) 

For example, Bentz (1993) writes: 

Part three enacts the relationship in a deteriorated state of escalating 
conflict, manipulation, clutching, and violence. The choreography of part 
three uses the same gestures which in part one expressed sensuous, lyrical 
bonding. Speeded up, these same gestures become violent. A playful tap 
becomes a push, an embrace a strangle hold. (p. 17 4) 

Following this example, Bentz notes Simmel's concept of jealousy--as feelings of 

anger and malice, coexisting alongside love and longing and which arise because 

another person prevents and thwarts the affections of the beloved. In the dance, 

as is true of co-dependent relationships, writes Bentz (1993): 

Competitiveness, insecurity, betrayal and jealousy rise up. The gestures of 
pulling away of interest when it is expected or required--the shifting of 
attention away from the beloved just as trust is established--generates 
anger, for it calls into question the prior gentle gestures. Must their loving 
appearance now be reframed into manipulation? Were what one thought 
to be reflections of love actually power-directed moves? (p. 176) 

But the abhorrent dynamics represented in the dance (which imply that it would 

take only one of the persons involved to end the entanglements) is reflective of all 

such dyads, according to Bentz (1993). 

Bentz (1993) agrees with Paul Ricoeur that a text (in this case the dance, 

Perhaps I am the Stronger . .. ) cannot be fulfilled until that which is "reached 
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for" in the text is "explicated" (p. 182). like Ricoeur, Bentz (1993) thinks that 

"This world can only be described by what is not present, but glimpsed" (p. 182), 

which in the case of Perhaps I am the Stronger . .. , is a relationship banished of 

destructive entanglements. "This," writes Bentz, "would be a world in which a 

love relationship would not include the following: power struggles, betrayal, 

manipulation, violence, aggression and passive aggression, co-dependency, 

morbid dependency, emotional blackmail and irreconcilability'' (p. 182). 

This idea-that a dance must be interpreted, too, for what it implies and 

strives far-and not just for what is readily accessible-acts as a bridge, in Bentz's 

text, to a discussion of what constitutes a healthy relationship. Rejecting the 

notion of postmodernism, which suggests the annihilation of the individual and of 

truth, Bentz turns instead to Anthony Giddens' (1990) concept of radicalized 

modernity. The self, or the radicalized modem, " ... recognizes that there is a 

tendency toward global integration, a possibility for connectedness and for active 

appropriation of circumstances" (p. 183). Writes Bentz, "The reflective self of 

radicalized modernity places each of us in the role of choreographer/dancer" 

(p. 183). 

And it is just those characteristics of the radicalized modern, which Bentz 

addresses in her second interpretation, of Hanstein and Ziaks' Tbe Soul 

Gatherers. In this interpretation, Martin Heidegger's comments are sketched 

throughout the discourse, providing an aesthetically-laced canvas for the 

negotiation of Tbe Soul Gatherers. For example, the following quote of Heidegger 

(cited in Bentz, 1993) introduces Bentz's interpretation: "It is due to art's poetic 



essence that, in the midst of beings, art breaks open an open place, in whose 

openness everything is other than usual" (p. 183). 
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To Bentz, The Soul Gatherers does just that; it "opens a place" and is the 

ideal replication of Heidegger's suggestions of what art is and what art does, made 

visible. In this work Hanstein and Ziaks are other-worldly, created of heaven and 

earth and of "all creatures and things" (p. 184). Indeed, they embody here the 

essential relationship existing between the earth, sky, mortals and immortals (the 

fourfold) which, according to Heidegger are endemic to our existence as human 

beings (Bentz, 1993, p. 184). Unlike Perhaps I am the Stronger, the dyad here 

now depicts forms of unity and harmony. "These gentle, awesome creatures have 

lighted on earth to open a clearing for the emergence of Being" writes Bentz 

(1993, p. 184). Now a quest for resolution between the tensions of their earth and 

world unfolds. And Bentz agrees with Heidegger that it is through this tension-

developed in the conflict between earth and the world-that the significance of 

the Soul Gatherers, or any dance, can be known. 

The truth of the work then is manifested in this notion of tension between 

earth and world, as well as through its beauty. And beauty, asserts Bentz (1993) 

can be discerned or known by examining the "activities of the artist" (p. 188) 

which include: temporal dimensions; form, as represented through the body; and 

movement. Activity, maintains Bentz, also includes the choreographic skills 

demonstrated by Hanstein and Ziaks. Through their choreography they 

" ... create a temporal clearing in which the tension between earth and world is 

beyond the one which now exists" (p. 189). In this way, the observer eventually 

experiences, or comes to know, the essence of Being, through the dance. 
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Lastly, Bentz presents an interpretation of Hanstein and Ziak's Handel With 

Care, a work which brings consonance to the somber dyad of Perhaps I am the 

Stronger and the other-worldly work of Soul Gatherers. Handel with Care, Bentz 

suggests, is just the type of comic alternative sociologists Kenneth Burke and 

Hugh D. Duncan would have recommended. Bentz (1993) notes that: 

Such kindly laughter shatters the dimensions of the contracted ego. 
It allows for peaceful surrender and patient encouragement each for the 
other. (p. 193) 

The format of Bentz's text can be extracted from the above analysis. The 

text consisted of three interpretations of different works choreographed by 

Hanstein and Ziaks. Beginning with an introduction to the overall text, Bentz 

presented the concepts of phenomenology and hermeneutics, noting how these 

approaches impact the interpretations. At the beginning of each of the 

interpretations, Bentz introduces concepts which she recognized as significant to 

a more complete understanding of the dance. Notions specific to the conceptual 

framework she employs, acted as signposts in Bentz's discernment and 

interpretation of the properties, characteristics and qualities of each work. 

The Negotiation of the Performing Body/Movement. Dynamics and Space 

I think that I had an intuition and feeling that the body needed to be 
incorporated into psychological and sociological theories. (Bentz, 
personal communication, May 28, 1993, p. 22) 

Bentz negotiates the performing body through the lens of 

phenomenology, viewing it as a form in the making, an existence, a self, capable 

of embodying "the earth, the heavens, the mortal and the immortal," as she 

describes in her interpretation of the Soul Gatherers (p. 184). Body is a 
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phenomenon of unending dimensions, receiving considerable thought in Bentz's 

interpretations. She agrees with phenomenological notions that it is a way of 

being and a way of thinking, capable of communicating knowledge, which at 

times can only be glimpsed. The body as performer renders knowledge through 

form (created by visual images), gesture, movement, and dynamics, as well as 

temporal and spatial realms. In her interpretation of the Soul Gatherers, for 

instance, Bentz (1993) writes: 

The forms of their bodies reflect, already and evidently, their practice. For 
such articulated muscles and limbs and graceful movements could only be 
brought forth in a lifetime of becoming as a dancer. These soul gatherers 
are essentially female. For if one varies their forms to the powerful 
strength of similarly developed male bodies, the appearances would be 
threats of violence, and the clearing opened up would be a trap where 
unwilling victims would be enticed into a new reign of terror. (p. 189) 

Bentz refers to temporal components, as when she writes of Perhaps I am 

the Stronger. . .: 

The actual temporal sequencing is not important in itself, except that the 
relationship is one that has a history. Without a past, the intense conflict in 
the present does not make sense. (p. 173) 

Most of her reflections about the temporal realms of the three dances are 

concerned with the larger function of the relation of time to the thematic, 

philosophical and sociological implications of the works. Bentz (1993) writes: 

As the soul gatherers emerge on the earth, they move, as if fulfilling a ritual. 
Their repeated gestures, arms circling slowly and repeatedly around their 
heads, suggest the moving of time as a clock-machine. They work with and 
through scientific technology to reach beneath it to earth and beyond it to 
the either. These sylphs pull us back to ancient worlds prior to clock and 
computer time (the world of immortal) to the world of experience as 
mortals (beings-towards-death). (p. 191) 
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Bentz's interpretations depict an overall concern for the spacial 

environment created by the three different dances, each of which were quite 

different and distinct from the other. The concept of environment received 

particular attention in Bentz's interpretation of the Soul Gatherers, since the 

dance evokes spatial images to Bentz which she relates to Heidegger's notion of 

fourfold. Through Bentz's description of Soul Gatherers, a terrestrial 

environment is evoked, as in the following example: 

The earth upon which the soul gatherers light is also a world. Under the 
reign of technology, it is a world already counted, mutilated, turned into 
produce, meat, poisoned air, livestock, computer rays, catheters, nuclear 
power plants, traffic jams, cancer wards. (p. 186) 

Nevertheless, through the work of the soul gatherers, in the end, a new space is 

created: 

... a space where new forms of being or old forms which were concealed 
can grow. . . . The space newly created at once allows growth and rest, 
allows a moving away from and an abiding in. In such a space being exists 
as 'releasement' (Gallassenheit). (p. 190) 

The Role of the Interpreter 

I see myself acting as a philosopher and a poet, using my own feelings and 
intuitions, bringing those in, bringing in the great thinkers, bringing in, 
enhancing what I think the choreographer is saying by showing those 
connections. It's fun, it's exciting. (Bentz, personal communication, May 
28, 1993; see Appendix, p. 337) 

Bentz is a negotiator between the properties and form of the dances and 

the larger sociological and philosophical structures which they are capable of 

embracing. Her role is also one of solution seeker. She views dance as an 

epistemology capable of bringing forth new perspectives that will enable us to 

evolve and grow as humans, such as in Perhaps I am the Stronger. . .. In her work 
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as a therapist, Bentz finds that the powerful meaning carried in gestures of some 

dances can act as catalysts for getting people in touch with their feelings. For 

example, in one of her classes, Bentz had students reenact gestures from one of 

the dances she interpreted, Perhaps I am the Stronger. . . . She (personal 

communication, May 28, 1993) recalls: 

... there was a woman in there that was in an abusive relationship. 
She and a guy in the class went through the last segment where they ended 
up being locked in, and then we had her re-dance it and go through the 
gestures where she didn't stop, she just ran off stage! (see Appendix, p. 
339-340) 

Her role in discerning, writing about and disseminating this information 

may be considered one of a sociologist actively engaged in promoting social 

change. Additionally, she maintains an interactive role in the interpretive process, 

not only with her audience (which may include clients and students) but with the 

choreographers/performers as well. Throughout the various stages of her 

interpretation she drew upon their ideas, thoughts and reflections about her 

interpretations. Describing the presentation of Perhaps I am the Stronger. .. to 

audiences, Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993) says: 

Another technique we used was slowing it down, or taking away the music. 
We were doing parts of that when Penny and Gayle and I worked together. 
We did segments where they repeated a particular phrase without the 
music for the audience and then we kind of looked at what was happening 
right in the short segment and talked about it. That was really fun. And the 
times when they didn't have the music on-after having seen the whole 
thing they didn't have the music on they just saw the gestures-the audience 
found that really useful because they said they could hear them breathing 
and that was real important to getting them in touch with their feelings 
about what was happening. (see Appendix, p. 339) 

Bentz is adamant that she has no desire to control the people she studies, as might 

be the case with other approaches, although change may be one of the outcomes 
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for all involved in the interpretive process when hermeneutic phenomenology is 

used. She speaks of the personal fulfillment she has experienced using this 

approach. Says Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993): 

In hermeneutics the idea is, rm going to interact with this and see how I 
can grow in this process, how I can get closer to something and change. So 
it's the researcher who is changed. And the other person, if they're in 
dialogue, is changed, too. Their understanding has changed, too. (see 
Appendix, p. 334) 

Cynthia I. Novack: Ethnography 

Sharing the Dance: Contact Improvisation and American Culture (1990) 

Researcher's Construction of Approach 

Cynthia Novack's understanding and perspective of dance is decidedly that 

of a dance artist, formed in part by her early technical training and experiences in 

ballet, jazz and tap. In college she began to broaden that perspective, immersing 

herself in the modem dance techniques of Wigman and Graham and then 

engaging in her first experiences with improvisation and choreography via a 

collaborative group in Berkeley named The Moveable Feast. Moving to New 

York, she then studied Cunningham technique with Merce Cunningham and Viola 

Farber. "I've taken just about every American technique some of them much less 

than others but my whole life, really, has been involved with movement in some 

way and so it's sort of a second skin" (Novack, personal communication, june 14, 

1993; see Appendix, p. 369-370). That second skin has also included studies in 

kinesiology, movement analysis, tap dancing with Brenda Buffalino and Yoga with 

Peentz Dubble. And perhaps of most importance to Novack's perspective and 



notions about dance has been her long-term association and work with the 

Richard Bull Dance Theatre, an improvisatory group. 

But eventually, Novack sought a fresh perspective on dance--something 

different than the dancerly lens she had embraced for so long--and it was that 

desire which prompted her to study anthropology at Columbia University. Of 

her introduction to the theoretical issues of this field Novack (personal 

communication, June 14, 1993) says: 
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I felt enormously stimulated intellectually, and I felt like anthropology 
changed my whole perspective on dance. It gave me a much broader 
point of view, enabled me to see any given dance from different 
perspectives, rather than from my own narrow identification of myself as a 
dancer of particular kinds of dance. It enabled me to break out of that, 
which was just fantastic. (see Appendix, p. 354-355) 

For Novack, who feels that all social theory is political theory, current 

anthropological debates have been particularly stimulating and relevant. Noting 

Franziska Boaz's studies in linguistics, Novack agrees that although movement is an 

essential and biological characteristic of the human condition, movement is 

nevertheless culturally constructed. The ramifications of this idea are twofold. On 

the one hand it acknowledged that all humans are connected as a species in a 

significant way; on the other it accounts for our differences. Says Novack 

(personal communication, June 14, 1993): 

I found these ideas very compelling politically because they affirm a sense 
that all human beings are related, that we're all one species. And, yet, we 
have this marvelous capacity for cultural difference, for constructing 
different ways to live our lives. (see Appendix, p. 356) 

Also important to Novack's approach of interpreting contact 

improvisation have been those anthropologists, such as Clifford Geertz, who 
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negotiate works of art as symbols. And the idea of investigating the experiences 

of one's own participation in that which one studies (in this case contact 

improvisation), was extracted in part form a book, African Rhythms and African 

Sensibilities, by john Chernoff (1983). Other writers of importance to Novack's 

text included joann Kealiinohomoku, Jill Sweet, and Suzanne Youngerman. 

One of Novack's major objectives in writing Sharing the Dance, was to 

present a description of dance improvisation not only to fellow dancers, but to 

anthropologists and those in related fields such as American Studies. Novack feels 

a writer must be aware of their extended readership when writing about dance, 

but that, in tum, others must be willing to read about dance. 

Intellectuals learn to read about all kinds of written description. They 
should be willing to focus on a description of a dance and try to imagine it 
and make an effort to understand what you're talking about. It should work 
both ways. (Novack, personal corrununication, June 14, 1993; see 
Appendix, p. 367) 

Unfortunately, this is not always the case, according to Novack, who notes that 

dance is a marginal activity in American culture and in anthropology. 

Novack's orientation is a decidedly non-psychological perspective. 

Psychology, she posits (personal communication, june 14, 1993) permeates 

current theories about dance because of the general influence of popular 

psychology. The history of dance, its political situation, and the relationships 

which form around it are too important, says Novack (personal communication, 

May 28, 1993) to be lost to an ego-centric focus on self in relationship to dance. 

At the recent joint Congress on Research in Dance and Society of Dance History 

Scholars conference in New York (June, 1993), Novack found it disturbing that 
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some dancers related their own personal, deeply felt experiences of dance to 

dance forms of other cultures and places. If we choose an approach which 

accommodates a multilayered perspective of dance then it ". . . will make us 

more intellectually interesting and also make us more politically involved and 

responsible, more capable of grappling with the enormous problems we have in 

our world." And that is precisely what an anthropological approach provides for 

Novack who, not surprisingly, notes, "So I do see a very strong political basis for 

all of this" (personal communication, June 14, 1993; see Appendix, p. 379). 

The format of Novack's text is straightforward. Following a description of 

her methodology and its negotiation of the concepts of body, movement and 

dance, she offers an introduction to contact improvisation, describing the 

historical developments (choreographers, audiences, movement and social trends 

as well as ideologies) which were important to the shaping of this dance form. 

After tracing the early stages of contact improvisation, she describes the results of 

the movement analysis she conducted on various contact improvisations which 

she observed in live performances and on video cassettes. She then presents the 

style of contract improvisation through an analysis of its overall movement values, 

organization and performance frame. Establishing the baseline features of these, 

Novack then uses photographs of contact improvisations and compares those 

features with similar or different photographs of ballet and Merce Cunningham's 

choreography. Notions of sexuality, as related to the body and movement of 

dancers engaged in close physical contact-as is typical of contact improvisation-

are also examined by Novack. 
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Questions Raised by Approach 

How and in what ways is the body, movement and dance culturally 

constructed? What are the social activities and the aesthetics of this dance form 

which contribute to the meaningfulness of this activity? What is the historical 

context of this dance form and what is my own situation in this study? 

Approach Discerned 

As an ethnographic history of American contact improvisation, Novack's 

writing depicts a multilayered approach with an overriding purpose: to convey 

how, as a movement of American culture, contact improvisation speaks of the 

time and society which has nourished its lived duration. As numerous as the 

corollaries of this notion are, there are two spirals forming the central cylinders of 

Novack's thesis. One is that contact improvisation is a social activity and the other 

is that it carries a particular aesthetic. What Novack's analysis of those two 

premises aims for, is a demonstration of how meaning is constituted by and for 

participants both as they engage in the art form itself and as they come to 

experience the multifaceted relationships which ensue. 

In investigating the meaning of contact improvisation as a social activity, 

Novack negotiates the experiences and relationships people have which are 

linked to this art form. She uses thick description, a term first used by Clifford 

Geertz, denoting an analysis by which a phenomenon or idea is addressed again 

and again throughout an interpretation, from different angles. Contact 

improvisation relationships are quite different from those of traditional dance 

forms since the emphasis is instead on an ongoing exchange of weight between 

dancers as they move. Also, bow movement unfolds is important in contact 
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improvisation; there is an emphasis on process rather than product. Additionally, 

the organization of relationships within a contact improvisation group tend to be 

communal and egalitarian, unlike traditional companies which are often lead by 

one artistic director. So in both the smaller context in which relationships are 

formed between dancers as they move as well as the larger context of group 

organization, relationships are experiential. And this, according to Novack, 

parallels the major social and political shifts which took place in the 1960s in 

American culture, just prior to the birth and development of contact 

improvisation. 

By examining the ways in which the relationship dynamics and the 

aesthetics of contact improvisation developed and changed over a period of time, 

Novack provides an ethnographic account of what she considers to be a 

transitional phase of American culture. For just as contact improvisation was 

marked by individualism, spontaneity and communal and experimental life styles, 

so too, was the American culture of this period. 

"But an approach is only as good as its application," notes Novack 

(personal communication, june 14 1993; see Appendix, p. 360), whose procedure 

is as multifaceted as her perspective. And it was, in part, through fieldwork that 

Novack was able to capture the experiences of people as they participated in 

contact improvisation. 

Since I'm interested in how people experience dance in their lives and in 
different ways of dancing and understanding the world, this approach is 
very valuable to me and a great advantage .... I would go crazy if I were to 
confine myself primarily to going to performances and trying to write 
about them. (see Appendix, p. 362-363) 
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Specifically, Novack's fieldwork consisted of: conducting formal interviews with 

people involved in all aspects of contact improvisation; informal interviews held 

with dancers in numerous situations, such as in dressing rooms after classes and at 

conferences; overhearing and then listening to conversations of dancers talking to 

other dancers; observing and participating in contact improvisation classes; 

observing performances of contact improvisations in a variety of settings; 

attending and participating in conferences on contact improvisation and other 

related topics. The sheer magnitude of information collected from such 

processes was overwhelming, notes Novack, but through persistence, it 

eventually gets boiled down. 

At the beginning, you have certain ideas about what you're doing and then 
when you get immersed in the material, those ideas guide you into it. They 
also change. Things that you thought you might be doing don't fit at all and 
you toss them out. And in field work, my experience is that you go 
through a period where you are quite overwhelmed by detail and the 
complexity of what you're looking at. It starts to seem impossible to write 
about it without being just totally reductive and misrepresenting 
everything. And then when you sit down with your material and you start 
to sift through it, it seems to me, there's kind of re-clarification. I also 
probably have a little memory lapse [laughter]. All of that overwhelming 
detail fades a bit and you're more willing to reduce it. I certainly see 
analysis as a process that takes place over time and I think that writing is 
also a long process. (Novack, personal communication, June 14, 1993; see 
Appendix, p. 373-374) 

Another procedure (also typical of the anthropological method) which 

Novack used, was comparative analysis. In particular, she watched videos of 

contact improvisations with the purpose of analyzing the movement. From these 

initial movement analyses, baseline features were distinguished, and then applied 

to photographs of contact improvisations which clearly represented those 

properties. In turn, these baseline features were compared to similar and 



different features found in photographs of ballet works (particularly the pas de 

deux) as well as in photographs of Merce Cunningham's choreography. 

160 

According to Novack (personal communication, June 14, 1993), the 

advantage of these photographs was that it made the whole text more accessible 

to people not familiar with dance to begin with. Novack first became aware of 

this problem when she found that her professors of anthropology (who were 

reading her dissertation on contact improvisation) could not understand her 

movement descriptions. She discovered photographs to be a reasonable 

solution. 

The archives of Contact Quarterly proved to be especially helpful to the 

historical investigation she conducted, and her research in other related fields of 

history such as dance history in general and American Studies contributed to her 

thick description. Novack's historical account of developments surrounding 

contact improvisation was part subjective and part plain chronicalizing. 

Now obviously there's interpretation involved in how I constructed that, 
what I chose to include, what to exclude and so on. But it is also a 
chronological history of many of the events that happened in the 
development of contact improvisation. So in the sense that all history is 
someone's interpretation and representation of what happened, I saw 
myself doing that. (Novack, personal communication, June 14, 1993; see 
Appendix, p. 361) 

What also emerges, then, in this historical account-and is evident throughout the 

entirety of Novack's text-is a sense of the self-reflective; an analysis that 

establishes the writer's debate and her position within that polemic. Says Novack 

(personal communication, June 14, 1993): 
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... I think that it's very important to understand what one's own 
perspective is. It's part of my concern for self-reflexiveness--to let the 
reader know what one thinks one's own perspective is. I don't think 
there's ever such a thing as unbiased writing. But I think what happens is 
that a lot of people simply don't identify what their allegiance is, what their 
interests are. (see Appendix, p. 361-362) 

In all of these ways, then, the similarities and differences among peoples' 

experiences were discerned through procedures which shifted between the 

formal (such as the movement analysis of contact improvisation) and informal 

(such as listening to others conversations about contact improvisation). And 

through a rendering of these combined processes the aesthetics of contact 

improvisation is revealed. 

Novack (personal communication, june 14, 1993) feels that her physical 

response when observing dance is very strong, not only because she is a dancer 

but in particular because she is an improviser, trained to respond to and interact 

with other dancers. 

So I'm very absorbed in watching and immediately sensing what 
somebody's doing because I might want to move in the same impulse with 
them or I might want to cannon what they're doing or I might want to 
remember their theme or start to interweave it with what I'm doing. 
(see Appendix, p. 368) 

Novack's writing comes in "fits and starts" since she is so busy teaching and 

performing. She fmds that the actual writing sometimes comes easily, sometimes 

not, but that it is worthwhile to let the rough draft sit for awhile and then return to 

it later tore-clarify what has been written (Novack, personal communication, June 

14, 1993). 
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The Negotiation of the Performing Body/ Movement. Dynamics and Space 

Above all, what distinguishes the body in contact improvisation, according 

to Novack, is that it is a body constituted by culture. Although humans may 

posses an innate, biological capacity to move, the types of movements typical of 

any given culture or subculture are 1noven1ents that are to a large extent 

determined by the social and economic conditions of that group's place and time. 

Viewed this way, the body and movement which emerged in the practices 

of contact improvisation during the early 1970s were linked to a series of strong 

social and political shifts that took place in the American culture in the 1960's and 

continued to impact all areas of life for a long time afterwards. By tracing 

ideologies and innovations of several prominent choreographers of this time 

(Merce Cunningham, Ann Halprin, Eric Hawkins, and Steve Paxton) as well as 

several movement trends (such as social dance of the 1960s and experimental 

dance and theatre of that time), Novack demonstrates how the seeds were laid for 

an art form such as contact improvisation to take hold. 

Her insight into the construction of body and movement as endemic to 

this form of dance was also aided by her own experiences in contact 

improvisation as a dancer, and in listening and reading about others' thoughts and 

feelings about the notion of body and movement. Novack distinguishes the 

differences between the body as known by contact improvisers and their 

observers and that of ballet dancers and their observers. In contact 

improvisation gender is not emphasized; bodies may be any height or weight; the 

body itself is experienced by the dancer's attention to inner sensations of touch 

and weight; and the body is both responsive and active in its tnovement practices. 
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As mentioned above, Novack used movement analysis to describe baseline 

features of improvisations which she watched on video cassette and in 

performances. By using this technique, Novack was able to describe a style of 

movement C movement values) which appears to be fairly constant among those 

practicing contact improvisation. She distinguishes ten different features, some of 

which comment on the structure or ideology of the dance as much as on the 

movement (Novack, 1990, p. 115-124). 

Novack (personal communication, june 14, 1993) feels that space, which is 

an essential feature of choreography, is often left unaddressed by American dance 

writers: 

People are so interested in bodily technique and the virtuosity of the 
individual dancer. To me space is just a central element. Again, that comes 
in part out of the orientation of our company's work; we are very spatially 
oriented. So as an observer of dance I am very aware--it's something I 
always look at: How is space being used? And it's definitely something I 
wrote about at length in the book in different ways. (see Appendix, p. 
371). 

Contact improvisation may take place in any type of space, and the dancers are 

not usually spatially oriented toward an audience. Much of the dancing takes place 

within the "kinesphere of the duo," rather than within the environment or on 

choreographed pathways. "Often," notes Novack (personal communication, June 

14, 1993) "it doesn't matter where they dance" (see, p. 371). Nevertheless, where 

they do dance, and the way that space is actually used does have a strong influence 

on both the participants and the observers, even if it is not consciously attended 

to. 
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In her text, Sharing the Dance, Novack traces some of the changes in the 

way space was used by improvisers as they became increasingly skilled over time. 

Generally, space is used by improvisers in a three-dimensional fashion, since 

much of their movement takes place on top of, or in relationship to, another 

dancer (or dancers) locomoting through space. According to Novack (1990) 

improvisers refer to their space as spherical and much of that 360-degree space is 

filled with circles, curves and spirals. 

Of time, as it is linked to contact improvisation, Novack's assessment is of 

the larger historical context of this art form, rather than of the way time is 

necessarily maneuvered among its practitioners. Nevertheless, in some of 

Novack's movement descriptions the length of time of some movement passages 

is suggested. And in Novack's analysis of movement values, it is noted that 

differentiation among dancers is not established by the amount of time an 

improviser is dancing in the performing space. 

The Role of the Interpreter 

Novack examines contact improvisation as an anthropologist might 

examine another culture. It is from her actual experiences with contact 

improvisation; her analyses of its movements forms; her investigation of its socio

cultural contexts; and her interviews with its practitioners that Novack develops a 

frame of reference, or a cultural theory about contact improvisation. In the end, 

Novack:s role as an interpreter of the American contact improvisation movement 

of the 1970s and 1980s is to reveal how this new dance trend paralleled the 

changing cultural values and beliefs of the American society during that time. 
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Summary 

The basic principles associated with the approaches of feminism, 

hermeneutics and ethnography were examined, followed by an analysis of these 

three traditions using the same procedures as in Chapter III. Text analyses were 

joined with the interpreter's current reflections on their text, gleaned from 

personal interviews I conducted with each of the scholar/writers. 

Ann Daly's (1992) feminist orientation was examined using her article 

"Dance History and Feminist Theory: Reconsidering Isadora Duncan and the Male 

Gaze." Valerie Malhotra Bentz's article, "Creating images in dance: Works of 

Hanstein and Ziaks," was analyzed for its hermeneutic phenomenological 

approach and the ethnographic method employed by Cynthia]. Novack in her 

book, Sharing the Dance: Contact Improvisation and American Culture, was also 

negotiated. 

An overview of the findings of these three analyses are reflected in 

Figure 6. 
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Figure 6. A Chart of Dimensions Distinguishing Three Interpretive Approaches. 



CHAPTER V 

From Dance to Text and Back to Dance: An Interpretation of Meaning 

In pursuing the question, What does it mean to interpret dance?, a new 

conversation about the meaning of dance surfaces. As discovered in Chapter II, 

interpretations are translations of an experience through the structures and codes 

of one's language. One's experience of phenomenon-such as a dance or 

movement trend--can never be directly transferred to another being, but rather is 

reconstructed through the signs of one's language. In arranging a coherent 

perspective of a dance, a mediation among four fundamental realms of 

interpretation takes place. These realms may be identified as: the presence and 

intention of the interpreter; the approach selected; the socio-cultural context of 

the interpretation and; the function of the text. It is this process of 

interpretation-and particularly the exchanges among these four realms of 

interpretation-that will act as a point of entry into a conversation about the 

meaning of dance, in this chapter. 

A prevailing theme intersects these four realms of interpretation, which is: 

Arranging their own way. In the act of arranging ideas and practices, the 

interpreter of dance explores, discovers, ferrets out, creates and arranges a 

coherent perspective. The term arranging here indicates a process of making 

something ready, or coming to a pause of agreement. In the temporal sense of 

arranging, the interpreter never stops or comes to rest within a completed 
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edifice. The term arrange gathers additional meaning from its musical usage, 

which is to use or put a score on voices or instruments other than those for which 

the score was originally intended. 

Although moments of arrangement may emerge, as in the publication of 

the writers'/scholars' articles or books, those arrangements, too, may be 

considered part of a process, as will be discovered below. The pragmatic aspects 

of arrangement, or the actual construction of the text, plays an important role in 

mediating the philosophical and theoretical realms within which these 

writers/ scholars dwell. Indeed, as will be discussed, there are numerous points of 

overlapping between the pragmatic moments of shaping the text, and the 

writers/scholar's sifting through the theoretical concepts and philosophical 

practices which they choose to arrange. In moving back-and-forth between these 

two realms, the interpreter continues to move toward arrangement of a coherent 

perspective. 

To interpret the four realms of interpretation identified above, I return to 

the hermeneutic dialogical circle begun in Chapter II, using dialogues resonating 

between the hermeneutic philosophers cited in Chapter II, and the 

writer/scholars whose texts I examined in Chapters III and N. My own voice will 

act as mediator and negotiator of the diverse perspectives in this conversation 

about meaning. 

The Presence and Intention of the Intemreter 

As apparent in the works and dialogues of these writer/scholars, the 

process of interpretation begins with the interpreter herself. The varied 

experiences and professional backgrounds of the seven writers whose texts were 



investigated in this study are instrumental to the diverse approaches of 

interpretation examined in Chapters III and IV. During the process of 

interpretation the writer/scholar's experiences, prejudices, and 

preunderstandings are in continual interaction with the object of interpretation 

and the mode of exegesis. 
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Several of the interpreters examined in this group direct dance programs; 

one is a practicing sociologist and psychotherapist; another a writer; and two are 

practicing anthropologists. What distinguishes the group of writer/scholars 

examined here is their deep engagement in the theoretical aspects of dance as 

well as, in most cases, the practices of dance. That there are two writer/scholars 

who have approached dance from quite different background experiences, 

speaks of the current interdisciplinary nature of many disciplines, dance included. 

Of the seven, three of the writers, Susan Foster (post-structuralism), 

Cynthia Novack (ethnography) and Sondra Fraleigh (phenomenology), had strong 

backgrounds as performers in the field of modern dance and, in the case of 

Cynthia Novack, contact improvisation as well. Janet Adshead (dance analysis) and 

judith Hanna (semiotics) have both studied dance and Adshead-Lansdale spoke of 

". . . performing locally and then primarily as a teacher" (personal communication, 

june 33, 1993, see Appendix, p. 241). 

Two of the writers, Valerie Bentz (hermeneutic phenomenology) and Ann 

Daly (feminist theory) had little actual experience in the physical practices of 

dance, though both had taken several dance classes. I gathered from my 

discussion with Bentz that she was drawn to the enterprise of dance due mainly to 

her fundamental belief that movement is an epistemology more profound, even, 
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than verbal forms of communication, and therefore capable of embodying a 

culture's most significant meanings. When reflecting on my discussion with 

Bentz, I recall that she often used the words spiritual and meaningful in describing 

her attitudes about her approach. For Daly, who began her career as a writer after 

majoring in journalism as an undergraduate, it was the challenge of writing about a 

non-verbal phenomena which initially drew her to dance. Furthermore, although 

not a dancer, her everyday conversational language seemed to reveal an 

engagement with the physical nature of the dance medium. 

During the process of interpretation the writer/scholar engages in a variety 

of procedures directly connected to the method employed. The selection of an 

approach is based upon the interpreter's preferences, preunderstandings and 

knowledge. Madison (1988) writes: 

People act to achieve certain ends, and the very definition of action is 
that it is purposive behavior. This is a phenomenal fact and is as 
undeniable as is the cogito, the fact of the reflective subject's own 
existence. just as Emile Benveniste has shown, there is no discourse which 
does not posit or implicate a speaking subject (le sujet du discours), so also 
is action quite simply unintelligible if it is not interpreted teleologically, 
with reference to purposeful subjects. (p. 100) 

Given that the professional roles, experiences and preunderstandings of 

the writer/scholar guides her or him in the selection and use of an approach for 

interpreting dance, what are the fundamental processes of this interaction with 

the interpreter's construction of a dance's meaning? 

Dance, like all of life, is fleeting; by the time we think about it, or attempt 

its interpretation, it has become a remembered experience. Schutz and 

Luckmann (1973) write: 
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Meaning is not a quality of certain lived experiences emerging distinctively 
in the stream of consciousness--that is to say, of the objectivities 
constituted within it. It is rather the result of my explication of past lived 
experiences which are grasped reflectively from an actual now and from an 
actually valid reference schema. As long as I am engaged in lived 
experiences and directed toward the Objects that are intended in them, 
these experiences have no sense for me (apart from the particular 
meaning-and time-structure of action!). Lived experiences first become 
meaningful, then, when they are explicated post hoc and become 
comprehensible to me as well-circumscribed experiences. Thus only 
those lived experiences are subjectively meaningful which are memorially 
brought forth in their actuality, which are examined as regards their 
constitution, and which are explicated in respect to their position in a 
reference schema that is at hand. (p. 15-16) 

This reference schema which Schutz and Luckmann (1973) refer to 

embraces language, a symbolic form of communication which enables one to 

express one's experiences regarding what is meaningful about a dance, in a shared 

way. To think or to interpret is to use language, which, as argued in Chapter II is 

meaningful in both its intent and content. 

One's experience and interpretation of a phenomenon is also necessarily 

ontological; it is an act which is enmeshed in one's language, understanding and 

knowledge of the world. What one perceives, thinks, feels and interprets 

becomes, in this sense, the experience itself. This is certainly true of the 

interpretive orientations of the writer/scholars examined in this study, who were 

often engaged in their method of inquiry and its extenuating concepts, language 

and modes of reasoning for many years. In my interviews with the 

writer/scholars I observed that their approaches were not merely selected and 

then employed in a cursory way, but were experiential modes of inquiry, deeply 

rooted in the lived experiences of the interpreters. Questions I asked of the 
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writer/scholars about their experiences while observing, interpreting and writing 

about dance reveal this observation. 

Furthermore, observing, interpreting and writing are often private actions 

yet at the same time are essential moments of experience which distinguish the 

beginning of the interpretive process and its entire temporal unfolding. The 

writing of a text, like the actual process of choreographing and rehearsing a dance, 

is seldom addressed in interpretive discourses, yet provides a direct line to the 

core of the discourse. In the writing of a text its composition is formed and so 

this process becomes the link between the experience of the writer as it is lived, 

and the published discourse. 

The Interpreter's Conceptions of Body. Space and Time 

Asked whether or not the writer thought that her feelings, notions and/or 

attitudes about her own body influenced in any way the approach she selected for 

interpreting dance, emphatic "yeses" were delivered by Novack and Fraleigh, 

both of whose notions about her own body (and the performing body in the 

more general sense) were inextricably linked to their approach of interpretation. 

As Fraleigh (1993) stated, "My body is myself. So, yes. My body is not separate. I 

don't just check out my body. I check myself' (personal communication, June 

1993; see Appendix, p. 291). And Novack's (personal communication, June 14, 

1993) reply to this question was: 

Defmitely. I think that the extent of my experience really helped me to 
understand what contact improvisation was about. And that's been 
verified for me by people who have practiced contact improvisation for 
years and years, who were very pleased by some of the ways in which I 
wrote about it-and who trusted me because they could see my ability to 



sympathize with it and understand something about what it was. (see 
Appendix, p. 370) 
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Sociologist/psychotherapist Bentz reflected that on an intuitive level she 

understood that the notion of the body (meaning the body in general rather than 

her own) must be embraced by psychological and sociological theories. Daly 

seemed to echo similar sentiments to Bentz's intuitive sense about the body in 

her reply, "Yes, but not consciously'' (personal conununication, June 14, 1993; see 

Appendix; p. 316). Adshead-Lansdale (personal corrununication, June 23, 1993) 

stated, "I am not conscious of that, except as a desire to understand its expressive 

potential. But I see my body as distinct from the dance" (p. 241). 

When asked if they were aware of their body when observing a dance, 

both Daly and Fraleigh spoke of their kinesthetic engagement in a dance's 

rhythm, and particularly when it was a compelling rhythm. Fraleigh (personal 

communication, june 17, 1993) noted, too, that she can "still" herself during a 

dance, which also entails a type of body attentiveness, and described her reaction 

to Cunningham's works as an example of such moments . 

. . . I can still myself against it also and just allow it to pulsate. And that's 
okay, too, but in that case I am still relating with my body; there's a kind of 
choice that I'm making. When I watch Cunningham's work I find that I go 
on a journey and by the end of the dance, well, it sort of has an intellectual 
dimension for me, I fmd my body becomes quite still. Because I find a 
meditative dimension there, even amidst the noise of some of the music 
that is there. I say noise-yes, some of it may be noisy, some of it may be 
words, may be clatter, chatter, may be beautiful sounds to my ears, but I 
find my way through that because there is a still dimension that's 
happening because the choreography is leveled out. It doesn't have these 
predictable cadences that build tension and then release tension. It kind of 
goes more like the even attention of meditation. So that happens to me a 
little bit with that sort of dance. I'd have to go into it, like almost every 
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dance will produce some level of attention an attentiveness in my body that 
I can check out for what's there in the dance. (see Appendix, p. 290-291) 

Adshead-Lansdale and Bentz spoke of a general kinesthetic connection to a dance, 

as they observe it, and Novack described a very intense physical interaction with a 

dance during the process of observation. This, Novack (personal communication, 

june 14, 1993) attributes to the interactive nature of contact improvisation, which 

she has had so much training and experience in. 

Well, I have a lot of identification with dancers when I watch them, a very 
powerful kinesthetic sense. I think this is true of all people to a certain 
extent because everybody moves. So that when you watch a dancer, 
anybody can feel identification. But I think ifs more pronounced with 
people who have studied dance and for me as an improviser I feel like it's 
even stronger because the dancing I do with my company is interactive--so 
much of what we do in movement is taken from each other or is done in 
response to another dancer. So I'm very absorbed in watching and 
immediately sensing what somebody's doing because I might want to 
move in the same impulse with them or I might want to canon what they're 
doing or I might want to remember their theme or start to interweave it 
with what I'm doing. So, I just feel like that consciousness never leaves me, 
that I see movement-this is even outside of performance, when I watch 
people on the subway or walking down the street-I just see it and I have 
sensations about it. (see Appendix, p. 368-369) 

In putting dance images into words, Foster (personal communication, May 

27, 1993) reflects: 

... you always have to go back and recreate a dance in your imagination in 
order to write about it because it's not there anymore. So that's a pretty 
interesting thing to have to do. And those images, they're very unstable. 
They may not be accurate and they may end up being composite images. 
If I am writing about Swan Lake, it may end up being 30 different Swan 
Lakes that I have seen and none of them in particular. So that's a strange 
kind of place that that image occupies in your mind, when you resurrect an 
image. But let's say it's about a dance that you saw, say, the night before. 
You have to come up with those best kinds of total images, I mean, not just 
visual but how it sounded, and how it smelled and how it felt-that you can 
And then I fmd my body getting very contorted when I start to press for a 
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conversion of something that I saw in movement, into words. So I'll find 
myself doing the quality, like [demonstrates with arm]. What's that? Is that 
a fling? Or is it a toss? And my eyes are closed. And then I'll notice that I 
haven't breathed for several minutes! You know, my rib cage is extremely 
tense and I go [Foster takes a breath]. Okay. And then I'll start over and it 
takes an hour. I find it very laborious to make that transference. (see 
Appendix, p. 357-358) 

Unlike the process of observing a dance, most of the other writers were 

aware of their body when writing about a dance, only when they felt "hungry," 

"uncomfortable" or "crumpled." Novack (personal communication, June 14, 

1993) also said that, if applicable to what she is writing about, she may use her 

"knowledge of dance," or her "dancer's imagination." And Adshead-Lansdale 

(personal communication, June 23, 1993) also mentioned a "movement memory" 

as well as a "visual memory." 

When asked about her awareness of space while writing, Novack, ever the 

improviser in her professional as well as personal life said: 

I see my sense of personal space as shifting when I'm writing. I guess I 
don't have such a ftxed idea of personal space. I live in a loft. Now I'm 
living in New York. I write wherever and whenever I have some time to do 
it . . . (personal communication, june 14, 1993; see Appendix, p. 370) 

At the other end of this spectrum was Bentz who described an idyllic 

environment wherein she wrote her article at a desk in a pleasant study with 

cardinals in the trees outside. Bentz noted that: 

Space is not one of my best ways of thinking. Some people are more 
spatially oriented. I don't know if I am I can think more about time than I 
can about space. I guess maybe that's one reason I am not a dancer ... 
(personal communication, May 28, 1993; see Appendix, p. 345) 
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When Fraleigh (whose phenomenological approach is shared in part by Bentz's 

hermeneutic phenomenological approach) was asked about writing and space, 

she too shifted her thoughts to the notion of time: 

When I was writing my book? Now, that to me is a temporal concept and 
it means when I was actually engaged in the writing, when I would sit down 
and write .... When I write I think of it like when I dance, or when I 
choreograph. It's a temporal thing when I'm actually engaged in it. When I 
write I engage myself in a creative project and there are unpredictable, 
exciting and explicable points along the way and I live all of those. 
(personal communication, June 17, 1993; see Appendix, p. 292) 

When I then asked Fraleigh the question, "Are there any components of space 

which seem meaningful to you when you think about your approach?" she 

replied: 

... It's just as I'm living, the spatial sensations of what I'm writing about, 
that is, if I'm writing about the dance that I've seen, that I've felt, that I'm 
audience to-the lived dimensions of its space will come up to me. And 
not, maybe, its actual dimensions because they don't matter anyway. The 
actual dimensions are not what the work is about. It's the lived dimension. 
So, I've become consonant with the space of the work that I'm writing 
about or the spatial feelings inherent in what I am working out, as I say it. 
(personal communication, June 17, 1993; see Appendix, p. 292) 

Asking questions which separated the dimensions of dynamics and space was 

difficult for the writers but for phenomenologist Fraleigh and hermeneutic 

phenomenologist Bentz, it seemed particularly difficult. Fraleigh (personal 

communication, June 17, 1993) said later: 

1be dance is of time. It's of space, and I understand the dance is actually 
constructing time before my eyes. I'm constructing it in my perception of 
the dance. I co-create the time of it in my perceptions, as I go into the 
dance as a dancer and choreographer. (see Appendix, p. 292-293) 

Bentz also spoke of the quality of the time she spent writing the article examined 

in this study, compared to other works she has written: 
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Also [there is] the idea that the times that I've been doing hermeneutic 
phenomenology is not wasted time. There were sometimes in research 
where I felt like the actual time doing it was drudgery. It wasn't growth or 
energy producing. But I did it because it was part of a larger effort. But 
with hermeneutic phenomenology it seems like more of the time is good 
time, growth time. So that means, to me that means, there's ethical 
implications of it. Of any method or approach one of the questions you 
can ask about it is, what does it do to the person who is doing it? Do they 
feel better when they're doing it? Do they grow? Or do they just get 
through it? (see Appendix, p. 347) 

Like Fraleigh and Bentz, Daly (personal communication, June 14, 1993), too, 

distinguished between the different ways one may experience time when 

observing a dance and also merged the notions of time with space, as she spoke: 

... There's lived time, as opposed to chronological time. Again, I think 
that, with a really good dance, time is subsumed into space, and you're in 
that place where you're not measuring time, it just opens out kind of three
dimensionally. Other times it's just 'one more section.' . . . (see Appendix, 
p. 317) 

For Daly (personal communication, June 14, 1993) the very core of her article 

wrestles with the notion of space: 

What I like about Kristeva's model, again, is that it is spatial. You are never 
stuck in a certain place. Her whole notion of selfhood and culture is very 
fluid. We do not exist in a fixed relationship, as the male gaze. (see 
Appendix, p. 315) 

And reflecting back on her awareness of time as she wrote her article, Daly 

(personal communication, June 14, 1993) stated: 

. . . On a real literal level, you have to ftnd the time to write it, and I was 
teaching. You have to fmd those little pockets of time that are big enough 
that you can do something meaningful. So the sense of time is always being 
squeezed in, or was a negotiation with other responsibilities. So there's not 
a luxurious sense of time, but a quite pressured sense of time. (see 
Appendix, p. 318-319) 

Merging time with space as she spoke, Daly noted that: 
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... When you're in that flow, time opens up into space and it drops out. 
You kind of drop out of time. But for me that never lasted too, too long. It 
comes in spurts. You plod a way for a long time and it's a very metrical 
time. But then something clicks. You reach critical mass and you kind of 
get lost in that flow. Then, right after, I usually make a breakthrough. (see 
Appendix, p. 318) 

For Novack, too, time is sensed as suspended more often when observing 

a dance rather than writing about it, which" ... has had to come in fits and starts" 

due to her busy schedule of dancing, teaching and writing (see Appendix, p. 372). 

For Novack, observing a dance is similar to performing in a piece, except that 

" ... it's not quite as focused, you know, your mind can wander. But there's that 

absorption and that sense of a kind of suspension of time because of the 

concentration in what's happening" (see Appendix, p. 371). This compares to 

writing about dance as Novack (personal communication, June 14, 1993) clarifies: 

. . . The thing I like least about writing is that I have to sit still in a chair to do 
it. I don't really like that and I fmd it physically uncomfortable so I don't 
have transcendent experiences of myself physically when I write. I may get 
very excited about what I'm writing about and I may be using my 
kinesthetic memory and imagination but, you know, I have to sit in this 
chair. So sometimes time suspends itself when I write, as I concentrate. 
You get on a roll or you start to get into what you're saying and you just go 
with it and it's very lovely. But basically I do not find the act of writing as 
pleasurable as the daily rehearsals. (see Appendix, p. 372) 

Foster (personal communication, May 27, 1993) spoke about experiencing" ... the 

dance's time, whatever the dance's time is" when observing a dance and Adshead

Lansdale (personal communication, June 23, 1993), stated: 

Oh, I think there are some very interesting ideas about time and whether it 
expands or contracts according to your concentration and involvement in 
something. That's certainly very interesting when time expands or shrinks 
- so they vary, I think depending on what point of the analysis process you 
might be at and how deeply involved you are and so on. The same is 
probably true of writing. (p. 242) 
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And Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993) brought another interesting 

notion of time to the forefront when she spoke of the historical, long-range 

association of time to her work. Asked if there were other aspects of time which 

seemed meaningful to her when she thought about her approach she replied: 

Yes, a sense of time and history, a connecting back to the writers that are 
some of my favorites, like Heidegger, Gadamer and when they lived, and 
then connecting with other people who might read it, who might be at 
other parts of the earth and might read it in a future. . . (see Appendix, 
p. 347-348) 

The lived interactions of the interpreter during the process of observing, 

interpreting and writing about dance reveals the ontological roots of these 

experiences as well as how it is the interpreter's idea about the dance that is 

conveyed. No longer the actual lived experience, the dance is recreated and 

conveyed anew through the interpreter's use of language which may be specific to 

their selected paradigm. In the process of interpretation of dance the 

writer/scholar becomes a cultural tool; searching for solutions, solving problems, 

changing language. Yet how do these acts of Arranging their oum way intersect 

with the other realms of interpretation and how do exchanges among these 

realms contribute to a meaning about dance? 

The Approach 

Deleuze (1992) says: 

A theory is exactly like a box of tools. It has nothing to do with the 
signifier. It must be useful. It must function. And not for itself. If no one 
uses it, beginning with the theoretician himself [herself], (who then ceases 
to be a theoretician), then the theory is worthless or the moment is 
inappropriate. We don't revise a theory, but construct new ones; we have 
no choice but to make others. It is strange that it was Proust, an author 
thought to be a pure intellectual, who said it so clearly: treat my book as a 
pair of glasses directed to the outside; if they don't suit you, fmd another 



180 

pair; I leave it to you to find your own instrument, which is necessarily an 
instrument for combat. (p. 11) 

Each of the seven dance interpretive texts examined in this study was 

written between 1983 and 1993. Although not all methods employed during this 

decade have been represented, the seven approaches examined here do present 

a cross section of the variety and types of methods employed by dance 

writer/ scholars during this time. The distinct voices offered by these interpreters 

at times unfurl and intersect and at other points pull abruptly back into their own 

spaces. Exchanges are made, and concepts declared, shared and improvised, as 

the words and notions of these freelancers become the parts of a larger script. 

What meaning can be drawn from these seven approaches? Are there debates to 

be drawn out? And if yes, how do these contribute to a conversation about the 

construction of meaning? 

The reticulation of ideas integral to a selected approach are closely linked 

to practical acts of arranging meaning. If two different interpreters were given the 

same approach and the same object of interpretation, the resulting acts of 

arranging would nevertheless vary, based upon the presence of the interpreter, 

the context of the interpretation and the function of the text. Foucault (1992) 

states that, " ... theory does not express, translate, or serve to apply practice: it is 

practice" (p. 10). And Madison (1988) writes: 

There is always a back-and-forth between theory and practice, in the sense 
that a theory can always be translated into a concrete procedure to be 
followed in practice, and also in the sense that the satisfactoriness (or lack 
thereof) of the practice is a measure of the truth (or falsity) of the theory. 
(p. 27) 
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The theme Arranging their own way is illuminated further by an 

examination of the wide range of core meanings derived from different 

interpretations and arrangements of a word, such as semiotic. For example, 

Adshead, Hanna and Foster's approaches are all concerned with how the codes 

and conventions, or distinguishing features of a dance, communicate messages. 

Adshead's text implies that the features of a dance can be identified, and that 

through a dance-based language these essential features--or, combined, their 

resulting form-can be interpreted and evaluated. According to this approach, as 

one objectively analyzes, interprets and evaluates a dance, one comes to know 

that dance. The focus, then, is predominantly on the dance itself. The views of 

the "others" connected to the dance such as the choreographer, performers, or 

those of the observer/writer herself are not emphasized. The process of coming 

to a know a dance, for Adshead, is through the objective perception, analysis, 

interpretation and evaluation of that dance. Meaning, according to this paradigm 

is gleaned first and foremost from the elements of the dance itself and in the way 

these elements interact and combine into form. This is a position which, drawing 

as it does from literary theory, implies a semiotic approach. 

It was noted in Chapter II that for Adshead-Lansdale (1988), the analysis of 

movement is the ftrst component of dance to be addressed; this analysis is at the 

core of understanding the dance's style, genre and meaning. If one understands 

the type of movement which makes up a dance, as well as how it interacts and is 

structured with the dance's other components of space and time then one gets 

closer to understanding the origination of the dance's style, genre and meaning. 

Hodgens, one of the authors of Dance Analysis: Theory and Practice, and who 
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writes specifically about interpretation, uses the term reading, which is often 

associated with structuralism and/or semiotics. According to Hodgens, dancers 

read the roles they are to perform, and observers read the dance's structure and 

performance. 

Whereas Adshead's text implies a semiotic direction, Foster (1986) and 

Hanna's (1983) texts are both tellingly explicit of the form that the semiotic takes 

in shaping their respective approaches. In fact, semiotics is at the heart of 

understanding each of these writer/scholar's paradigms. 

As brought forward for discussion in Chapter III, Hanna (1983) conducted 

an investigation of the socio-economic status of audience members and how 

status was linked to the interpretation of emotions, conveyed by the various body 

parts of dancers as they perform This conceptual framework--which, to analyze 

the semiotics of a work draws from Charles Morris' (1971) semiotic analysis of 

semantics, syntactics and pragmatics--wrestles with the emotions sent through 

dance; the distinguishing codes of those emotions; and how the spectator is 

impacted by them. 

Hanna's text addresses the possibility that communication occurs between 

performers and observers via clues sent by the dancer's body. Specific body 

parts are isolated and examined for the emotion they convey to those observing 

the dance. The history and culture of dances are probed as Hanna determines the 

influence of these two contexts in the exchange which takes place between the 

performer and observer and in turn, the impact that the dances have on culture 

and history are examined. This process of coming to know a dance was carried 

out by Hanna through the distribution of a survey form wherein the responses of 



the audience members were quantitatively investigated. Whereas Hanna's 

semiotics emphasizes the messages of the smaller units of dance within their 

historical and cultural contexts, Foster's aim is to mediate the dance's overall 

structure within those contexts. 
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The others integral to all stages of the dance are of utmost importance to 

Hanna's anthropological examination of the dances' semiotics. Unlike Adshead 

(1988), whose work suggests that the contexts or others related to a work may not 

be important, and if so, then in a secondary way to the dance itself, Hanna's (1983) 

method places the choreographers, dancers, audience members and critics front 

and center, shoulder to shoulder with the dance itself. 

Meaning and possible interpretations are numerous according to Hanna's 

(1983) approach, differing again from Adshead's notion that there will generally 

be a reasonable or plausible interpretation based on an accurate analysis, except 

in the case of an imaginative dance which may, by its very nature, be more open 

to interpretation. Interpretation may also vary based upon the interpreter's 

degree of skills in dance analysis (Adshead, 1988 p.p. 86-87). 

As is true of Adshead and Hanna, Foster (1986) also examines the smaller 

units of a dance and describes the way this analysis of the parts of a dance fit into 

her overall scheme: 

The structuralist method I am using here entails analyzing the dance in small 
parts. Such a method yields information about the principles governing 
the organization of the dance at the same time that it obscures the impact 
of the flow of action. Although this approach robs the dance of some of 
its most significant attributes, its continuity and dynamism, it does not 
ultimately conflict with an appreciation of the continuity of the activity; it 
merely affords us access to the codes that regulate the sequencing of 
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movement, the use of the body and its specific parts, and the orientation 
of the dancers in the performance space. (p. 247) 

Although Foster (1986) breaks down dance into its smaller parts, as is 

typical of semiological analysis, her overall use of semiotics as a conceptual 

framework is quite different than that of Adshead-Lansdale and Hanna's (1983) 

approaches, drawing strongly as it does from a post-structural orientation. 

Whereas Hanna's semiological framework situates the various dances within their 

specific culturaVhistorical settings, emphasizing the connection between the 

emotions of the dance (as conveyed through various body parts), and the 

audience (their interpretation and response to those emotions), Foster's (1986) 

approach mediates the process between the movement and the movement's 

meaning (or the relationship between the signifyer and the signified) by 

examining how meaning is created in different ways; by examining the way the 

movement is delivered; and also by accounting for its historical cultural context. 

Foster's conceptual framework considers, too, that the dance itself refers 

not only to itself but to the world as well. Foster points out that: 

Because all art events are part of a tradition of similar events with specific 
formal structures and points of view, it is misguided to assume that art 
events necessarily comment on events in the world or that artists even 
consider what their works are about in worldly terms. At the same time, 
however-and this is one of the responses that semiotics and post
structuralist criticism have made to the the new literary criticism-art 
inevitably evokes images of the world. (Foster, 1986, p. 245) 

Foster notes the different relationships between the signifyer and the 

signified suggested by Umberto Eco and Roland Barthes who: 

. . . use the sign as a structural model for a variety of cultural artifacts and 
events, but they focus special attention on the nature of the coded 
relationship .... These studies suggest that dance movement can create 
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meaning in many different ways, and thus they allow us to look at the dance 
not in terms of what it is trying to say but in terms of bow it delivers the 
message. (Foster, 1986, p. 233) 

As already discussed in Chapter III, what Foster embraces are four different 

modes of representation and a fifth, self-reflective one. She suggests (1986) that 

there are two directions which organize all art: 

Its organization is such that any given art event is oriented in two directions 
simultaneously: it refers to itself as an artistic event and to the cultural and 
social circumstances of which it is a part. It is this second direction that I 
am addressing in my formulation of the four modes of representation. I 
am concerned with the ways in which dance can make reference to the 
world, and I attempt to illustrate these ways by describing four 
choreographic treatments of the same worldly event. (p. 245) 

It is in Foster's emphasis on bow dances make reference to the world, that her 

approach moves into the post-structural realm. 

All three of the writer/scholars discussed thus far begin their investigation 

with a clearly defined conceptual framework. 1his is true of Daly (1992) as well 

who during the process of interpreting Isadora Duncan's dancing builds a new 

blueprint. Semiotic takes on an entirely new meaning with her approach yet, as is 

true with the other frameworks discussed thus far, continues to be a pivotal 

concept in her overall analysis. Drawing from Julia Kristeva's notion of semiotics, 

Daly parallels to some degree Foster's suggestion that the process, or bow the 

message is conveyed, is of greater significance than a determination of what is 

communicated--which Daly, using Kristeva's term, refers to as the product of 

codes (Daly, 1992, p. 244). Unking the notion of semiotic to the notion of 

process, shapes the conceptual framework within which Daly interprets Duncan's 

dancing body from a feminist historian's perspective. 
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Daly (1992)--whose own vantage is refined by Kristeva's concept of 

semiotic--suggests that a reasonable interpr~tation of art accounts for the two 

integrated dimensions of all signifying practices; both the semiotic and the 

symbolic. As noted in Chapter IV, Daly defines symbolic as that part of an art 

work which" ... is linear and logical; it is social and syntactical" (p. 244). The 

semiotic, however, is that part " ... which is a kind of underground 

communication. It is a pulsing, kinetic, heterogeneous space whose meanings are 

much more fluid and imprecise, yet no less powerful" ( p. 244). 

According to Daly, this notion of how the semiotic dimension is linked to 

dance suggests that art is an ever-changing temporal and spatially"oriented form 

capable of deriving its most significant interpretation from a point of entry which 

acknowledges first its positionality rather than its distinguishing features. Rather 

than examining the various components of the dance itself as semiotic, Daly's 

semiotic framework investigates the processes which occur mainly in the meaning 

of the movement (the signified) and particularly the dynamic interchanges 

between the semiotic and the symbolic. In sharp contrast to the above discussed 

approaches, then, Daly (1992) writes: 

For the feminist dance historian, this schema is particularly congenial, for 
several reasons. First, Kristeva's theory conceives of representation as a 
process, not as a vocabulary, syntax, and grammar of discrete units like 
letters or words. Dance, an art by definition in constant evolution over 
time and through space, cannot be explained through linguistic semiotics, 
as a building-block arrangement of ftxed units. Unlike many theories 
generated from nonperforming arts, Kristeva's processual semiotics is 
suited to dance sui generis. (p. 245) 

As noted, both Foster and Daly posit an approach which first and foremost 

considers the process (or how the dance's message is delivered) over the 
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and how it works. Their engagement with, and perspective· of that process, 

evolves from their selected conceptual frameworks. 
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The paradigms advanced by Adshead, Hanna and Foster draw from the 

language and concepts of literary theory, particularly those which were in vogue 

during the 1970s and 1980s. Objectivity is emphasized, which contrasts sharply to 

Fraleigh's phenomenological approach and Bentz's hermeneutic 

phenomenological approach. In a sense, Daly's approach acts as a bridge 

between the analyses conducted by the interpreters discussed thus far, and the 

approaches of Fraleigh and Bentz which are rooted in phenomenological 

considerations. Kristeva's (re)definition of the term semiotic as used by Daly to 

interpret Duncan's dancing, dovetails with phenomenology and hermeneutic 

phenomenology in its notion of an experientially lived world which is of space 

and time. As do the other interpreters discussed above, Fraleigh (1987) contends 

that art refers to life or that, "Art is a sign for life. It points out life's shapes, 

rhythms, colors and movements" (p. 174). 

Fraleigh (1986) in line with Adshead, Hanna and Foster, indicates that dance 

can be viewed or discussed as units; she does not, however, remove the 

description of a dance's units from the notion that they are experiential and lived. 

Units within the whole of the dance-its parts which nevertheless flow 
together and are continuous with each other in the whole-may be 
described according to their time-space configuration, or their world-line, 
as modern physics states the phenomenon of movement in time-space. 
These units may also be described according to what they point out or call 
forward in the imagination. (p. 172) 
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Fraleigh suggests too, that dance is symbolic yet that it derives much of its 

meaning in its essence as sign: 

A sign points toward something, points it out in a more direct way than a 
symbol does, since a symbol stands for something outside of what it is. 
Seen as a sign, the dancer does not stand for anything outside of the dance 
or the vital presence of her dancing. She does not arise from the reflective 
'I think' but from the existential 'I am.' She is embodied in her dance and 
signs it with her being. (Fraleigh, 1986, p. 252) 

Fraleigh's notion that the dancer signs the dance with her being clearly 

demonstrates the central, temporally oriented situation of the dancer's presence 

to the dance rather than that of a "still photograph" dance to the dancer. Sign, in 

this instance, becomes positioned in being, rather than, as we already observed in 

the other approaches, in the interaction between the components of the dance; 

or in the interaction between the dancers and audience; or enmeshed in the 

process of how the dance conveys meaning; or in the interactions between the 

symbolic and semiotic. In other words, from the phenomenological perspective, 

and it is reasonable to assume the same applies for the hermeneutic 

phenomenological orientation as presented by Bentz as well, no actual semantic 

autonomy is assumed. 

Although Fraleigh's approach emphasizes the internal contexts of a dance, 

her process of coming to know a dance through her own self reflection adds 

sharp contrast to Adshead, Hanna and Foster's more objective approach to the 

process of interpretation. The hermeneutic phenomenological approach that 

Bentz employs also represents a more subjective approach to interpretation. 

The meanings of the dances Bentz writes about in her text were mediated in part 

through a process of direct engagement with the choreographers/dancers, who 
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were invited to contribute their own reflections to Bentz's initial interpretations. 

For Bentz, a hermeneutic negotiation of dance involves a conversation with the 

philosophical notions suggested by several sociologists and hermeneutic 

phenomenologists as well. 

According to Novack (1990), although the experimental nature of contact 

improvisation prohibits it from fitting neatly into categories such as theatre dance 

or social dance-as is true of all dance forms-it is at the same time referential and 

formal. Since the human body and movement provide ". . . the medium for art as 

well as the means for it," its referential nature cannot be denied. Novack (1990) 

writes, "Dance always involves an image of the person, usually of the person in 

relation to others and in relation to ideas, and thus social references remain 

implicitly ever present, even in dances which claim to be purely formal or only 

personally expressive" (p. 14). Referential is of course a term brought forward by 

several of the other semiotic frameworks, such as that presented by Foster, who 

posits that an art event refers both to itself and to the world, or social and cultural 

contexts within which it exists. In addition to its referential quality, Novack (1990) 

writes that dance is also formal: 

" ... and organizes material through principles of rhythm, dynamics, and 
temporal structuring. Like the visual arts, dance shapes movement using 
principles of spatial design, volume, weight, and texture. Experiences with 
formal principles engage and influence perception, affecting the 
apprehension of the world on many different levels-cognitive, emotional, 
physical. (p. 14-15) 

Similar to the inductive approaches of Fraleigh and Bentz, Novack begins with a 

more loosely defmed structure. She gathers and sifts through information, data, 
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and the experiences of those she examines-arranging her way as connections are 

made and questions arise. 

Novack's ethnographic approach embraces not only the reflections and 

input of the "others" who are part of the contact improvisation movement, but 

includes too a self-reflection distinct from the more objective approaches offered 

by Adshead, Hanna, Foster and Daly, as discussed above. Here, the process of 

interpretation calls upon direct engagement with the dancers and others 

instrumental in the improvisation movement. In Novack's case, this means both 

informal chats with dancers in the dressing room following improvisation 

sessions as well as more formal interviews. Similar to phenomenologist Fraleigh, 

Novack is directly engaged, as a dancer, in her process of interpretation. 

Bentz, Foster, Fraleigh and Novack's texts may each be considered 

hermeneutic, in the general use of the term, since their primary concern is with 

meaning. On the other hand, Hanna's text provides mainly an anthropological

sociological-semiotic orientation and Adshead's text primarily emphasizes the 

formal aspects of a work. Daly's text emphasizes meaning, yet most decidedly 

from a historical and feminist perspective. It is the employment of theoretical 

paradigms and distinct conceptual frameworks which render these interpreters' 

dialogues, in the end, so very different. 

As discovered above, six out of seven of these approaches (Bentz's not 

included) directly juggle or tacitly allude to the term semiotic, yet viewed 

collectively, these diverse meditations on the meaning of semiotics, demonstrate 

the experimental nature of these interpretive dance discourses. Burke (1989) 

writes: 
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We learn to single out certain relationships in accordance with the 
particular linguistic texture into which we are born, though we may 
privately manipulate this linguistic texture to formulate still other 
relationships. When we do so, we invent new terms, or apply our old 
vocabulary in new ways, attempting to socialize our position by so 
manipulating the linguistic equipment of our group that our particular 
additions or alterations can be shown to fit into the old texture. We try to 
point our new relationships as meaningful--we interpret situations 
differently; in the subjective sphere, we invent new accounts of motive. 
(p. 131) 

Together with the other moments of arranging discussed in this chapter, 

the shifting, multiple locations or meanings as mediated and constituted in the 

term semiotic, demonstrates the temporal and changing nature of these 

interpretive dance discourses, and how new arrangements of meaning are 

constructed. 

The Context 

In addition to the presence of the interpreter and the approach selected, 

the context of the interpretation is also a significant dimension in the process of 

interpretation. As discussed above, an interpretation unfolds in the social realm, 

drawing from the shared language of its culture. Prevailing socio-cultural 

conditions interact with the interpreter's prejudices and preunderstandings, as 

well as with the selection, mediation and arrangement of the method of inquiry. 

Various dance interpretive paradigms come into vogue, evolve, and/or fade out; 

they are specific to the human imagination of a particular time and place. 

An approach to interpretation both liberates and at the same time 

confmes the writer/scholar's interpretation. In its ability to provide a language 

and coherent theory and practices for the expression of one's experience it may 

be experienced as a liberating force yet at the same time, by its very nature, that 
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experience is necessarily structured and significantly changed by the approach 

selected. As suggested in Chapter I, the various dimensions of an approach 

interact so that the interpreter's presentation of a dance's meaning develops, in 

part, from the method itself. 

Two broad categories of the socio-cultural contexts of the texts examined 

here can be identified; those belonging to the immediate milieu of each of the 

individual texts, and the larger context of the Western landscape of the 1980s from 

which these texts emerge. As pointed out in Chapter I, these seven texts are 

reflective of a crescendo of interpretive dance discourses which emerged during 

this decade. It was suggested that several situations contributed to this situation 

including: a flurry of creative activity and production in the area of dance 

performance prior to the 1980s; the rise of dance in the academy, which 

encourages a systematic inquiry into the nature of things; and the rise and support 

of art criticism as a component of art education research and curriculum. 

Another significant aspect of the seven texts examined in this study is that all of 

them were written by women. This was not an intentional selection on my part as 

I set-up this study, but at the same time reflects the gender of most 

writer/scholars publishing interpretive dance discourse texts during the past 

decade. 

For the past century the field of dance in America has offered a marginal 

but significant place-in-the-world for women. Women such as Isadora Duncan, 

Ruth St. Denis, Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey and others were able to 

experiment, forge and shape a discipline without the type of constraints often 

imposed upon women in other fields. Modern dance, as a new art form during 
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the first half of the 20th century offered an open frontier for its early disciples. 

These women danced, rehearsed, formed dance companies, developed 

movement vocabularies and constructed artistic visions. They borrowed and 

reworked ideas about form, structure, the body and so forth, from the sciences 

and other arts, yet made modern dance distinctly, undoubtedly their own. 

As was true of most disciplines, such as sociology (Deegan, 1988), women 

applied themselves in the actual practices of the discipline--in this case 

choreographing and performing-while men conducted most of the theorizing 

and writing about dance. Dance differs from other disciplines of this era, 

however, in that the theorizing that was conducted, even by men, was scant 

indeed. Without going into the numerous reasons for the lack of dance theorizing 

(which is well, if not over, documented in the literature), for purposes of this 

study it suffices to note that a relatively clear canvas awaited for the 1980s surge of 

dance theorizing. 

As dance moved into university settings across America, new challenges 

arose, one of which was the task of bringing validity to a discipline predominantly 

shaped by women and now entering a setting predominantly shaped by men. On 

the heels of a proliferation of dance phenomena, the negotiation and 

interpretation of these works would become, for many in the field of dance, a 

new and exciting vista. This shift of dance from its marginalized, yet prolific and 

public position as an art form into the sequestered and more rigid structure of the 

academy, provides one of the significant contexts of the seven texts negotiated in 

this study. Four of the writers whose texts were negotiated in this study actually 

pursued their original interest in their selected approach as graduate students. 



The University of California, Santa Cruz, Columbia University, New York 

University and The University of Leeds provided the settings wherein Foster, 

Novack, Daly and Adshead's texts, respectively, emerged. 

Judith Hanna's text was supported in part by a grant from the Wenner

Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research as well as support from the 

University of Maryland's Center for Family, Housing, and the Community, and 

Fraleigh wrote her text while serving as Program Director in Graduate Dance at 

SUNY Brockport. Bentz's work in qualitative methodology (hermeneutic 

phenomenology) was pursued partly in reaction to an early experience she had 

with quantitative methodology, an approach often employed by researchers in 

her field of sociology. Bentz says (personal communication, May 28, 1993): 
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One example (I think was a turning point in my own writing) was when I 
did a study of the Kenosha Symphony Orchestra and I used a questionnaire. 
I gave out a questionnaire to the board and the musicians and even gave it 
out to the audience and the people who raise money. I was trying to get a 
comprehensive picture of who participates in the community symphony 
and why they participate. And I tabulated the data. It was interesting 
because it showed that they came from certain kinds of economic, 
political, religious background and their reasons for being involved and 
some of the things they got out of it. But it didn't get at the experience of 
playing in the orchestra: how the music is put together, how all these very 
different people come together and manage to produce something-none 
of that. That I got from using hermeneutic phenomenology. I wrote a 
paper, after having published the quantitative stuff. I felt so incomplete 
with it that I wrote another paper using Schutz's phenomenology on that 
same orchestra and that resulted in a publication. (see Appendix, p. 328-
329) 

Bentz (personal communication, May 28, 1993) also spoke of her frustration with 

quantitative methodology when, during her studies with renowned statistician, 

Roland Hawkes, the inherent weaknesses of interpreting or evaluating phenomena 

based on statistical calculations was aptly demonstrated. 
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Three of the writers, Foster, Adshead-Lansdale and Novack, actually 

articulated a desire to make dance a more viable discipline in the academy, 

through their work. It was generally acknowledged that the need to provide a 

language for dance, which is often regarded as a pre-verbal medium, was a 

fundamental priority. Novack suggested that it is also the responsibility of 

scholars in other disciplines to read about and embrace the world of dance 

scholarship. Sociologist/psychotherapist Bentz is, of course, doing just that. 

Through her use of hermeneutic phenomenology she is providing a language for 

dance and at the same time applying that language both to the theoretical domains 

of sociology as well as the pragmatic aspects of therapy. 

There is no question that one of the most important aspects of these 

individual and collective texts is the validation they bring to the discipline of dance 

and to all that this discipline represents. The body, the pre-verbal, the female 

realm, typically associated with dance forms of Western, Eurocentric traditions, 

has often been theoretically neglected until this recent explosion of dance 

interpretive texts. 

The Function of the Text 

The primary function of the dance interpretive texts examined in this study 

is to enhance our understanding of the nature and meaning of various dance 

realms. As expressions of the interpreter, and of the socio-cultural milieu within 

which she maneuvers, each text is distinguished by a unique style, mode of 

reasoning and language. In addition to expressing the interpreter's own 

conception of meaning, collectively, these texts act as tools of validation, effecting 



change in the professional realms within which these writers work, particularly 

the academy. Of the text, Ricoeur (1976) writes: 
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The text speaks of a possible world and of a possible way of orientating 
oneself within it. The dimensions of this world are properly opened up by 
and disclosed by the text. Discourse is the equivalent for written language 
of ostensive reference for spoken language. It goes beyond the mere 
function of pointing out and showing what already exists and, in this sense, 
transcends the function of the ostensive reference linked to spoken 
language. Here showing is at the same time creating a new mode of being. 
(p. 88) 

In the arrangement of ideas and practices by means of text, the 

idea/practice enters the public realm. Madison (1988) discusses the temporal 

orientation of textual meaning when he writes: 

One of the central theses of phenomenological hermeneutics, derived 
from its theory of understanding, is that, like understanding, the object of 
understanding, textual meaning, has a temporal mode of being, which is to 
say that it is ever in the process of becoming and thus (like Merleau-Ponty's 
Being) never fully is. It is not something fully determinate, unchanging 
timeless, eternal the selfsame. (p. 34) 

And in our discussion of her text, Susan Foster (personal communication, May 27, 

1993) used my own work on this dissertation as an example to explain the 

difference between the "airy, broad" process of writing and the "dense" quality of 

an actual publication. 

" ... here you are traveling all around the United States to do this 
[dissertation] ... And taking all these notes an boiling down and boiling 
down and you eventually get tomato paste or whatever ... when it goes 
through the process of being printed it gets even more dense. You get 
many more words on the page-it becomes very compact-it's bound, 
[claps hands] for heaven's sake. You see, nothing that you're doing right 
now is bound .... There's a sense of exchanges that is possible." (see 
Appendix, p. 268-269) 



In printed word and bound cover the discourse becomes a distanced text; far 

removed, sometimes, from the author's original intent and open to numerous 

interpretations by its readers. And those readers--who they are and what 

meaning the text holds for them--are, of course, an important link in the 

produced text. 
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Much about the text's readership can be discerned by the words, language, 

and modes of reasoning of the discourse. In some instances the make-up of the 

assumed reader population is directly addressed. Adshead-Lansdale (personal 

communication, June 23, 1993) suggested: 

The readers on my mind were post-graduate students in universities and 
that's where it's been used mostly. I'm very conscious of what they're like 
because I already had quite a bit of experience of teaching at the Master's 
level so I was really writing something to be used as, of course, a textbook. 
(see Appendix, p. 244) 

Foster and Fraleigh's texts are also most appropriate for, and would be of 

greatest interest to, graduate students of dance yet both may be of interest to 

graduate students in other disciplines as well. Foster's text, which applies 

semiotics and post-structural notions to the interpretation of historical and 

contemporary dance works is of value to the study of dance aesthetics and 

history, but would certainly be of interest to students of English, linguistics, 

comparative literature and some branches of philosophy. 

Fraleigh's text on phenomenology overlaps with several branches of 

philosophy, including aesthetics, ontology and epistemology. Of her readers 

Fraleigh (personal communication, June 17, 1993) said: 
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I've heard a great deal from readers. It speaks to many dancers of their 
experience; I've been told that the dancer's voice is there and they 
appreciate that. And I've heard from philosophers that they're happy that 
a dancer has presented their view in a philosophical form to bring together 
dance and philosophy because that has been a contribution to philosophy 
that, indeed, a dancer could make. So maybe those are two of its major 
contributions. (see Appendix, p. 288) 

As noted in Chapter III, Daly said (personal communication, June 14, 1993) 

that when she began presenting papers linking feminist theory to dance they 

were not well received at first. 

Dance is such a marginal activity in our culture, and our field has such a 
tenuous, at best, status in academia, that if you start poking holes in the very 
object of your discipline, it's disconcerting. Theorizing the body 
represents some danger in a field that is trying to keep the body middle 
and center and real. So I think it's a very complicated thing, actually, in 
terms of disciplinary politics. I think now it's been embraced, but when it 
first came out, it was not part of how one talked about Balanchine. (see 
Appendix, p. 321-322) 

As Daly indicates, this situation has changed considerably; feminist theory is now 

an important method of inquiry in dance research. 

As a writer by training Daly is always concerned with readership, which in 

the case of the article examined in this study she assumes to be her fellow 

scholars. 

I always think about the reader and it goes back to that seventh grade 
experience about writing for that person 'out there.' To me, one of the 
fundamentals of writing is that you're not yourself anymore, you're outside 
yourself, you're a reader. And you're always negotiating your position of 
knowledge with that of the reader, who doesn't yet know. So I'm always 
thinking about he reader. Is this point clear? Have I assumed a connection 
that I have not made clear for the reader? Am I taking the reader along 
with me? (see Appendix, p. 319-320) 

Daly's article, with its specialized terminology, references to historical data 

and discusses two different theoretical frameworks, is also· directed to a 
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sophisticated reader. Positioned as it is, in an anthology of articles entitled Gender 

in Perfonnance (Senelick, 1992), it cuts across the disciplines of women's studies, 

sociology, theatre, dance and performance in general. Daly's readership is 

perhaps similar to that of Bentz's, whose article is a chapter in a book entitled 

Women's Power and Roles as Portrayed in Visual Images of Women in the Arts 

and Mass Media (Bentz and Mayes, 1993). Nevertheless, whereas Daly's article 

leans toward a performance-oriented readership, it is reasonable to assume that 

Bentz's readership draws strongly from the field of sociology, since all of the 

writers contributing to the text are sociologists. 

Novack (personal conununication, june 14, 1993), an anthropologist and 

dancer/choreographer/teacher--whose book embraces anthropological 

methodology-discussed the difficulty of writing and then publishing a text which 

transverses several disciplines, particularly when the potential readership is an 

unknown . 

. . . when you write about dance you're always caught in the terrible bind 
that those people who know a great deal about dance often don't know 
about anthropology and those who know about anthropology know 
nothing about dance or art in general and often don't care. So you have to 
make a decision about the readership you want to appeal to because you 
really don't know who they're going to be. (see Appendix, p. 376-377) 

As could be expected, there were some discrepancies between what the 

writers said about the approach employed, and what in fact the text actually stated 

or implied. This was particularly apparent in discussions with some writers whose 

books were published earlier and consequently were subject to the lapse of time 

as well as privy to debates about the ideology of their selected approach. It was, 

for instance, interesting to note the changed perspective on dance interpretation 
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of Adshead who (as is true of the other writer/scholars interviewed in this study) 

has continued to be an active scholar of dance since the publication of her book, 

Dance Analysis: Theory and Practice, in 1988. 

The validating effect of these texts is characterized foremost by a process 

of experimentation which is evident, in part, by the way the interpreters arrange 

ideas and practices, such as with the term semiotic, as discussed above. In 

examining the ideas which are advanced by these seven texts, it is apparent that 

there are numerous points of intersection among ideas, components and so forth. 

Nevertheless, each remains discrete in its primary orientation. 

The theme apparent in the texts, as well as in Deleuze's comment, is the 

necessity, the nature of theory, to pullulate and to mutate into new forms. 

Deleuze (1992), speaking to Foucault during an interview (and noting the latter's 

position on theory) remarks on the inadequacy of any one theory to totalize. 

A theory does not totalize; it is an instrument for multiplication and it also 
multiplies itself. It is in the nature of power to totalize and it is your 
position, and one I fully agree with, that theory is by nature opposed to 
power. As soon as a theory is enmeshed in a particular point, we realize 
that it will never possess the slightest practical importance unless it can 
erupt in a totally different area. (p. 11) 

An overlapping, rotating motion of borrowed conceptual frameworks and shared 

components is evident in each of the seven approaches examined in this study. 

Nevertheless, each approach also presents a strong, singular vision of 

interpretation. Furthermore these methods of interpretation-as displayed 

through the writer's text, and as indicated by the writer during my discussion with 

her (except Hanna who, again, I did not interview)-were all well grounded and 

persuasive. Each one, too, is logical in theory (or concept, depending on the 
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scope of the text examined), and its employment soundly justified. Yet some of 

these approaches are obviously more conducive to the interpretation of some 

types of dances than are others. Which and in what instances? 

A Meaning of Dance 

As discovered above, the meaning of a dance is mediated through a 

number of processes. These include the writer/scholar's presence, which 

embraces a network of dynamic exchanges among the interpreter's lived 

experiences, preunderstandings, and practices as she interprets a dance or 

movement trend; the selection and employment of an approach which is usually 

distinguished, in the form of text, by reasoned argumentation, yet was discovered 

in this study to be primarily experimental in nature; the socio-cultural realm of the 

texts identified, in part, as the academy-which supports cerebral theorizing and 

research in dance, at a time in Western history distinguished by a recent surge of 

creative productivity in dance; and the function of the text. In arranging practices 

and ideas into the form of text, the seven writers whose works have been 

examined in this study construct meaning for themselves and arrange new 

meaning for the theoretically construed nature of dance and/ or for other 

disciplines such as sociology, feminism and anthropology. 

Furthermore, an overarching theme indicates that these texts bring 

validation to the discipline of dance itself, and consequently to that which dance 

represents; the pre-verbal, the body, and the feminine. The voices of these 

interpreters' texts provide insight into the way women are mediating ideas and 

practices within a discipline which, as of yet, has been relatively untouched by 

cerebral theorizing. 
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The processes of interpretation--as distinguished in this array of dance 

interpretive texts--suggest that dance is changing and mutable, based, not 

necessarily upon the dance itself, but rather on the interpreter's mediation of her 

lived experiences with the dance, as negotiated through the selected approach, 

with the end view of the text's function in mind--as this mediation unfolds within a 

particular socio-cultural context. Above all, experimentation and a shifting 

network of perceptions, ideologies, concepts and procedures mark these 

interpretive approaches and texts. The construction of meaning, as discerned 

through the above interpretation of the collective efforts of these writer/scholars, 

has by no means followed a straight and narrow path. Rather, highways and 

byways, dead-ends and detours, side streets and alleys render this collective 

dialogue as it is. 

The question is no longer, What is the meaning of dance, in general?-a 

question which philosophers and theorists have wrestled with throughout the 

history, as short and concise as it may be, of dance-but rather, From the 

numerous meanings that are possible, which one best suits the essence of this 

particular dance, at this time, for this population, given the interpreter's own 

preunderstandings and preferences? A model which is constructed around the 

processes of interpretation serves as the foundation for a dance interpretive 

model and the first step of interpretation begins with an informed aligning of 

those processes. 

In light of this interpretation of the texts examined, I contend that the 

answers to many of the questions raised by the polemics of interpretation come, 

not from one or several theories, not primarily from the dance interpretive text, 
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nor the dance itself, but rather from the combined processes of interpretation as 

these realms come together at a particular time and place. It is first and foremost 

from this network of exchanged processes--and not only from the observed 

dance or the selected approach, or the text, wherein the meaning of dance, or an 

entire movement trend, emerges. 

If meaning in dance emerges foremost from the dynamic exchanges of the 

process of interpretation then the role of the interpreter is primarily that of 

constructor; aligning those processes for the particular interpretive situation. 

Since each one of the processes of interpretation is considered to be of equal 

importance to an interpretation, each one must be attended to. This approach to 

the process of interpretation suggests that many voices, or ways of interpreting, 

may be valid, based upon the needs of that interpretive situation. The interpreter, 

knowledgeable of these processes, as well as the diverse methods which are 

available, is able to construct her or his own model of interpretation (see 

Figure 7). 

At the same time, it suggests the unlikeliness that one approach will be 

valid in all circumstances. Ricoeur (1976) writes: 

. . . if it is true that there is always more than one way of construing a text, it 
is not that all interpretations are equal. The text presents a limited field of 
possible constructions. The logic of validation allows us to move between 
the two limits of dogmatism and skepticism. It is always possible to argue 
for or against an interpretation, to confront interpretations, to arbitrate 
between them and to seek agreement, even if this agreement remains 
beyond our immediate reach. (p. 79) 

One of the major problems in current dance interpretive methodology and 

discourse is the common claim that a single paradigm, method, approach or 
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tradition is capable of sowing universal truths on such vast acreage of dance terrain. 

There are very few singular truths and even fewer singular perspectives for viewing 

those singular truths. Julia Kristeva (1992) says: 

There is no globality. The universe, contrary to what appears on television 
- namely, the idea that everyone reads in the same way--this totality, this 
unification of the universe is false. Where are things actually happening? In 
specific regions in our intimate lives, or in different fragmentations of 
knowledge through very specific research. (p. 84) 

I agree with Kristeva, and suggest that this notion of regionality applies to the 

interpretation of dance as well. The processes of interpretation, described above, 

will most closely approach the meaning of a dance, when arranged for very 

specific moments and situations. This coincides with the regional nature of 

language which Schutz and Luckmann (1973) clarify: 

More exactly, it Uanguage] can function as a coherent manifold of "regional 
models" (fields and provinces of meaning) for the experiences of typical 
members of society. The semantic and syntactic structure of language 
indicates the typical attentional advertences (thematic relevances), models 
of explication (interpretational relevances), and patterns of "because-" and 
"in-order-to" contexts (motivational relevances) present in subjective 
experience. Language determines what is usually differentiated in the 
subjective experience of a typical member of society, and which potential 
differences are disregarded. It determines which objects, properties, and 
events are routinely related to each other, and which belong to 
heterogeneous provinces of meaning, systems of classification, etc.; which 
goals are binding generally or only under special circumstances, and which 
are approved, disapproved, or tolerated; which are desirable and 
praiseworthy, etc.; which typical means lead to such goals; and fmally, 
which typical moments of typical experiences are conjoined with typical 
attitudes. (p. 248) 

An example of one of the texts examined in this study-Bentz's (1993) 

hermeneutic phenomenological interpretation of three dance works--clarifies the 

premise that an appropriate aligning and arranging of the processes of 
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interpretation may offer a valid interpretation. Bentz, a sociologist and 

psychotherapist is well versed in the hermeneutic phenomenology tradition, and 

at the same time conceives of dance as meaningful. Her interpretive text is a 

chapter in an anthology, written entirely by sociologists, on the power and roles 

of women, as rendered through images in the arts and mass media. It serves the 

function of informing readers of the sociological dimension of women in visual 

images, and how these images influence the way women are perceived. With this 

perspective in mind, Bentz (1993) draws from the concepts and notions of 

sociologists and philosophers such as Anthony Giddens, Martin Heidegger, 

George Simmel, Michael Weinstein and Michael Zimmerman, in her 

interpretation of three dance works. Bentz has arranged the processes of 

interpretation for her specific situation in a valid way; the success of the 

interpretation will now depend on her ability to communicate her ideas through 

her use of words, language and writing skills. 

Is Bentz's interpretation misguided since it does not isolate and deal mainly 

with the idea that dance is an art form? Not if one agrees with the underlying 

premise of this process-based approach of interpretation which suggests that 

different contexts of the dance will come into focus, depending upon the 

interaction and exchanges, or arrangement, of the processes of interpretation. 

What is called for, then, is particular attention to the process of arranging 

the various realms of interpretation: an understanding of one's presence, such as 

preunderstandings, preferences and prejudices; an awareness of the theories and 

procedures, general concepts and terms and applications of available 

approaches; an understanding of the socio-cultural context of the text; and what 
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function the text will serve. Although the completed text will be different than 

one's initial vision of it, the interpreter must at all times know who the readership 

of the text will be; the others to whom the interpretation will bring meaning. 

In addressing the second item above-an awareness of the theories and 

procedures of dance interpretive approaches--the development of an 

interpretive dance framework is called for. Ettinger and Maitland-Gholson (1990) 

write: 

We contend that in order for progress to continue in the development of 
research methods that support the analysis of complex data, we need to 
build and explore a multilayered framework of overlapping and connecting 
orientations to research. (p. 99) 

And later, the authors (1990) write: 

Operating on the basis of a framework, rather simply structuring a 
dichotomous perspective allows for research choices which are not bound 
by rigid, discrete categories but rather take advantage of the rich and 
rigorous opportunities for deriving meaning in our world. (p. 104) 

In addition to an understanding of the interpretive processes, a framework 

of dance interpretive approaches as started in Chapters III and IV (see Figure 5, 

p. 111 and Figure 6, p. 159) can provide the interpreter with general knowledge 

about the various approaches at the outset of an interpretation. With this 

information the interpreter can then more closely examine one or several 

approaches as she or he begins to construct an approach for the particular 

situation at hand. The ability to interchange methodologies or build one's own 

approach, relative to the significant components of a dance and the processes 

unique to that situation, would provide a valuable orientation to interpretation of 

complicated dance phenomena. 
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Based upon this criteria of process: 1) self-reflection 2) attaining general 

knowledge of current theories and methods; 3) understanding the socio-cultural 

milieu of the text and; 4) keeping the function of the end text in view; one can 

then proceed with the interpretation of a dance, or movement trend, with greater 

understanding. Madison (1988) writes, and I agree that: 

We are in the truth when we are able to overcome the distortions, 
systematic or otherwise, that constantly menace our conversations, the 
ones we pursue with our own selves as well as those we pursue with others, 
when we can maintain the openness of the conversation and keep it going. 
For what we most truly are in our own most inner self is a conversation. 
(p. 169) 

Self-reflection maintained throughout the interpretive process, as well as an 

openness to change and a willingness to replenish one's repertory with current 

knowledge, form the foundation of meaningful interpretation. It is through a 

process-based approach to interpretation that one comes to know dance in its 

multifaceted shapes, and in so doing, Arranges one's own way. 



CHAPTER VI 

Summary and Conclusion 

The aim of this study has been to investigate what and how meaning is 

conveyed through seven different dance interpretive texts, published between 

1983 and 1993, with the intent of approaching a fuller understanding of 

contemporary notions of the nature of dance. Hermeneutic phenomenology, a 

tradition capable of embracing distinctly different perspectives, provided a 

holistic lens through which interchanges among the various realms of dance 

interpretation, common to all of the texts, could be examined. Grounded theory 

and inductive reasoning were essential to the initial organization of this study, and 

provided direction to the selection of emerging premises. janet Woltrs (1975) 

concept of the intersection of hermeneutics with a sociology of art provided a 

paradigmatic link between a dose examination of the seven approaches and a 

mediation of these seven dialogues from a socio-cultural perspective. 

The multiple levels and locations of meaning gleaned from these 

approaches were conceived of phenomenologically and addressed as forms-in

the-making, thus bridging a hermeneutically construed meaning of interpretation 

with its lived and experienced practices. The texts were considered part of the 

spatia-temporal realm of existence, inheriting past traditions and practices which 

convey certain values. I suggested that these values and traditions were passed on 

through modes of reasoning and language usages. Yet although these texts 
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embraced past traditions, most were discovered to be experimental, expanding 

in directions away from those inherited traditions. 

At the outset of this investigation, dimensions of interpretation identified 

for cross analysis were brought together from five major sources, including: 1) an 

understanding of interpretation based upon my knowledge as a practicing dance 

critic; 2) a hermeneutic phenomenological approach which embraced certain 

concepts about knowledge, understanding, language and text, unique to that 

tradition; 3) a study by Ettinger and Maitland-Gholson (1990) which suggested 

standard dimensions of research design for a variety of orientations; 4) an initial 

reading of the seven texts and 5) an in-depth examination of the recorded 

interviews-conducted with the writer/scholars of each of the texts-and which I 

listened to, transcribed (with assistance), edited and read again and again over a 

period of several months. 

From these sources, several dimensions of dance interpretation common 

to all of the seven texts examined were isolated for cross analysis. These included 

the theories, ideas and other sources which influenced the author's selected and 

arranged approach; the questions posed by the writer/scholar's approach; the 

theoretical underpinnings of the approach and its implied meaning of dance; the 

role of the internal and external contexts of the dance as negotiated by the 

approach used; the way in which the approach negotiates the performing 

body/movement, dynamics and space; the actual role of the interpreter; and the 

characteristic form of the written texts. These dimensions provided the core 

focus around which each of the texts were examined and the interview questions 

were developed. 
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In analyzing the seven texts and listening to the recorded recollections of 

the writer/scholars--and then reading these recollections in their transcribed 

form-it became clear that the experiences of the interpreters as they observe, 

interpret and write about dance are ones which continually move back-and-forth 

between the conceptual mediation of ideas and the pragmatic practices associated 

with the writing of the text. In arranging an interpretation the writer/scholar 

explores, discovers, and brings together ideas, concepts, theories, modes of 

reasoning, words and language usages from dance and other disdplines as well. At 

times a coherent perspective of dance momentarily emerges in the form of the 

published text. 

From the initial cross analyses of the seven texts, and a synchronic 

examination of their historical situation, it was observed that the texts, and the 

approaches employed by the interpreters, were experimental and changing. 

Although some overlapping occurred among the seven approaches, meaning 

given to dance generally varied sharply from text to text, approach to approach, 

based upon the way the author mediated certain processes of interpretation. The 

way in which the authors' used the term semiotics was explored to further 

demonstrate these distinct differences. 

The nature of the dance interpretive texts analyzed in this study were 

discovered, not in the end products or texts themselves, but rather in the 

processes arranged by the writer/scholar during the interpretive situation. No 

matter which or how an approach was used there were several processes essential 

to all of the interpretations, which strongly impacted the construction of 

meaning. For instance, the presence and intention of the interpreter, such as her 
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current preunderstandings and previous experiences, were of considerable 

consequence to the interpretation, and were also important factors in the 

selection and use of a method. The approach employed was culled as another 

process of significance to the construction of meaning, as was the socio-cultural 

context of the interpretation. Lastly, interpretation was demonstrated to be 

considerably influenced by the interpreter's prior understanding of the function 

of the text. 

I suggested that, to a large extent, the meaning of a dance or movement 

trend develops out of the way in which these processes of interpretation are 

aligned by the interpreter, and a theme was brought forward, in Chapter V, of 

Arranging their own way. Dance interpretation as examined in this study is 

characterized by the active arrangement of ideas and practices from dance and 

other disciplines, which pivot around both the philosophical links of the 

approach selected and the practical development and publication of the text. In 

Arranging their own way, the writer/scholars continually mediate the exchanges 

among their own presence/intentions with the various concepts and practices of 

the approach chosen, both of which are guided within a specific socio-cultural 

context, and by the text's function. 

As the interpreter arranges meaning about the interpreted phenomenon, 

in this case, dance, meaning is also constructed for the discipline of dance and the 

position of the interpreter within that discipline as well. In the active 

arrangement of ideas and practices from dance and other disciplines such as 

anthropology, feminisim and sociology, many of the writer/scholars whose texts 



were examined, engaged in changing dance's marginalized position in the 

academy, and in turn, their own position as well. 
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Furthermore, I suggested that dance, as discovered by the current direction 

and concerns of dance interpretive texts, is polyvalent and will most likely 

continue to mutate in diverse directions as interpreters with varied interests and 

backgrounds have access to numerous and ever-growing types of methodologies, 

within diverse socio-cultural environments, and with various ends (text functions) 

in view. No longer can one culture, such as Eurocentric, Western theatrical dance 

of the early 20th century, offer a prevailing, central definition of the nature or 

meaning of dance, with a universal vocabulary. This study indicates that the nature 

of dance, rather, will continue to become more specific to particular regions, for 

shorter durations of time. We have only to look at the practices of world-wide 

dance to be reminded that no singular language, mode of reasoning or framework 

will ever work. Indeed, the construction of interpretive frameworks which make 

sweeping generalizations about the meaning of dance, are most contradictory to 

the fmdings of this study. As ethereal and fleeting as dance is, so too is its 

discourse. 

Consequently, this study calls for the abolition of any proposed universal 

approach to the interpretation of dance. As discovered in Chapter V, the 

question is no longer, What is the meaning of dance in general?, but rather, From 

the numerous meanings that are possible, which best suits the essence of this 

particular dance, at this time, for this population, given the interpreter's own 

preunderstandings and preferences-and how can that interpretation best be 

constructed? 
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Actions of the writer/ scholars examined in this study were discovered to 

be fundamentally linked to the practices of dance. The experience of a dance can 

never be actually transferred to another, but must be shared through the medium 

of language. For those who would argue that dance interpretation must first and 

foremost draw from dance practices, I contend that the practices of dance do not 

emerge from movement and technique practices alone, but, just as importantly, 

from the artistic processes of choreography. From this perspective the 

interpreter, like the choreographer, is a cultural tool; changing language, 

constructing meaning, illuminating dance, creating challenges, and addressing 

personally relevant problems and social concerns as well as changing social 

situations. 

Knowing how to align or arrange the processes of interpretation for and 

within a specific situation, then, becomes a fundamental aspect of dance 

interpretation and related philosophical concerns such as the nature of 

perception, meaning and evaluation. Entry into the interpretive circle should 

begin, not with a dogmatic theory in tow, but rather with the ability to construct 

with flexibility a reasoned arrangement of interpretive processes. Since most of 

the writer/scholars whose texts were examined in this study are in positions of 

influence in the academy-both as teachers and administrators-there are 

considerations of significance to that setting in particular, as well as to the situation 

of interpretation in general. These concerns are: 

1. The employment of an interpretive model which considers the 

processes of interpretation as the foundation from which an 

interpretive approach is constructed. 



2. The development of techniques, which emphasize the interpreter's 

role as constructor of an approach. 

a Enhanced understanding of one's own preferences and 

prejudices and how those align with specific approaches. 
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b. Discovering how any given interpretation is influenced by one's 

own socio-cultural milieu, (whether that is the academy, the 

community or whatever), and by the function of the text to be 

produced. 

c. Development of the interpreter's general broad-based 

knowledge of current methodologies. 

4. Development of more flexible inter-methodology techniques. 

5. Expansion of local and regional efforts to understand the types of 

dances indigenous to those areas and identifying what forms of 

interpretive approaches are suitable for those types of dances. 

The meaning of dance at any given time and in any given place is 

inseparable from the alignment of interpretive processes. The formality and 

structure may vary among the writer/scholar, the newspaper critic or the 

audience member who may know little about dance, yet these processes remain 

constant. The writer/scholar may employ a complicated theoretical framework 

whereas another person's interpretation may be developed from personal 

experiences with dance, movement or perhaps other art forms. Both the dance 

enthusiast and the professional writer/scholar, of course, approach the 

experience with preunderstandings and prejudices and, in all instances the 

interpretation will be shaped in part by socio-cultural contexts. The 
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writer/scholar and the dance critic differ in that they will share their experience 

through the public form of writing, unlike most others, for whom the experience 

will either remain personal, or will be shared with a smaller group of people, 

most likely verbally. 

Further problems linked to the processes of interpretation have been 

raised in this study. 

1. How can the process-oriented model for dance interpretive discourse, 

as promoted in this study, be implemented on distinctly different 

dances? 

2. What inter-methodology exchanges can be made among the 

approaches? 

3. How and what types of exchanges can take place among the various 

processes of interpretation? 

4. What can dance interpretive discourses offer other disciplines? 

5. How do selected interpretive approaches shape current academic 

settings, given that so many of the writer/scholars of these texts carry 

out their work in this venue? 

6. What do these dance interpretive texts, written by women, suggest of 

the ways women make sense of phenomena? 

7. How do dance interpretive texts of other cultures differ from those 

studied here? 

8. How do the interpretive texts examined here address the issue of 

evaluation? 
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9. How do these interpretive texts compare with similar interpretive texts 

of other disciplines? 

The process-based orientation of interpretive dance discourse, as 

discovered in this study, suggests new directions for philosophical concerns 

related to interpretation such as perception and evaluation. Furthermore, if the 

dance and the interpretive situation suggests its own model, new criteria of 

evaluation are in order for the interpreter of dance as well. 

Whether utilized in curriculum or among professional writer/scholars, 

or dance critics, a model which emphasizes the construction of meaning via a 

network of exchanges among interpretive processes, is capable of giving the 

interpreter the flexibility needed for negotiating the multi-faceted, complex 

nature of current dance forms. 
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Janet Adshead-Lansdale 

June 23, 1993: Guildford, England; Interview by Telephone 

Dance Analysis: Theory and Practice (1988) 

JM: Can you describe your approach to the interpretation of dance? 

JL: (Tape starts mid-sentence) ... approach, you know, I would call it a 

methodology, meaning a systematic way of approaching the question. 

JM: Yes. 
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JL: So it's intended to be a fairly systematic way of dealing with the question 

of interpretation. I think its important that it's not hierarchical in the 

sense that-there are four stages described in that book, and although 

they come as chapters 2, 3, 4, and 5, this doesn't imply that you have to 

start with one stage of it-the movement analysis stage. They're there in 

that order as a form of logical argument, which has to do with the 

movement being central, crucial, to dances and an important distinction 

between different kinds of artistic practice. But, the more normal 

method in appreciation is to start from making judgments of a work. 

The most common thing to find in practice is that one expresses an 

opinion. It is the fact that you make a statement that the dance is good, 

bad, indifferent or the equivalent in more complicated language. And 

you can work backwards from that statement to an analysis of the dance 

or forward from an analysis of movement, or jump into the processes at 

various points. So there isn't a hierarchical process although there's a 

very clear interrelationship between what we label the four stages. 

JM: Can you talk about those four different stages? 
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JL: Sure. One has to deal with the descriptions of movement and other 

components of the dance. And the second stage is the description of 

form or structure and they're both quite clearly meant to be descriptive 

stages. And as far as possible, those are the closest you can get to 

something "objective." I think the notion of a pure description is a very 

complex one and a very contentious one: the question is of terminology; 

the question of how you describe something, and in what language. And 

it is itself an interpretive act, not simply a value free, scientific 

description. It's not a drive toward scientific description; it's an attempt 

to be clear about the linguistic parameters of what you describe. Those 

first two stages are really distinguished by that concern. The interpretive 

stage is about what kind of sense you make of that information and I've 

obviously suggested already that there are different kinds of sense that 

you can make, potentially of the same information. So that then begins 

to draw on all sorts of things that have to do with the dance style itself 

and some of them have to do with the particular subject matter of the 

dance and some have to do with the person who watches. The fourth 

stage is the evaluative stage, which is a judgment. So that is actually 

putting a judgment of values on the work, to rank it, to rate it in relation 

to other works-and that's another whole complex theoretical process 

which has to do with where you get your standards from. What do you 

compare this thing with and if comparison or contextualzation is not 

valid, is there any sense in taking a work totally autonomously? Can we, 

in fact, separate one work out from the cultural context it arises from or 
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the dance style and make any judgment of value? That's the fourth stage. 

So they each address different kinds of things. But the character of the 

methodology is to move from a descriptive to an interpretive to an 

evaluative stage. As I say you can jump in at any of those points and look 

for your support, your substantiation, your argument, from any of those 

points. 

JM: So, with the third stage of interpretation, theoretically a person could 

really assume any type of framework to interpret a dance--and does that 

depend on the dance or does that depend on what the person is most 

comfortable using? 

JL: Yes, I think all those things are relevant, partly. That's what I'm really 

trying to say. It's a choice of interpretive strategy. In all fairness to the 

dance that you're looking at you would want to choose an interpretive 

method that makes some sense for that dance. So some people would 

say (Roger Copeland would be one, whose work I am sure you know) 

that it's inappropriate to take a feminist perspective to a Balanchine, 

formalist work. That isn't the nature of the work. The nature of the 

work invites a response which is a formalist response. So there are 

questions that are raised about what is appropriate to use for this work 

because of the character of the work that you're dealing with. And then 

there are a number of other questions that are quite different in a way 

which have to do with what kind of a stance you, the observer, take. 

Again the more extreme feminists would say well you can do this to any 

work of any period of any time and it's perfectly legitimate to do that. I 
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think that's where the debates arise, that's where the interesting 

questions are: how you choose your interpretive strategy and why you 

might choose one way of doing it rather than another. So the kind of 

work students do here at the University of Surrey would be to look at 

the same work from more than one perspective and to be able to 

choose to do that in order to reveal different facets of the work. 

JM: Do you think your method is more suitable for interpreting certain 

types of dances? 

JL: Well, it's always difficult to make any claims about a universal system and 

I think from a cultural position there are difficulties in assuming that 

anything is of cross-cultural relevance because of the whole business of 

what is appropriate interpretively and how you make judgments in, let's 

say, West African dance or in a British contemporary dance style-there 

are values built into all that which come from each culture, from each 

society. I think it's very difficult to make claims of any cross-cultural, 

universal value of a system But having said that, I would make the claim 

that you can use this kind of strategy in broad outline for any type of 

dance, whether that's social dance forms, or dance forms which function 

in the theatre or traditional folk dance forms. Because it is very broadly 

based. There are always ways of describing dances. But you're not 

imposing on them any one particular way of describing them. Is that 

clear? 

JM: Yes. What are some of the most important personal or professional 

experiences that influenced your selection of this approach? 



JL: 

JL/JM: 

JL: 

That's quite difficult to deal with, really, I have to think back so far. 

(Laughter). 
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Other than, I think personally I have a very strong commitment to 

enhancing our understanding of the dance from a rather more rational 

perspective. Those judgments that we make can be seen to be 

supported and substantiated in a way which other people can 

understand. It's not a transcendental theory; it's not a theory of personal 

involvement at the expense of the work. It's a theory of deeper 

penetration of the work that acknowledges the individual who looks and 

tries to get those things in perspective. And for myself, that's what 

came about from the drive to know, well: How can we articulate these 

things when we do make judgments about work in the theater, or in my 

case, as well about work such as choreography that students make? How 

are we doing this? And we actually do put marks on that. You may have 

been through a system where you've been marked for your 

choreography-! don't know, have you? 

JM: Yes. 

JL: So there are all those questions about, why somebody is giving you 

that particular mark or grade and those kinds of questions. It's exactly 

the same, you see? You're making judgments (in an educational setting 

about student choreography) which are in principle, it seems to me, the 

same as the judgments you make on professional choreography. And so 

part of the motivation came from being a teacher and part of it came 

from being a scholar and being interested in those kinds of questions. 
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JM: What value did this approach hold for you when you initially used it? And 

has that changed over time? 

JL: Some of it it you can put in terms of the status of dance as a discipline 

and accept that in its own right. It was certainly important to me to have 

it respected in the same way that music scholarship, theater scholarship 

is in this country-and for dance that was not the case. It didn't seem that 

there were analytic methods of equal value as those applied to theater or 

music. Part of it was-if you like a political interest-to do with the status 

of dance as a subject and my own role in relation to that was clearly to try 

and enhance the position of dance. 

JM: So you did employ this, then, for political purposes? 

JL: Yes, in part. But then primarily I suppose what you might consider for 

philosophical reasons; it had to do with process and appreciation. 

There are very specific purposes for articulating what my process is. 

JM: 

JL: 

JL/JM: 

JM: 

What's the relationship, if any, of this approach to your conscious, 

everyday attitude? 

My attitude toward what? 

(Laughter) 

Attitude, meaning your everyday perceptions or your thoughts and 

impressions about the world around you. Do you think that this 

particular approach impacts your everyday attitude in any way? 

JL: The analogy I suppose-I mean I was very puzzled by your [interview 

question regarding] anecdotes-Could I recall anecdotes about this or that 

and I couldn't. I couldn't really. 
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JM: I think the range of questions here are such that writers will relate to 

some of the questions but perhaps not to others. It's interesting, 

because it really does seem to be connected to the type of method and 

approach that the writer uses. 

JL: Sure. Of course. I mean, I could imagine who on your list would 

respond in which way. 

JL/JM. (Laughter). 

JL: That quite entertained me when I read it. I think the significant link is 

probably that because appreciation in the arts has to do with the 

emotions, it has to do with an emotional response as well as with these 

multiple, rational procedures. Fundamentally, and ultimately, it's about: 

Why are we moved by the arts? Because we go back again and again to 

see certain dances and we find them moving. Fundamentally that's why 

anybody gets involved in the arts it seems to me. This business of being 

moved and one's life being enhanced by it, is essentially an emotional 

thing. I think the parallel is how we come to understand emotional life 

and if there is a relationship, how we respond to works of art and come 

to understand those and how we respond to emotions in the wider 

world. It has something to do with the parallel with emotional life, having 

understanding and enhancement of one's emotional life. And so, one 

theoretician who has been important to me is an English philosopher 

called David Best. I've known him and of his ideas for a very long time 

and from time to time have worked with him. So the kind of philosophy 

that he has developed, which is both highly rational but also 
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acknowledges emotional--well, encourages emotional response--is a form 

of philosophy that I'm very comfortable with. 

]M: Has your approach or way of constituting/revealing meaning in dances 

affected the way you constitute or come to understand meaning in other 

parts of your life? 

JL: Well, I think only in the sense of the way in which the arts relate to life in 

general-that is it's significant in understanding some of the bigger issues 

of life. An example at the moment would be--I don't know what is 

happening with you, but here we are seeing a number of dances having 

to do with AIDS and a response to AIDS. 

JM: Yes. 

JL: And I think the capacity of dance to do that is one of the more 

important things. And so the more deeply you understand that dance, 

the more deeply you understand the problem with which it deals. 

JM: Can you recall and describe the cognitive processes involved as you 

might have been aware of them when you interpreted the meaning of a 

dance using this approach? 

JL: Well, it's just a mixture of images depending on what it is that you're 

looking at. Some of them are recalled from one's past, some of them 

are what one knows about a dance or an idea-l think that it's varied-and 

of what you're observing. 

JM: Do any visual images or words come to your mind that might express 

the meaningfulness of this approach to your life at the time you've used 

it? 
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JL: Not really, no. I think clearly one wouldn't be doing it unless one 

thought it enhanced one's own life and also other people's lives, given an 

academic context, or if you're writing books or something of that kind. 

It's a fairly obvious thing that you think it's a life-enhancing thing to do. 

Why else would one devote so much time and effort to it? 

JM: If you were to use an anecdote to express the meaningfulness of your 

particular approach to life ... 

JL: No, I haven't got any anecdotes. 

JM: Okay. What are your beliefs about this approach? 

JL: Well, I don't know what that means. I don't know if I . . . I don't 

know if I can even deal with that other than saying that there are clearly 

very many approaches and this is one and the interesting questions are 

about how it relates to other approaches. I can't really articulate 

anything else about my beliefs. 

JM: What is your role as an interpreter/writer using this approach? 

JL: You mean, why am I doing it? 

JM: How do you view yourself? Are you translating? What are you doing 

when you are using this approach as you go through this process? 

JL: I think I'm trying to articulate meanings in the plural. I don't think it's a 

translation exercise, no, because I don't think you can translate from a 

non-verbal medium into words directly, simply, solely. You can evoke. 

And I think that's probably an important way of describing it is to evoke 

something of what the work has to say. 

JM: Do you consider your approach to be objective? Are you analyzing? 
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JL: Well, yes in the sense that I don't think it is subjective. That doesn't 

mean it's not personal. We could get into a very long debate about 

subjectivity and objectivity. I'll just refer you to David Best's writings and 

you'll find a particular articulation of the subjectivity/objectivity debate. 

It could be in the end he would argue, and I would agree, that subjectivity 

is incoherent. But you still have a very personal engagement with the 

work that is one you can articulate in an interpretive rationality. 

JM: What techniques do you use when applying this approach? What are the 

specific processes that you go through? (We touched upon some of 

these, I think, at the beginning.) 

JL: Yes, I think we did. Detailed analysis of the movement is one, but also 

drawing on information from a number of different sources and 

contextual material about dances and choreographers and other works 

and so on. So writing techniques, most of which have to do with 

interacting directly with the work. 

JM: Is the historical context of this method of importance to you? 

JL: Yes, in the sense that it's an original piece of work for myself and the 

colleagues I worked with on it to produce the book Dance Analysis. It 

has its own location within particular disciplines and philosophical areas 

in particular. That has been important. But in another way I think it 

moves on from what had already had existed at that point. 

JM: Which was? 

JL: Well, very much here, a movement analysis approach without much 



emphasis on the interpretive. And I think that's a problem that still 

exists. I read more obviously in CORD and in some of the American 

journals than here, a split between the people who are interested in 

movement analysis, the Laban people, and the people who are 

interested in critical discourse, of different kinds. And what I think is 

important is to get those things to relate to each other. 
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JM: Are there any rituals or ceremonies that this particular approach engages 

[you in]? ... 

JM/JL: (Laughter) 

JM: I knew you'd love this one! 

JL: Well, I sharpen my pencils! I do what any writer does, I suppose, 

which is concentrate, you know, and do whatever little things you do to 

get going but no, I don't engage in rituals or ceremonies. I don't turn to 

the east and bow three times or anything like that. 

JM/JL: (Laughter). 

JM: What do you think is the primary advantage of this method and does it 

have any weaknesses? 

JL: Oh, I'm sure it has some weaknesses, yes. I wouldn't be so arrogant as to 

say anything else but I think it's a flexible, but logical system, and I think 

that's useful to have in the academic world. It doesn't push any one 

point of view too hard. You know, it doesn't insist you've got to analyze 

movement in Laban's terms, it doesn't insist that you've got to look at 

dances in feminist practice but it offers you a range of possibilities. I 

think that's one of its great strengths. It is systematic and it is a logical, 



rational thing which recognizes the emotional power and cultural 

significance of dances. 

JM: What does this text to say to you now? 
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JL: I'm going to have to interpret that question. It tells me where I was 

between 1980 and '85, before we probably finished the writing of it. 

And I do think the world has changed since then and it's moved away 

from the position of the autonomous role of the work of art to a greater 

consciousness of its cultural position. That is probably the biggest shift. 

JM: What do you think it says to its readers now? 

JL: Well I get the impression it says much the same thing. I'm not sure 

that's changed very much and to people who come to it new, but it 

could do with a more sophisticated, theoretical outlining. In other 

words, the theory is there, it's implicit in that text--it's not articulated 

fully. And I think another text might do that. 

JM: Do you think that that has changed over time? 

JL: I teach using this material. Of course it changes. You don't stay in the 

same position for 10 years. That would be ludicrous, so as new theories 

emerge, particularly from post-modernism, post-structuralism, 

criticism, feminism, and so on, then it does shift, yes. 

JM: Okay. Let me go back to the one I asked about the weaknesses. I think 

we skipped over that. Did you talk about any of those? 

JL: And I think the main one I would identify is that its critical position, its 

theoretical basis, is not articulated as thoroughly as it might be because it 

was written as an introductory text to dance analysis. 
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M: What is the overall purpose of your texfl 

JL: To educate and to help students and scholars to appreciate more deeply 

- and this is a way of doing it. 

JM: How does your text negotiate the notion of body? 

JL: There are sections that describe how you might analyze the 

movement of the body, and the spatial, and time and relations to others. 

So those are fundamentally taken from a Laban-based perspective. 

JM: How does your text negotiate the notion of space? 

JL: Well, similarly. I mean, all its constructs are taken initially-from a Laban 

perspective--but then with the recognition that different styles deal with 

space and time differently. So it's no good talking about the 

Cunningham-based dance in quite the same way you would if you were 

talking about traditional step dance. So you choose your spacial 

concepts to match your dance styles. Similarly with time, similarly with 

relationships. This is what I was saying about not imposing on a dance a 

certain structure-you need to be sensitive to the dance that you're 

dealing with. 

JM: Do you want to add anything about how this approach negotiates time? 

JL: No, I think the same principle applies. You can't have a global answer 

to that. 

JM: What about relations with others? 

JL: Same thing again. Different choreographers and different dance styles 

deal with relationships in different ways. So your method has to 

respond to that. 
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JM: Are you aware of your own body when you're observing a dance? 

JL: Yes, yes. I mean, but if I tie those questions together then my own 

background in dance was as a modern dancer in an expressionist 

tradition, Central European tradition, and I didn't perform 

professionally, but I performed locally and then primarily as a teacher. 

So expressionist modem dance, Graham-based modern dance, and then 

Cunningham work, that kind of tradition was at one time in my body. 

Not so much now (laughter). But, yes, I think there is a response of 

understanding through the idea that you may be able to replicate that 

movement through a relationship of some kind-which I don't think 

anybody's articulated effectively. 

JM: What about when writing about a dance? Are you aware of your body 

then? Can you describe that? 

JL: I suppose in a sense that you're trying to replicate on paper something 

which goes on in the dance. It can be a movement memory as well as a 

visual memory. 

JM: Do you think any of your conceptions, thoughts, feelings, or attitudes 

about your own body influenced your interest in the approach to 

interpreting dance as depicted in Dance Analysis? 

JL: I'm not conscious of that, except as a desire to understand its expressive 

potential. But I see my own body as distinct from the dance. 

JM: Reflecting back on your personal space when you were writing your text, 

how would you describe it? 

JL: So you mean the room I wrote it in? (Laughter). 



JM: 

JL: 

JM/JL: 

JL: 

]M: 

JL: 

JM: 

JL: 

Well, (laughter). I've gotten such a variety of answers to this question! 

Whether I felt crowded out, or crowded in? Or ... 

(Laughter). 

I can't remember, to be honest. It was written over a long period of 

time and in many different places and situations. 

Are there other components of space which seem meaningful to you 

when you recall your use of this approach? 

No, I don't think so. 

What, if any, are your experiences of time when you're observing a 

dance? 
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Oh, I think there are some very interesting ideas about time and whether 

it expands or contracts according to your concentration and 

involvement in something. That's certainly very interesting when time 

expands or shrinks--so they vary, I think depending on what point of 

the analysis process you might be at and how deeply involved you are 

and so on. The same is probably true of writing. 

JM: What about when you're editing your writing? 

JL: I am not conscious of the time process. I'm usually trying to get things 

done to a deadline, you know? Terribly practical and pragmatic, isn't it? 

(Laughter). 

JM: Yes. (Laughter). What about when you're fmished with your text? 

What's your sense of time at that point? 

JL: A sense of completion, I suppose. A sense of something coming to an 



end in a very obvious way. And then you stop and go on to do 

something else. 

243 

JM: Are there other aspects of time that seem meaningful to you as you recall 

your use of this approach? 

JL: No, just how time-consuming it is if you're going to get anything of 

worth out of a dance. I often use the well known analogy: it takes a 

choreographer a day to produce two minutes worth. I think you have to 

study it for a day to understand two minutes worth of dance. There is a 

parallel in that way. It's a very time-consuming process if you're really 

going to probe in-depth. 

JM: How would you describe your experiences, thoughts, and impressions 

of the following relations when you were in the process of writing your 

text? Your publisher? 

JL: Well, I wrote it first and then got a publisher. But it was somebody who 

had already published two of the books of mine so it was only necessary 

to say, "This is what I'm doing, would you like it?" 

JM: Those of significance to the work in your supporting institution? 

JL: At the time I was at the University of Leeds and then partly here when I 

flrst came to the University of Surrey. People were supportive and 

helpful but I was working with colleagues on the book so that was very 

important to have the kind of discussion and debate you get from 

working with other people. 

JM: How would you describe your experiences, thoughts, and impressions 
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of your readers when you were in the process of writing it? Were your 

readers on your mind? 

JL: Yes. The readers on my mind were post-graduate students in 

universities and that's where it's been used mostly. I'm very conscious 

of what they're like because I already had quite a bit of experience of 

teaching at the Master's level so I was really writing something to be used 

as, of course, a textbook. 

JM: Did any of the above relations influence your work more than others? 

JL: Well, I think it is the colleagues who contributed to that book. You 

know there were four of us who authored various chapters and I edited it 

and drew the team together so it was those four people and also, 

probably one in particular, Pauline Hodgens. 

JM: Do you think society in general or your community has inhibited or 

promoted your use of this approach in any way? 

JL: Well, I think there's still a general skepticism about the value of analysis 

in the arts. There are still people who fmd that threatening--often the 

choreographers-you know, people involved in the practice who think 

you'll destroy something by virtue of analyzing it. In fact, that's 

obviously not the case. You enrich what people see. It's a 

complementary process. But there's still that problem, I think, an 

attitude to the arts that says well, you just need to enjoy them, you don't 

need to think about them, you don't need to work at it. Whereas my 

view is that you do need to work at it to respect the choreographer, if 



nothing else, given the amount of time and effort the choreographer 

puts in. But also to understand. 

JM: Do you have any additional collllllents that would be helpful in 

understanding the meaningfulness to you of your selected approach? 

JL: Well, I think we've been entirely thorough. 

JM: Oh, yes. I think that I have a lot of material here and, of course, I have 

your book, too! 

JL/JM: (Laughter). 
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Susan Leigh Foster 

May 27, 1993: Irvine, California 

Reading Dancing: Bodies and Subjects in Contemporary American Dance (1986) 

JM: Can you describe your approach to the interpretation of dance as 

depicted in Reading Dancing? 

SF: I was very struck by what you just were trying to say, what motivated you 

to do this [study] in the first place. And so I think I could maybe start 

there. Because this flrst set of questions about method is in some ways 

rather intimidating. You know, I have been a dancer all my life. I started 

dancing when I was 5 and I went to a conservatory arts high school, 

performing arts high school, in Michigan. I think that the only approach 

to modem dance composition that was available at the time was, "Well, 

just go into the studio and it will come to you." You know, Mary Wigman 

had that really funny line, "It came to me in 3/8 time." 

JM: Yes. 

SF: So you had this whole sense of in the modem dance, of dance being this 

authentic expression of a spontaneous state of feeling. And there are no 

rules guiding how it is that you could develop that material particularly 

and there's no-Martha Graham also has that wonderful line, "If you have 

to ask me whether you should be a choreographer, well then you 

shouldn't." -so, I felt very stymied by that approach to composition and 

felt that there must be some way to teach people how to make dances 

and to talk about how people look at dances that would be based on 
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some set of more formal principles that would be like a contractual 

relationship between the choreographer and the viewer. So the 

choreographer knows that [for instance] symetry is lifeless--Doris 

Humphrey, 1959 whatever--to make that into a set of principles which 

the choreographer consciously and unconsciously uses to make 

meaning, to make significance, to say whatever that choreographer 

wants to say. And the viewer, being fluent in those principles knows 

what kind of meaning the choreographer is trying to get at. Now, 

obviously there's plenty of room for individual difference and individual 

usage and all that, but there's some kind of tradition of choreographic 

technique, or techniques, that allows for the movement of meaning from 

the choreographer into the dance and from the dance into the viewer. 

The developments in post-structural theory that were occurring around 

that time, from say 1970 to 1980, really talked about literary practice in 

precisely this way. 

JM: And that's when you first became involved and interested in looking at 

post-structuralism and applying it to some of those notions about 

dance? 

SF: That's right. So I just tried to borrow some of the frameworks, some of 

the paradigms that they were using for talking about what the function of 

the literary text is. What I immediately noticed when I began to read 

those texts and try to substitute the word "dance" for the word "text" all 

the way through them was that they were really saying the kinds of things 

that choreographers have been saying, they were raising the kinds of 
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issues that choreographers have been raising since Cunningham. So this 

also allowed me to begin to think that choreographers are theorizing 

when they choreograph, just as literary theorists are theorizing when 

they write literary criticism. And in this particular historical moment, 

say 1970 to 1985, they are thinking about things in very similar 

ways. 

JM: Do you think that there are some differences? 

SF: Yes, I think that there are enormous differences. There are enormous 

differences between what dance can do and what a written text can do. 

But what was appealing at the time, and it seemed somewhat timely at 

the time, was to try to focus on some of those similarities. Try to focus 

on the process of translating from this one rather well developed set of 

theories about the function of a literary text or a social text into dance. 

There were, you know, political reasons to do that, to keep dance from 

being "ghettoized." 

JM: Could you elaborate on that? 

SF: Well, the political reasons have to do with the relationship between 

dancing and writing about dance when considering the kind of 

choreographic project that I was mentioning earlier. So the 

choreographer goes in and finally comes up with a movement that feels 

authentic and spontaneous-(I've never come up with one yet, but. .. ) 

SF/JM: (laughter) 

SF: But, you know, because as soon as I look at it I say, "Gee, I don't 

know if it's authentic or not,"-so what's authenticity, right? 
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JM: Uh-huh. 

SF: And then the critic becomes the one with the power to judge whether 

it's authentic or not and the sole interpreter of the dance's true meaning 

or the dance's good taste, or the only one who is able to either 

sentimentally or nostalgically, or whatever, translate this piece of work 

into words. Now you know, for example, in the Times Literary 

Supplement, authors review other authors' books. But choreographers 

never review other choreographers' work. 

JM: Do you think that's due to ethical concerns--because of the limited 

funding available? 

SF: Well, no, I think it has to do with the relative positioning of movement 

practices and writing practices. Writing practices are more dominant, 

they're more masculine and movement practices are more ephemeral, 

more intangible, less relevant, more superficial. .. 

JM: So you think certain groups move toward one mode or the other? 

SF: Well, no. I'm just saying that dance occupies this feminine space in the 

20th century. Then critics, whether they're men or women, occupy this 

masculine space of: I'm going to write about the dance, to pin it down, 

to interpret it, to say something about it. But the way that critics have 

been doing that, it doesn't seem to me, tells you very much about the 

choreographic choices that are made in the dances. And, therefore, 

they don't tell you very much about how the dancing is theorizing. 

Because it's at those moments where the choreographer makes a choice 

about what to do next and you see a whole accumulated group of those 
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choices that you begin to see what the choreographer's theory of 

movement is. So, this literary theory that I was using allowed me to 

elucidate choreographic theory and not occupy the role of the critic 

(who has better taste or worse taste), but actually talk about the set of 

conventions that the choreographer is using and say, "Gee, based on 

this, this is what the choreographer did and this is the kind of impact 

that the dance had." And so to me that opens up dance analysis to more 

people. So it's not the kind of thing where, as Graham says, "If you have 

to ask me then you can't be one." Anyone can learn this set of 

choreographic codes and conventions and learn something about being 

"literate'' in dance making and dance viewing. So that's what I mean by 

the politics of it; that it was taking some of the power away from the 

aesthete critic and giving a whole bunch of people--would-be dance 

makers and would-be dance viewers-some more tools with which to 

work in their process of either making a dance or watching the dance. 

JM: Interesting. 

SF: Well, I felt that it helped to bring dance into a kind of mainstream 

academic setting also-because it is marginalized within the academy as I 

am sure you are well aware. And partly because it has, in the 20th 

century, maintained a very separatist identity. If you have these kinds of 

issues that literary theorists are talking about that have travelled across a 

whole bunch of different disciplines-sociologists are talking about 

them, people in art history are talking about them, people in history per 

se are talking about them, people in anthropology have very much taken 
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up this idea of the ethnography as a literary text, right? 

-- and so, if they travel around like that, let's see how they might travel 

across dance. And that would give us something to talk to people in 

other departments about. So those were the political motivations for 

doing something like that. 

JM: Did that theory have meaning in any other parts of your life when you 

frrst began using it? 

SF: This whole idea of thinking about choreography as theory and dance 

making as working within a set of codes and conventions to affect a 

particular kind of representation has immense implications for leveling 

certain kinds of distinctions that have, I think, made it very difficult for 

dance to survive. So, for example, that whole rhetoric around, "Dancers 

don't think, they just do," well, you don't really have to think of it that 

way. You can think that they're thinking in their doing. And that they 

are cognitively, emotionally, in every way participating in the choices 

that they are making as they fool around in the dance studio. And as they 

come up with an idea and elaborate that idea as they organize material 

into phrases, they determine whether to reiterate that material or vary 

that material or contrast that material. And that's really helpful because it 

brings dance out of muteness, of being unable to speak for itself. And it 

also does some interesting things to writing. You have some questions in 

your interview about what it is like to write. Well, I think writing and 

dancing are very similar. I think it's quite interesting to focus on how 

they are similar. I think of writing as a physical labor, I think it takes 



immense amounts of physical stamina. Everybody I know who has 

written a book has had that book, that writing, mark their bodies. 

JM: So you're very aware of your body, then, when you're writing, when 

you're involved in it. 

SF: Sure. I'm very aware of it when I am reading. Reading is the most 
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difficult. Writing I like better than reading, because writing is more 

active. Reading you really have to stay so still. It's quite difficult, I think. 

So those are interesting insights that dance can even offer to people who 

are working on written texts, too. What is the involvement of body in 

those processes: In doing research in the library? Keeping those index 

cards alphabetized? 

SF /JM (laughter) 

SF: That's a very empowering way to be able to think about dancing and 

what it does. So I felt that when I came into contact with these theories 

and realized how they could apply to dance I was really digging myself 

out of a lot of holes that I had been placed in by a society that doesn't 

value the arts and doesn't value women and certainly doesn't value the 

body and certainly doesn't value dancing very much. So it was very 

liberating for me to be able to think about dance in this kind of way. 

JM: Do you still feel about it that way, now? 

SF: Yeah, I do. I think a lot of things have happened since I wrote that 

book. 

JM: Like? 

SF: Well, a lot of things have happened at the academy at large. For 
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example, the body has become a real chic topic of research these days 

and performance is a very chic notion. 

JM: Yes, it is. 

SF: Everything is performance these days. I am interested in the effects 

of the broader circulation of those ideas now . . . 

JM: In other fields? 

SF: Yes, in other fields and in dance. It has to help, it has to refine what it is 

that we mean by those terms. Because for a while there we were the 

only ones really using them. Now we have to be more precise about 

what we mean by the body or by the moving body. A lot of people are 

writing about it now and a lot of people are interested so that's been 

exciting for us because I think it will-it is actually a moment where we 

have a lot to say to people. 

JM: Considering what this approach meant to you at the time you first 

started using it, do you think that the readers appreciated that, or that 

they picked up on that, or that they got those same things out of it once 

the text was published? 

SF: Well, you never know because books have a really different circulation 

from dances. As a performer, I was really used to taking a bow, hearing 

the applause, getting comments afterwards from people immediately 

and then going home and thinking, "Oh, so-and-so didn't come and so

and-so didn't come and so-and-so didn't come ... " 

SF /JM (laughter) 

SF: What if they never see this piece? I'll never have another opportunity 
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to show them. Right? 

JM: Yes! 

SF: But with a book, you publish a book and then you don't hear anything 

from anybody for two years. 

JM: (laughter) 

SF: I mean, nothing! 

JM: That's a long time to wait! What did you hear after two years? 

SF: The place where I heard the first comment about my book was 

when I got off a plane in Lisbon, Portugal, and there was a whole group 

of dance scholars there who were really excited about this work, and one 

of them, who had a husband who was a doctor at a conference in 

London went by the dance book store and picked up this book, and 

then everybody in Lisbon read it. And I didn't know these people at all! 

There were no prior connections. So that's the power of what a book 

can do,compared to a dance. It can have that kind of circulation. But 

then the other thing about it is that people can choose to say something 

about it or not and you never know whether they have those ideas about 

it or not. So I don't think you can answer that question. A lot of students 

have come to me and thanked me for it because they said it was really 

helpful in terms of beginning to think about how to write about dance 

and even how to make dances. So that's wonderful if it does that. 

JM: Do you have any idea of who the readers were? Or who they are at this 

point? 

SF: No, I don't have too much of a sense of that No. I know it's assigned 
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as a text in certain dance aesthetics courses and dance history courses. 

JM: I would imagine there are a lot of people in general reading it 

because, again, the idea of body and performance is so prevalent now. 

SF: It has also become a kind of a text for the person who doesn't know 

anything about dance who is in English or history or comparative 

literature or music, even. So people working in those fields--"Oh, I 

read ... " you know, " ... was very interested in your book. It gave me 

some sense of what's going on in dance." 

JM: Yes. Can you talk at all about any of the specifics that you don't relate to 

at this point that at first were important to you and of value to you when 

you were writing Reading Dancing? 

SF: It's a really, really difficult question because I don't think an author 

necessarily has that kind of perspective. I am not embarrassed that I 

wrote that book. There are obviously a lot of things that I neglected or 

that I would have done differently if I could do it again. I think there are 

parts of it that are deeply ingrained in my response to looking at any 

dance. I mean I really do think in terms of vocabulary and syntax and 

notions of representation and notions of scale and space and 

architectural features of a performance. I also think about style, the 

bodily use of style. And I just immediately look to those things but I 

don't even notice that I am doing that. It's like a reflex. 

JM: I see. 
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SF: When I was first developing it, I had to practice it, I had to teach myself 

to do it almost. So that's why I can't say what it is that I don't use because 

it is pretty deeply imbedded in the way that I think. 

JM: Well, we are-these are my own perceptions from reading your book-

we are our bodies and we are our language also. Dances are 

representations of being, just as language is, and language carries meaning 

for us just as a dance does, and the way that we use it. In a sense it is like 

choreographing, it is a form of representation of us. 

SF: Uh-hmm. I think when I teach choreography to students I'm always 

telling them it's just like writing a paper. They've got to do a rough draft, 

they've got to go back and figure out what it was they were trying to say 

at each juncture, at each paragraph of the essay. They have to organize it, 

they have to refme it, they have to polish the word choice. They have to 

ask themselves, "What's the overall argument that I'm making? How do I 

want it to begin and end?" 

JM: Uh-hmm. 

SF: You can take it too far. And you don't want to do that. But there are 

strategic moments when it's very helpful to try to point out those 

correspondences, especially, for example, when students say, "Oh, I 

have my dance classes and then I have my academic classes." Oh? What's 

the difference? 

JM: So you use this approach, not only for looking at dances and interpreting 

dances, but also for choreographing and teaching choreography as well. 

They're all integrated. 
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SF: Uh-hmm. So what kinds of things haven't we talked about? 

JM: Can you recall the cognitive process (as you may be aware of them) 

when you've used this approach to interpret the meaning of a dance? 

SF: I don't know what a cognitive process is, the way you're talking about it. 

JM: Seeing, perceiving, thinking about, remembering--if you can recall that. 

SF: Oh, this is very interesting because you always have to go back and 

recreate a dance in your imagination in order to write about it because 

it's not there anymore. So that's a pretty interesting thing to have to do. 

And those images, they're very unstable. They may not be accurate and 

they may end up being composite images. If I am writing about Swan 

Lake, it may end up being 30 different Swan Lakes that I have seen and 

none of them in particular. 

JM: Uh-hmm. 

SF: So, that's a strange kind of place that that image occupies in your mind, 

when you resurrect an image. But let's say it's about a dance that you 

saw, say, the night before. You have to come up with those best kinds 

of total images, I mean, not just visual-but how it sounded, and how it 

smelled and how it felt-that you can. And then I fmd my body getting 

very contorted when I start to press for a conversion of something that I 

saw in movement, into words. So I'll find myself doing the quality, like 

[demonstrates with arm]. What's that? Is that a fling? Or is it a toss? 

And my eyes are closed. And then I'll notice that I haven't breathed for 

several minutes! You know, my rib cage is extremely tense and I go 

(breath). Okay. And then I'll start over and it takes an hour. I fmd it 
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very laborious to make that transference. And then if you're talking 

about a whole oeuvre like I did in the first chapter [of Reading Dancinfij 

with Hay's work or with Balanchine's work then you are really talking 

about collapsing a lot of individual particularities into some type of 

general statements that you say, and you're not even talking about a given 

dance necessarily. You're talking about a whole choreographic 

approach. But the thing that I come back to that I think a lot of critics 

don't necessarily detect when they watch dances, or even a lot of 

people-they think that what they're seeing is just the purely right there, 

at that moment. What I'm always seeing is the residue of the process. 

JM: Which is? 

SF: A process of making these decisions. 

JM: On how to choreograph the dance? 

SF: Yes. On where bodies should move next and how. So I'm always seeing 

an accumulation of a set of decisions that have been made and I 

distinguish that, which I think of as the choreography, from the 

performance, which is any individual group of dancers' interpretation of 

that skeletal framework. A performer may choose to be particularly 

audacious at a given moment or to try on a character or to look at the 

audience in a given way or to give something greater urgency or less 

urgency and I think you can tell to a certain extent what the difference is 

between that interpretation and what the overall game plan for the piece 

is. 

JM: Interesting. Would the differences affect the way that you write about it? 
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SF: Well, I try to write about choreography. I'm trying to write about the 

piece as many different groups of dancers might dance it. Although, one 

of the things that's terribly important to me is that different kinds of 

choreographic projects demand different kinds of technical expertise 

from dancers and demand differently trained bodies. So, I don't believe 

that Baryshnikov could ever do justice to a Deborah Hay piece. Because 

the way that his body has been trained is absolutely antithetical to the 

way that she conceptualizes the body. So there you have to include in 

your notion of what choreography is, a rather profound idea about what 

the particular dancing body, the performer's body, has to bring to that. 

But then within that, I think, individuals are going to perform differently 

on different nights. You're going to have particularly strong moments or 

weak moments or whatever. That's different from what I think of as the 

set of decisions that are made about where they should be. 

JM: Do any visual images, words, or thoughts come to your mind which may 

express this approach and its value to you? Or any anecdotes? 

SF: You know I couldn't figure out anything to say to those questions. 

JM: Is there anything else you want to say about your beliefs about this 

approach? 

SF: I don't know what a belief is, exactly. It may sound a little religious, 

doesn't it? I don't know if I have beliefs about it. I may hear myself 

saying I believe that you could look at it this way or not, but I don't know 

if I have beliefs about it. 

JM: Okay, Uh-hmm. What was your role as an interpreter using this 
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approach? 

SF: Well, if I'm--see I am sitting in the audience as a choreographer and 

I'm watching what some other choreographer has done, 

sympathetically, but I think with a quite well-trained sense of what the 

options are--when somebody moves outside of those options and bow, 

when they really innovate in an extraordinary way, and what kinds of 

arguments they're making in their choreography. 

JM: So do you see yourself as somebody who reveals the meaning of 

choreography? 

SF: I am translating. I'm translating what I perceive to be the meaning 

into words. If I am a choreographer in the audience and then I'm going 

to write about that performance then I'm going to try to translate that 

performance into words. For me, what that means, is that you have to 

make up another dance in your prose. You can't just say what you saw. 

You have to create what you saw in a different medium from the one that 

the choreographer used. Using words instead of movement you have to 

create, or recreate, that dance. 

JM: So you translate and you view yourself as are-creator. 

SF: Yes, but it's very creative in that sense. A lot of critics don't see 

their role that way at all. They see themselves laboring to get the truth of 

what happened down on paper. They think there's something called 

objective viewing of dances. 

JM: It seems like that's a lot more prevalent, too, for critics who are writing 
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depth way. Do you consider your approach in Reading Dancing a 

method? Or an approach or a point of view? 

SF: You know, those terms are really slippery. 

JM: They are. And I'm wondering if you can ... 

SF: I think it was a theory. 

JM: A theory that you applied? 
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SF: A theory that I made up about how you can know what a dance is about 

when you see one. And theories usually generate methods. 

JM: Is the historical context of this particular approach important to you? 

SF: I think it's very historically specific. Any academic or aesthetic 

enterprise occurs in a specific moment in time and in place. So yes, it 

happened at a very specific moment in the history of the academy and 

the history of some critical thought. That moment has passed. 

JM: Do you see any weaknesses now in your approach, in retrospect? 

SF: I just think there is a lot that it doesn't do. There are a lot of other things 

that need to be done. 

JM: How does your text negotiate the notion of body? We covered that quite 

a bit. Is there anything else you want to add to that? 

SF: Yes. The text assumes that bodies are made. Bodies are constructed. 

JM: And that evolves out of your dissertation, doesn't it? 

SF: Right Bodies are culturally constructed and then whenever you go in to 

really make a dancer's body, you spend another ten years constructing 

that body. I've never learned that more clearly than when I watched 
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Maria Theresa Duncan who is Isadora Duncan's last surviving adopted 

daughter, teach master classes at Wesleyan where I used to teach. And 

the whole rhetoric around Duncan is that it's natural dancing. It's the 

natural way to use your body. And then you watch her do it and then 

you watch everybody else do it and it's very clear that it's not natural 

because if it were natural, they would be able to do it! 

JM: (Laughter). 

SF: There's nothing natural about managing to keep the foot absolutely limp, 

neither pointed nor flexed. It's not natural~ you have to really let go of it 

to do that. And then you just watch and it's perfect the way she does it 

and then you watch all these other people and, you know, they're doing 

it like this [stands up and demonstrates]. The "natural" takes a lot of 

practice. Right? So bodies are constructed [sits down] and they're 

constructed for different choreographic projects. And what's going on 

right now that's kind of sad is that ballet is becoming this international 

medium of evaluation against which all bodies are compared. It's 

considered to be the most "proficient" technically. And I find that very 

dismaying because I think that a lot of these other techniques of the 

body require just as much work and just as much aesthetic devotion and 

have just as much integrity or value and they're getting ignored. And the 

whole idea of the pickup company in New York (you know, the multi

purpose dancer who has to be good at every project) makes these 

bodies that are very generic. They're trained in ballet with a little bit of 
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and ... 

JM: Take aerobics. 
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SF: Right. But if you go back and look at Primitive Mysteries, you know the 

film of the first version of Primitive Mysteries, or some very early 

Graham pieces, those bodies really looked different from the ones that 

perform that work these days. And what I am interested in is preserving 

some notion of aesthetic differentiation among different choreographic 

traditions that would preserve the idea that there isn't just one way to 

train a body, that there are many ways to train a body and many bodies 

that result from that training. It's pretty important to me not to think 

that there's one body-self relationship and not one body aesthetic that 

you could have. 

JM: How does your text negotiate the idea of space? 

SF: I talk a lot about the choreographic conventions that use space in 

particular ways and so I think of the use of space as one of the chief ways 

that a choreographer manages to say whatever he or she wants to say 

through the way they articulate the space. 

JM: What about time? 

SF: The same. I really do use those concepts, the Modernist concepts born 

in the 20th century. Other notions of space that I'm trying to work with 

in the text, or space and time, have to do with this idea of what I was just 

talking to you about-distinctive bodies. So that whole chapter on dance 

history which I think is very problematic in many ways but--it's trying to 
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contest the Walter Sorell or Lincoln Kirstein notion of an unbroken 

tradition of ballet that begins with the court aristocracy and moves 

forward (with the horrible minor pimple of modern dance on its 

otherwise unblemished complexion) to Balanchine. I'm interested in 

ideas of rupturing that; creating abrupt shifts instead of continuities 

among aesthetic traditions, pointing up those differences between Hay's 

body and Balanchine's body. Pointing up the difference between the 

aesthetic conventions that are being used in her dances as opposed to 

the ones that are being used in his dances. I'm trying to make a lot of 

connections between literature and dance and then in other places I'm 

strategically trying to make a lot of difference happen. I'm really trying 

to make sure that people see that dance is not all one big project. That 

there are really very, very different aesthetics that are in play. And that 

there are very coherent, completely organized, autonomous, beautifully 

thought out worlds, aesthetic worlds, of: How did she go about making 

dance happen? And they're not similar to each other at all. I have a lot 

of aesthetic attachment to that idea, that there are these differences. 

JM: Do you ever evaluate at all? Do you think that your approach 

embraces all of these [differences] by just looking at them and knowing 

what they are and seeing them in that sort of a manner? Or do you feel 

stronger ... 

SF: Well certain people tell me I feel stronger about different of those texts, 

or different of those approaches. So that's interesting. I tried to 

develop a great sympathy with each one of them 
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JM: And the reflexive mode breaks from the other four. 

SF: Right. That's the one that sort of enables me to do the others. That's 

another way that space functions, or time functions in the text--helping 

to try to create these really distinctive visions of bodies or of expression. 

What it means to be expressive according to Balanchine isn't at all what it 

means to be expressive to Graham. It really irritates me no end 

whenpeople think that it's always the same thing. 

JM: What about relations with others? How does your text negotiate that? 

Others meaning the choreographer, the dancers, production crew, 

sponsors, directors . . . 

SF: I think I'm assuming that they're all consenting adults. 

JM: (laughter) 

SF: They're all operating according to systems of signification that they're 

more or less aware of. 

JM: Let's see. We've talked about your impressions of your own body when 

you're observing a dance. What types of dance did you study when you 

were younger? 

SF: I studied ballet and modem dance. 

JM: What about your performing experience? 

SF: Well, I studied dance very intensively through high school and then 

started to choreograph at the end of high school and decided to go to a 

liberal arts college instead of to a conservatory because I really wanted to 

work more on choreography than on becoming a professional dancer at 

that point. And I've always been pretty dedicated to it ever since. So 
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I've had companies both in California and New York and have worked a 

great deal as a soloist. 

JM: So you see choreography as a choreographer yourself. And as a 

dancer. 

SF: And I've seen a lot of dance in my life. 

JM: Do you still see a lot of dance? 

SF: Well, I don't have access to it right now. Los Angeles doesn't have that 

much dancing. But I've been very interested to see what's been going 

on in Europe and I've been over there a few times in the last five years. 

The whole thing is really quite interesting. I mean everything from 

Forsythe and the Frankfort ballet and Bausch to a lot of French groups 

have been quite amazing-what they're doing with Belgian 

choreographers and Dutch choreographers. It's really exciting. Or was. 

JM: What's your personal space like when you're writing about a dance? 

SF: What do you mean by personal space? 

JM: Well, I think that's open to interpretation and you might interpret that 

different than somebody else might. I think I'm going to get different 

views on what personal space is, by the way it's interpreted in the first 

place. 

SF: I think in order to write about dance another thing that you have to do is 

you have to try to let your body be engulfed by, populated with, the 

images of the bodies in that dance. So, depending on what kind of 

dance you're writing about, your body becomes kind of a different kind 

of body. And the way that you try to write about it becomes slightly 
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different. I wouldn't say that you take on multiple personalities or 

anything, but I think that's one of the interesting things about dancing. 

It's always telling you about relations between person and body. And 

that's one of the things that dance really does well. 

JM: Are there any other aspects of space that seem meaningful to you, when 

you think about your approach to interpretation or writing about dance? 

SF: Double spaced is better than single spaced. 

JM: (laughter) Double spaced! Most definitely! 

SF: Because you can rewrite more easily that way. Triple spaced is too big. 

JM: What are your experiences of time when you are observing a dance? 

SF: The dance's time, whatever the dance's time is. 

JM: What about when you're writing about a dance? 

SF: It takes a long time. 

JM: What about when you're editing your writing? 

SF: That's more like housework. That's not so bad. It's more like making 

things neat and tidy. 

JM: What about when you're fmished with your text? 

SF: I've never read my book. 

JM: No? 

SF: Well, I rewrote it about 12 times. 

JM: Oh-you rewrote it about 12 times. You just never picked up your text 

once it was fmished. 

SF: Right. 

JM: Huh ... Did you look at the pictures? (laughter) ... Are there other 
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book? 

SF: It looks like a little turd. 

JM: It looks like a little turd? (Laughter). 
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SF: Yeah, it's like thousands of hours of thought and movement condensed 

into this extremely small package. You will feel this when you finish your 

dissertation. 

JM: Is this off the record? (Laughter). 

SF: I've said that to a lot of people. It's so dense compared to the 

process, which is so airy and broad. I mean here you are traveling all 

around the United States to do this [dissertation] ... 

JM: Yes! 

SF: And taking all these notes and boiling down and boiling down and you 

eventually get tomato paste or whatever. 

]M: Full of protein, hopefully. Or carbohydrates would be nice too. 

SF: But when it gets published, when it goes through the process of being 

printed it gets even more dense. You get many more words on the 

page-it becomes very compact--it's bound, [claps hands] for heaven's 

sake. You see, nothing that you're doing right now is bound. You have 

this little silly leather thing, [tpas JM's notebook] but it's open. And you 

can take any of these pages out and do something with them [shuffles 

loose papers]. 

JM: So there's a sense of liberty to that, or freedom. I am more a part 

of it at this point. 
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SF: Yes. There's a sense of exchanges that is possible. So once the pages are 

all committed [claps hands] to having that side, in that side of the book, 

they can't be reordered and the print is fixed . . . 

JM: So do you feel fairly distanced from your text? 

SF: Yes. I'm distanced from the ideas. I'm really distanced from the text. In 

my view, I mean you ask in here [interview questions] somewhere, "Does 

this approach influence the way you look at everything all day long?" 

JM: Right. 

SF: Well, what I just did is literary theory, applied to your notebook. You 

can see everything this way. And it's not unlike the way a choreographer 

might look at it "Oh, gee, what do we have here?" [shuffles loose 

papers in JM's notebook]. We can play around with these pieces of 

paper-we can take these out, we can boil down these pieces of paper

so that's how it relates to how you will see things all day long. 

JM: How would you describe your experiences, thoughts and impressions of 

the following relations when you were in the process of writing your 

text? Your editor? 

SF: My editor was great. I had some very, very sympathetic editors but 

editors who also helped me learn to write better. A lot of the words that 

we use in the dance community have very specific meanings for us but as 

soon as you take them outside that community and think about a much 

larger audience reading them you have to be more precise and you have 

to come up with words that say things more clearly and editors really 

help you do that. 
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]M: Those of significance to the work in your supporting institution? 

SF: I was at Wesleyan University. They were very supportive. 

]M: Did any of the relations influence your work more than others? 

SF: My mentors influenced the work the most. 

]M: At Santa Cruz, when you originally began working with these ideas? Who 

were they? 

SF: Hayden White and Jim Clifford. 

JM: Do you think society in general or your community, has inhibited or 

promoted your use of this approach in any way? 

SF: Well that's a really broad question. There are a lot of people who are 

very threatened by this kind of work. And there are other people who 

fmd it very appealing and then there are other people who just find it 

very exotic. I always think those things have to do with the politics of 

what we were talking about a long time ago about, you know, dance 

being feminine, and the academy being masculine and how different 

people create a safe space for themselves in those environments. 

JM: In conclusion, do you have any additional comments about the 

meaningfulness of this text, this approach, to your life? 

SF: You see that's what I was trying to explain to you when I gave this 

example of being able to pick up anything that's around and make a 

dance out of it 

JM: And include it and embody it, so to speak. 

SF: I watch anybody going down the street as part of a dance. I'm 
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obsessively interested in the dance. It's wonderful, right? It's wonderful 

to make sense of it. What's interesting about this approach is you can 

say why it is, I mean you can say what you're basing your interpretation 

on. For example, you can take this piece of paper out of here and put 

another piece of paper in [picks up paper from )Ms notebook]. That's 

why it has this feeling of exchange or possibility that a book doesn't 

have. So you can justify somebody else's, "I like the dance," or," ... 

didn't like it." Well, why? What did you like about it? That's what I'm 

trying to get people to talk about. 



Sondra Horton Fraleigh 

June 17, 1993: Denton, Texas 

Dance and the Lived Body: A Descriptive Aesthetics (1987) 

JM: Can you describe your approach to the interpretation of dance as 

depicted in your book, Dance and the Lived Body 
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SF: Well, it's phenomenology, at least as I use the method of 

phenomenology, but particularly existential phenomenology. This is a 

point of crossing between two very complementary forms of 

philosophy. One really is a point of view on the world--existentialism-

the other is a methodology, a way of moving toward the core of an 

experience and describing it. These two come together at the juncture 

of the concept of the lived body. 

I thought that this concept, since it's central to existential 

phenomenology, and it is central to dancing was a good point of entry 

into a book, bridging philosophy and dance. My project is slightly more 

than just doing descriptive phenomenology, because along the way, I am 

explaining what existential phenomenology is, and what it has to do with 

dance as well. It is a philosophical project, and is aimed toward the 

audience as dancer and the audience as philosopher, because I bring in 

so much of philosophy, from Plato to Heidegger. It's a book on 

aesthetics. The philosophers involved are aestheticians. To write it, I 

drew upon my philosophical interests and study. It is really not simply 

from a dancer, choreographer-but it is from a dancer, choreographer, 

philosopher, as I bring those things together. 



JM: You mentioned the word "method" --do you consider existential 

phenomenology a method or an approach or point of view? 
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SF: I consider it a method, an approach. It is a tool which I use. I utilized 

what I knew and had studied about the phenomenological method as 

employed by my mentors, those philosophers I had studied who 

utilized the method: Sartre, Heidegger and Merleau-Ponty. They're the 

three best existential phenomenologists for the method, but there are 

philosophers who interpret them, like Richard Zaner, and who distill the 

methods they use, bringing it together. They provide insight beyond 

what you can glean for yourself about what this method is. In 

philosophy classes in phenomenology you can also study the method. 

But nobody ever really tells you just how to do it. So you learn what the 

method is, but there's no A-B-C ... 

JM: Yes. 

SF: So what I'm starting to do for my students now, when I teach dance and 

phenomenology, is to give them tools that I think are true to 

phenomenology, to actually methodologically impart a method. It 

begins at the beginning-and I bring in a Zen metaphor in terms of that: 

beginner's mind. To begin with a beginner's mind is, in 

phenomenology, not to have assumptions or pre-existing notions, but 

according to Husser!, the father of phenomenology, to look at the thing 

in itself. 

I believe that Zen and the idea of a beginner's mind actually gives us a 

very beautiful metaphor for what phenomenologists wanted to do, to 
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look at a thing innocently and describe it as simply as you can. I think of 

Shunru Suzuki in his Beginner's Mind book talking about emptiness and 

form where he says that-in the beginning emptiness is emptiness and 

form is form. Then as you think into these, and experience these 

images, emptiness becomes form and form becomes emptiness. A 

kind of shift goes on. When you arrive at the end of your journey in 

terms of going into consciousness this way, emptiness is emptiness and 

form is form Now that's just the way I see phenomenology working. In 

the beginning you see things as they are, if you really bring a fresh mind. 

This is a chair and that's a wall and you're joann and I'm Sondra, but 

when you start to bring in your deeper consciousness about the 

phenomenon of your attention, many more things arise about it. 

Questions like: Am I really separate? Are all things one? How do 

oppositions oscillate? That's a very interesting journey, but the point of 

arrival that finally comes through as a conclusion, if it's 

phenomenological, will really brighten, I think, the discriminations 

between things. At the same time we grasp some deeper meanings: 

maybe that we are not separate, that there is universal cohesion and 

oneness. I'm sorry I've taken a little philosophical journey of my own. 

JM: (Laughter). That's great! Do you think that this approach is more 

suitable for looking at some types of dances compared, maybe, to other 

types of dances? 

SF: No. It's so basic that you can take it into any experiential dimension or 
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phenomenon. It's really intended, as it arose through philosophy as a 

discipline for seeing the life world as Husserl described it. The 

existential phenomenologists would call it being-in-the-world, bringing 

up the life world to our attention. That's where the lived body comes in. 

The body itself was given a beautiful credence and validity in this form of 

philosophy. Remember the body was denied in the patriarchal dualistic 

notions of separating body and mind, body-soul, body-spirit, where 

body is placed beneath in attempts to separate it as mechanistic, 

stubborn, mute substance-needed to be moved by some higher order. 

Then the body is not seen as part of that higher order--that dimension 

that allows us our non-separateness from God. 

The body is actually full of God. You take this more metaphysical view, 

so phenomenology can extend itself metaphysically toward religious 

questions, or toward questions of art, and even toward practical 

questions. It doesn't really have any bounds. I'm reminded of what 

Merleau-Ponty said: "When phenomenology is true to itself it never 

knows where it's going." You might start somewhere and find you end at 

an unexpected place in terms of your thinking. It might not even be an 

end, but for that moment it's an end because phenomenology also 

respects the temporal dimension of learning and of perception--that the 

world is not static, it is not objective. It's alive. It's a process. And 

where we are and what we see depends on our perspective. It depends 

on time, too. We learn, in particular, that the phenomenon we're 

studying can change according to our perspective on it. The temporal 
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dimension means change. I mean time and change are commensurate 

words. 

JM: Who were some of your important mentors or your professional 

experiences that initially engaged you in this approach? 

SF: The entire introduction of my book talks about my personal odyssey 

in that regard. My first teacher, formally in the classroom setting, for 

existentialism and phenomenology, was Arturo Fallico who wrote Art 

and Existentialism. That was an important book for me. But even 

before that I had been reading existentialist authors, primarily in the 

literature. This would be called the more literary tradition of 

existentialism from theatre of the absurd authors, who took more 

dramatic form, to some of the stories of Kafka. For instance, one of the 

first existentialists who impressed me very strongly in terms of 

philosophy was a woman, Simone de Beauvoir, and she's so important at 

the genesis of feminism-feminism at large and, in particular, 

philosophical feminism. She's touched, I think, every aspect of 

feminism because she had courage to state the things she did and be in 

her views. Now subsequent writers can have a dialogue with her. So 

much of it still rings true, although there may be perspectives taken in 

disagreement with some of the things that were coming out of her work 

which has been basic. Nevertheless, the dialogue got started there. So 

existentialism and feminism came together in Simone de Beauvoir. 

JM: Would you say there were political reasons for your initial use of this 

approach? 



SF: Aesthetic reasons. Certainly I became more political in terms of my 

views after. I don't mean as a political activist, but more activist in my 

writing and thinking, and that's political. Maybe you can discern the 

politics at the bottom. 
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JM: What value did this approach have for you when you initially used it and 

has that changed over time? 

SF: Oh, a lot of personal value because existentialism, and the first level of it, 

is personal commitment. It isn't existential if it's not stated strongly in 

terms of the experiential dimension of living. It's so full of what I 

consider to be just good advice about self-responsibility. That's one of 

the basic tenets: empowerment through self-responsibility. People 

have wrongly misunderstood Nietzche's writings, for instance, as being 

about some kind of mastery in terms of a master race or a superman, 

because he used these very strong, powerful images. But he preceded 

contemporary existentialists. He was just going into a very poetic and 

disturbing level of examination of consciousness. He wrote from an 

inspired place in terms of self-empowerment--taking responsibility for 

ourselves. And if he proclaimed the death of God he didn't mean that 

we had gone out and shot him (or her) but he did say, ''We have killed 

him." He then added, "Whither shall we wander?" The dilemma of being 

without a center and influence: 

"Whither shall we wander?-as though in a watery abyss. Forward? 
Backward? Sideways? Is there still an above and below? Does not 
empty space breathe upon us? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away 
the whole horizon?" 
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These were his questions He saw the joyful wisdom (the name of one of 

his works) of our accepting our aloneness (this is an existential concept 

too) as a place for empowerment. "Is it that we don't have a God to lean 

on here?" So I am not sure if he's an atheist or not. We can, however, 

be sure that Sartre was, and we can be sure that Heidegger was. These 

are important life questions. They're metaphysical questions and they're 

life questions, too, embedded in existentialist writings and philosophy. 

Phenomenology gives you tools for examining these questions. They 

come up in dancing because dancing is about life, so these things just 

came together. I'm sorry, we've wandered a long way from your 

question. 

JM: That's okay. What's the relationship, if anything, of this approach to 

your conscious, everyday attitude? 

SF: I'm an existentialist. I believe in self-responsibility. I believe in God. 

She is within. She is without. She is everything. She is he. He is she. 

JM: Has this approach, or way of constituting and revealing meaning in 

dances affected the way you constitute or come to understand meaning 

in other parts of your life? 

SF: Yes, and the philosophy-! guess, mostly what I pick up on from 

existential phenomenology are those things. Though I admit the 

annihilistic dimension of existentialism, dread and anxiety, these are 

defmitely in the realm of sentience and feeling. We all experience these, 

but I don't want to be caught there. I want to move beyond a 

preoccupation with the negative which the old existentialism had about 
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it, a kind of brooding and despairing. But it was an important phase. 

Just like it's important in anyone's life to be able to go into those 

despairing places, to have the courage to do that. But I really want to 

come out on the other side so meditation and those existentialist authors 

and poets who posited a ground of being beyond our human vulnerable 

place have interested me a lot. T.S. Elliott, for instance, writes about the 

still point of the turning world; there the dance is. I find his poetry has a 

meditative dimension. It acknowledges stillness. There's a transcendent 

quality in it. And I like Martin Buber as a Jewish existentialist whose/

thou concept moves beyond an annihilist point of view. Colin Wilson 

has written about transcendence. His phenomenological existentialism 

is New Age existentialism. Phenomenology brought very positive points 

of view to old existentialism. Husserl's phenomenology culminated in a 

transcendent principle. I don't follow phenomenology that far. In 

terms of transcendence, I become mystic. I admit it. 

SF /JM: (Laughter). 

JM: Can you describe the processes involved when you've used this 

approach to interpret a dance? 

SF: It's almost easier to describe in terms of making dances and interpreting 

dances. I think I make and interpret dances from the same place. And 

what is the point of view? It's a still point, it's a meditative place in myself 

that I go into when I make dances, and it's a place I go into when I 

interpret dances. I let them ruminate. I let them speak to me. I let 

them. I don't make them speak. 
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JM: When you recall your past or current use of this approach, do individual 

images, words or thoughts come to mind which may express the 

meaningfulness of this particular approach to your life at the time you 

used it, or now? 

SF: Oh, all of that applies to years of life. You don't want much, do you? 

(Laughter). 

JM: (Laughter). 

SF: Now my experiences with dancing and using existential phenomenology 

are basically there for me. I must have been drawn to it because it is part 

of my nature to be philosophical. It's part of my nature to be 

concerned with life questions that are existential. Who am I? I think this 

is the project, this is the journey that everyone is on-a kind of self

discovery in our lives as we learn through our mistakes and successes. 

Beyond that what existentialism and phenomenology does is bring those 

things directly to your attention, and allow one to see one's disposition. 

As I interpret dances, I just naturally bring my questions about living, 

making dances, why we dance, what meaning that has for our lives and 

what value it has. I bring these to attention. The first insight I had 

(maybe this is going backwards and forward) in looking at dance and 

becoming acquainted in a more technical sense with existentialism and 

phenomenology [happened] because I think it's native to all of us to ask, 

"who am I?" We don't need existentialism and phenomenology to get to 

that question. But here's a whole framework for that question. And lots 

of writing about it and lots of poetry about it. A great deal of art coming 



out of existentialism. Now I have a more conscious level in terms of 

having studied those methods ever since my first project in writing 

about dance which had to do with the creative dialogue between the 

artist and her work. 

JM: Uh-hmm. When did you write that? 
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SF: About 1970. And Instead of thinking about dance as self-expression, 

which was the extant definition of what goes on there in dance, I began 

to grasp the notion dancing is a self-creation. That we are actually 

creating ourselves in our dances. We're creating worlds. We're creating 

meaning. That's a self-creation. That is commensurate with Sartre's view 

that we do create ourselves. So I was able to bring that together as a 

concept. Sartre, who made that one of the central cores of his writing in 

being in Being and Nothingness, gave me a tool for saying that. And I 

don't think I've ever stopped saying that. I just have found more ways to 

do it. I guess I'm still against a simple definition of dance as "self

expression." Maybe I'm a little too hard on self-expression, the 

reduction that I was carrying out in Dance and the Lived Body. 

Phenomenology does reduce assumed definitions (that means it 

brackets them out so that you can get a fresher look). I found that I was 

reducing the notion, challenging the notion, getting rid of that notion 

that dance was self-expression and yet it keeps coming up for you here 

and there. 

JM: Yes. 

SF: But it is a particular kind of self-expression, so maybe going in at that 
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point is instructive; at least you realize it's not enough to leave it at that. 

Then I always ask, what does this definition give us in tenns of what any 

particular definition would yield. Phenomenologists don't necessarily 

accept that defmitions are limits that apply. Maybe they are just 

descriptions to look into. 

JM: If you were to use an anecdote to express the meaningfulness of your 

particular approach to your life, what would it be? 

SF: If I were to use an anecdote? (Sigh). In terms of an approach to my life, 

an anecdote. Well, I have a metaphor for it, I don't know if I have an 

anecdote: journey. 

JM: Hmm. 

SF: I did a dance recently called, Meditations. Here's an anecdote. It's a 

dance anecdote. It's a dance story. And I don't generally dance in my 

dances anymore, I'm 54 now. The kind of dance I grew up learning how 

to do was about athleticism. And I don't feel all that athletic anymore. 

(Laughter). 

JM: (Laughter). 

SF: So I allow myself to move on. I have other things to do now. Life is a 

journey. I am allowing myself to grow. I have another dance to do that 

doesn't have to do with dancing on the stage. It has to do with the dance 

of teaching. It has to do with the dance of my own pleasure, 

understanding how important it is to be in that, so that I have the best to 

give to others. It has to do with healing, as I move more into body work 

and the Feldenkrais method and bring that in relation to dancing. 
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The Meditations dance I did for students at Brockport to perform in 

Japan. I'm sure it had a Zen basis, but I didn't consciously adopt any 

particular story or concept from Zen--it just was about a kind of moving 

that is meditative and slow and allows a steady, pleasurable attention to 

develop. The students were doing the dancing per se, but I put myself 

in the piece also. I carried a large stone. The piece was 20 minutes long, 

and I moved very slowly, walking through the dance and the journeys of 

others with my oum journey, canying the stone. The last section of the 

dance was called Stone. There were five sections in the work. The first 

section was Dwelling. That was about coming forth. It was about 

emerging and dwelling, an at-homeness we have about our dwellings; 

where we really dwell. It could also be a place in ourselves. It could be a 

natural, physical place, it could be in nature, but it is a dwelling. What 

was the next section? The piece became a little more agitated after 

Dwelling. Like things can develop when there is more complexity, 

maybe like a thought that thickens. So the next section-I can't even 

remember its name-was about that. The middle section was Chaos, 

things coming apart. The next section was a light and a lifting. I called it 

Light, out of the chaos coming light-but I was not satisfied to leave it 

with the light. The last section was Stone. I liked the image of the 

eternity that stones present. Also in Zen there are "gardens of stone." 

Stone is a very powerful metaphor for me. Puccini was coming through 

at that point in the music for the dance with beautiful singing. Here I felt 
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the love that can melt through stone, can melt it. That can flow over it, 

through it. Nothing prevents love. It finds a way. 

I'm talking in existential circles about things that appear to me in terms 

of metaphors for my life. The journey, carrying the stone, was not a task 

as it is in pedestrian choreography, like just a stone or a mattress. I am 

speaking about what it meant to me to be carrying the stone, I would 

not really be able to describe it completely because it is a dance. Dance 

gives us a vehicle to do by not doing, and to be in a space and place that 

we don't have to describe. 

JM: What are your beliefs about this approach? 

SF: I think phenomenology is a perfect vehicle for dancers to study their 

experience, and it doesn't rest if you do it as philosophical 

phenomenology with simply an outpouring of experience. It needs to 

be distilled in terms of getting the beginner's mind at work. You get to 

the experience, and describe it with the freshest approach that you can, 

with your freshest mind, you go in and distill the meaning. It gives 

dancers a way to study what they do in terms of describing it, and finding 

in it the meanings that they find, without imposing a psychological point 

of view or sociological. I mean it's just so directly into the experience. 

But then, if it's ever going to be anything that anybody would want to 

read, I think that the writer then becomes obligated to take another 

point of view. The writer becomes the philosopher developing 

theoretically the meaning that she finds and making that essence 

communicable to others. Finally, she has the basis for research in terms 
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of looking into what other authors-be it from other disciplines even 
) ) 

psychology, sociology, anthropology, history--have had to say about the 

same phenomena that she has gone into her experience to find. She can 

fmd points of agreement or disagreement. Or she can use that meaning 

distilled from her core experience as a definition with which to challenge 

other points of view. There are various ways it can be used. I think that 

it brings an initial body of writing to the fore which then is there for a lot 

of different uses. 

JM: Is the historical context of this method of importance to you? And if yes, 

in what way? 

SF: Yes, I think I explained it in my book, Dance and the Lived Body. We 

talked about how phenomenology began with Husser!. He really took 

his to a transcendental point, but the existential phenomenologists 

wanted to ground it as a being-in-the-world. The history of it has been 

important to me so that I can locate myself: Where do I stand? 

JM: Well, what do you consider your role as an interpreter using this 

approach? 

SF: Gosh. First, I think it took some courage to write the book because only 

one other person had written about phenomenology in terms of dance 

-Maxine Sheets' (now she's Maxine Sheets-johnstone). It was helpful 

that she developed principally one point of view "that dance is a creative 

form" So, what was my role? My project was to develop an entire 

descriptive aesthetics of dance, something that would be complete as an 

aesthetics, and would present adequately an explication of the 
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phenomenological existential view of dance. I wanted to use the 

dancer's voice, the choreographer's voice, and to be able to access those 

voices philosophically. That's been my role--because I've danced and 

I've choreographed I could take those voices. Philosopher aestheticians 

who write about dance give us a very rich body of knowledge in their 

explorations of it, but they have only the philosopher aesthetician's 

voice, they haven't danced or choreographed so they can't take that 

voice. We all have different roles in terms of the voices we provide 

toward knowledge. Eventually I've started to teach my approach, so 

now I have a role as a teacher in this. 

JM: Are there any rituals or ceremonies that this particular approach engages 

you in? 

SF: No. 

JM: What do you think is the primary advantage of this interpretive 

approach and does it have any weaknesses? 

SF: Primary advantage is that it accepts experience as valid, as beginning 

place for the unfolding of knowledge. Experience and knowledge are 

not separate. Emotions are accepted as a locus for knowledge also. And 

that there are feminist writers who are now making much of the 

problem we've had in dividing off our emotional self from our 

discriminating self, for instance. Phenomenology does respect all 

phenomena of consciousness: intuition, emotion, thought, reason, 

aesthetic sensibilities. It's very tolerant and admissive of experience as 

valid. I think that's probably its major contribution. Also, that it tries to 
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come from a place which is going to allow a fresh perspective to arise 

with people who are able to suspend their biases and habits of belief--to 

be in that place of disbelief for a while. Now, I've said it tries to do this, 

to suspend biases and prejudices, to see phenomenon as they are. I also 

talk about Zen, the beginner's mind is the same thing. It tries to do that. 

At the same time, existential phenomenology admits that it's not 

possible to put yourself aside. You really do take yourself into this 

project, so it's very difficult to suspend biases. But at least you try. 

JM: Would you say that's also one of its weaknesses? 

SF: No. I think its major strength is that it tries to do this, and that it 

admits that it can't, totally. But in the trying there can be a lot of 

surprises coming though. 

What is its major disadvantage? It has a disadvantage as it is considered by 

hard-core scientific methodologies, approaches which invalidate 

experience. If experience is not seen as a valid place for truth, then 

phenomenology has no validity. Perhaps the major complaint about 

phenomenology would be that it isn't objective. Well, I don't expect it 

to be. I think its strength is that it isn't objective and, in fact, we should 

allow our subjective being-to speak-I mean what else have we got? 

(Laughter). 

JM: (Laughter). I'm going to ask you some questions about text. What 

does this text say to you now? And what do you think it says to its 

readers now? 

SF: It says to me, "I'm glad I'm done!" 
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JM: (Laughter). 

SF: It really does. It says to me, "I'm finished." I had a good friend who 

asked me if I ever read my book anymore, and I said, yes, sometimes. 

Once in a great while I pick it up and read it. She said, "How do you feel 

when you read it?" And I said, "Peaceful. Here's something I finished." It 

makes me feel peaceful to have something done! (Laughter). 

JM: (Laughter). And what do you think it says to readers? 

SF: To readers? I've heard a great deal from readers. It speaks to many 

dancers of their experience; I've been told that the dancer's voice is 

there and they appreciate that. And I've heard from philosophers that 

they're happy that a dancer has presented her view in a philosophical 

form to bring together dance and philosophy because that has been a 

contribution to philosophy that, indeed, a dancer could make. So 

maybe those are two of its major contributions. In terms of what 

readers have told me, I'm sure that there are some flaws in the book. 

For sure there are things, maybe perspectives, that I would fill out in 

other ways now. But you do what you can. 

JM: You probably will always always look back and think, "Well, I could have 

done ... " but there's got to be a cut-off point somewhere, huh? 

SF: Yes. There has to be. But it's good to have some space and distance and 

time between what you've completed. You live a little, and you think a 

little, and you teach a little, and you do this and that, and then you come 

back to the writing project again. It has all been part of the process. I'm 

writing now, starting a book called, I of the Stonn: Existential Feminism 
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Dance and the Body. It will make use of the approach here, but it will 

be more explicitly concerned with the body and existential feminism. 

JM: What is the overall purpose of Dance and the Lived Body? 

SF: The overall purpose is to write a descriptive aesthetics that will speak to 

dancers, philosophers, choreographers, maybe critics, too. There's a lot 

in there of critical concern. 

JM: How does your text negotiate the notion of body? 

SF: It's about body. It's central concept is the lived body and it develops 

from that concept which has an entire philosophical body of literature. 

So I had a body of literature to negotiate in doing the book. 

JM: What about space? How does it negotiate space? 

SF: It considers as Merleau-Ponty stated (and as I have as the heading of my 

chapter on lived space, lived time) that "our bodies are not in space, 

they are of space." 

JM: And time? 

SF: Our bodies are not in time. They are of time. We live time. 

JM: How does your text negotiate the notion of relations with others? 

SF: It considers that others are the locus for all of our relationships, that self 

only arises as a possibility in relation to others. It's only a concept if we 

consider the other. The other doesn't exist without self and self doesn't 

exist without the other. Those are words. But they are useful words. 

The other is also a source for art in the cultural domain because we do 

dance in the theater. Others come to see the dance. Implicit in that is 

that we are dancing for, or in relation to, others. We can say we do our 
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dances for ourselves, but if that's true, then why don't we just keep them 

in the studio and not ever show them? It's implicit in theater that 

something is going on between-there is a transaction between the artist 

and the other. 

JM: Do the photographs in your text serve any particular function? 

SF: Each one of the photographs is a pictorial metaphor for the chapter. 

Each chapter has a kind of pictorial metaphor. But in the final chapter, 

which is about dance images, there are photographs of specific dances 

which are referred to and they help to give an image to what my words 

can say about the dances. 

]M: I'm going to ask you some questions about your body, space and time. 

Are you aware of your own body when you're observing a dance? And, if 

yes, can you describe your experience of it? 

SF: Yes. Very, very much. If the dance is particularly rhythmic, if it's 

African, I move along with it. If it has a driving beat I can't quite sit still. 

But I contain myself. I don't bop all over the chair, but there is a 

responsiveness that I want to have with that. I want to allow myself . . . I 

can still myself against it also and just allow it to pulsate. That's okay, too, 

but in that case I am still relating with my body; there's a kind of choice 

that I'm making. When I watch Cunningham's work I find that I go on a 

journey and by the end of the dance I fmd my body becomes quite still. 

I fmd a meditative dimension there, even amidst the noise of some of 

the music that is there. I say noise-yes, some of it may be noisy, some 

of it may be words, may be clatter chatter, may be beautiful sounds to 
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my ears, but I find my way through that. There is a still dimension that's 

happening, because the choreography is leveled. It doesn't have these 

predictable cadences that build tension and then release tension. It goes 

more like the even attention of meditation. So that happens to me with 

that sort of dance. Almost every dance will produce some level of 

attention and attentiveness in my body that I can check out for what's 

there in the dance. 

JM: What about when you're writing? Are you aware of your body when 

you're writing? 

SF: Yes. In a very different way. Well, no. Yes and no. I can get a bit 

crumpled up if I'm there for three or four hours, you know? (Laughter). 

JM: (Laughter). 

SF: What happens to me during that time is that the somatic level, the 

feeling level, of what I'm trying to say about dance will run through me. 

There is definitely a somatic connection. The level of my attention really 

gets involved when I write. Sometimes I have to get up and move to find 

a word that I want 

JM: Do you think that any of your conceptions, thoughts, feelings, or 

attitudes about your own body have influenced your selection of this 

particular approach to interpreting dances? 

SF: My body is myself. So, yes. My body is not separate. I don't just check 

out my body. I check myself. 

JM: Reflecting back on your personal space when you were writing your text 

how would you describe it? 
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SF: When I was writing my book? Now, that to me is a temporal concept, 

and it means when I was actually engaged in the writing, when I would sit 

down and write. A lot of things were going on in my life, but they were 

not my writing. When I write I think of it like when I dance or when I 

choreograph. It's a temporal thing when I'm actually engaged in it. 

When I write, I engage myself in a creative project, and there are 

unpredictable, exciting and explicable points along the way. I live all of 

those. 

JM: Are there any other components of space which seem meaningful to 

you when you think about your approach? 

SF: The components of space? So what is exciting, inexplicable in terms of 

space? It's just as I'm living, the spatial sensations of what I'm writing 

about That is, if I'm writing about the dance that I've seen, that I've felt, 

that I'm audience to-the lived dimensions of its space will come up to 

me. And not, maybe, its actual dimensions because they don't matter 

anyway. The actual dimensions are not what the work is about. It's the 

lived dimension. So, I've become consonant with the space of the work 

that I'm writing about or the spatial feelings inherent in what I am 

working out, as I say it 

JM: What, if any, are your experiences of time when you are observing a 

dance? 

SF: The dance is of time. It's of space, and I understand the dance is 
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actually constructing time before my eyes. I'm constructing it in my 

perception of the dance. I co-create the time of it in my perceptions, as 

I go into the dance as a dancer and choreographer. 

JM: What are your experiences of time when you're writing about a dance? 

SF: Same thing. 

JM: Okay. What about when you're editing your text? 

SF: When I'm editing my text I'm looking for picayune details about words 

and about commas and where they fall. At the beginning of editing, my 

first attitude is one of dialogue with my ideas and dialogue with the 

space/time that's there. This is a fraught place, it's an interesting place to 

be in, because you become other and the space/time of your experience 

is now, out there. I become other to my writing, and can check it out. 

JM: What are your experiences of time when you're finished with your text? 

SF: I'm glad it's done! (Laughter) 

JM: (Laughter). Yes, you talked about that! Are there any other aspects 

of time that seem meaningful to you as you recall your use of this 

approach. We've covered the dimension of time quite a bit. 

SF: We can't help getting to time in my approach, because phenomenology 

goes right into lived time. It's about it. That's what it's about. It's always 

fascinated me, time. I think one of the first essays I wrote, it was 

something I was supposed to write in fifth grade, I wrote about time. 

JM: Oh, really? 

SF: Yeah. I had questions about "what is it?" 

JM: That is really interesting. That was one of your first essays? 
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SF: It was very short, it was just like a paragraph. I knew it was something 

that I couldn't grasp. It was metaphysical--! guess that's what drew me to 

it. The things I could touch and taste and feel, okay, but how about this 

other thing that just keeps going and/or stops and/or ... it was the 

metaphysical part of it that intrigued me. 

JM: How would you describe your experiences, thoughts, and impressions 

of the following relations when you were in the process of writing your 

text: Your publisher? 

SF: It was very good. Catherine Marshall I even thanked. She was my link to 

the University of Pittsburgh Press. She was so supportive. 

JM: Those of significance to the work in your supporting institution, if any? 

SF: Well, I didn't get a sabbatical leave. I wasn't due for one. So I had to 

write it around my responsibilities. But my colleagues and the 

administration were encouraging. 

JM: Your readers? What were your thoughts and impressions of your readers 

when you were writing the text? 

SF: When I was writing my text? Now the reader is a phantom at that point. 

They are in it with you because your writing is something that's going to 

be read. You know, it's not something you're writing for yourself. It's 

like a dance you do for others-you have an audience. The readers get 

very much involved in my process because I understand I'm not writing 

this just for myself, even though that is actually the major project for me. 

I need to say what I need to say. And if it doesn't come from that place 

it's not going to have any validity. That's the first point for me. Then I'm 
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concerned that I be clear so the reader can understand me, that I make 

my writing simple and yet be true to phenomenology and existentialism 

and my commitments. So it's not always easy to be simple. One of the 

commitments of phenomenology is to be simple. But pehnomenology 

also understands that if you're going to give a full account it's not that 

easy to do, and if you'd rather see things fresh, it's not an easy thing, 

either. But I try. So, I want to be simple for my reader without being 

simplistic. In the beginning some of my internal critics came up. I 

found that I had to get rid of those in order to write courageously. There 

were certain perspectives on dance which I had questioned, and I'd 

heard articulated by other people and I didn't agree with. I'd go, "Oh, 

what if so-and-so doesn't like this," or "So-and-so, they don't actually 

think this way," but I felt, well, nobody's really said what I have to say yet. 

I won't know how they'll feel until I say it. 

JM: Uh-hmm. 

SF: And it doesn't matter whether the reader agrees with you or not. That is 

also a perspective I had to come to. As a younger writer--I don't know if 

I was young when I wrote this, I can't remember (laughter)-and I'm not 

old now! (laughter). But as a younger writer I was more fearful of 

rejection. That was part of my odyssey-to move through that-and it 

was wonderful to move through that and get beyond it. Now all that 

goes easily for me, because I've been disagreed with a lot and that's fine. 

I don't have to be right. 

JM: That makes sense. 
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SF: What if I had to be right? I couldn't say anything, either. 

JM: Do you think society in general, or your community such as where you 

teach, inhibited or promoted your use of this approach in any way? 

SF: Inhibited or promoted. Society in general? My immediate situation has 

neither inhibited nor encouraged except for particular friends and 

counselors who have helped. I don't remember any impediments in 

terms of big discouragements in the immediate sense. In the larger 

sense, my book has entered a public domain. It has been read by 

philosophers and dancers and other artists, too, who have encouraged 

me about it. 

JM: When you were writing it? 

SF: When I was writing it? When I '\vas writing it, it was very interesting in 

terms of a wider public domain. The most encouraging people were 

philosophers whom I thought might be the most discouraging. 

JM: Why? 

SF: Well, because I was getting into their territory. Here's a dancer, what 

does she know about philosophy? But I became very active in the 

American Society for Aesthetics. I first responded to a paper on dance. 

That was my first engagement with the Society. It was written by a 

philosopher. I responded to his paper, and got acquainted with how 

they operate. I submitted papers. They were accepted, and I started 

giving papers. They were grateful for the dancer's perspective. They 

cheered me on to do this. It was very nice. Some of my questions about 

writing was that this was a book on philosophy, and I am, technically 
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speaking, not a fully educated philosopher in terms of dealing with the 

technical problems of philosophy that philosophers dedicate their 

entire careers to. My book was pretty ambitious. But I did come to 

understand that the scope of my book in terms of existential 

phenomenology was within what would be respected in terms of 

philosophy as a discipline and, indeed, encouraged. When I became 

acquainted with the philosophers in the American Society for 

Aesthetics, I was in fact one of the ones who knew the most about 

existentialism and phenomenology. They were quite appreciative of the 

fact that I had read Plato and Aristotle and concerned myself a little bit 

with the history of philosophy, too, because you can't just enter in a 

vacuum and say I know this little bit. You have to know where 

everything fits historically, too, so I made that my business. 

JM: And then did you feel inhibited, in any way, using this approach? 

SF: Inhibited? That's hard to say. I heard less from dancers about my 

particular project in terms of providing the dancer's voice, because they 

didn't know what I was going to do until I did it. Now I've heard a lot 

from them about the dancer's voice coming through in this way. I've 

gotten a lot of encouragement to continue to write this way. And I'm 

hopefully encouraging other people who want to explore their own 

experience and provide a dancer's voice to provide fuller voice for the 

dance. We need many dancers' voices. 
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JM: Can you describe the interpretive approach you used in your article 

Isadora Duncan and the Male Gaze? You seem to be looking at 

Isadora Duncan's dancing rather than just a dance, per se--which seems 

to be connected to your approach. 

AD: I believe that you can't just look at the dance and not the context and you 

can't just look at the context without the dance. I think that's where the 

trick is. You can't ignore either end. And actually, I'm pretty devoted to 

both close reading and formal analysis and contextual analysis. I can't 

imagine doing anything without both. So I started this project with 

Duncan-very closely tracking her writings and her dancing and then I 

moved outwards into the context and negotiated between those two 

things. 

JM: Do you consider this an approach, a perspective, or an actual 

method? 

AD: I don't know what the difference is between an approach and a method. 

I have never been able to figure that out. The term method comes from 

science, where method means that you have something that can be 

replicated, can be duplicated by others to verify your findings. 

Obviously that's not possible in the humanities. So I'm not sure what the 

difference is between an approach and a method. To me that's a matter 
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of semantics, and I don't have the answer. Is deconstruction a 

philosophy or a method? Is feminist theory an approach, or a method 

or a theory? 

JM: Does it become a method, perhaps, once you start to apply it? 

AD: But how do you apply it? Basically, it's still interpretation. I'm looking at 

this material through a given lens or number of lenses. 

JM: Do you think that this approach is better for some types of dances or 

some movement trends compared to other types of dances? 

AD: No. It applies to everything: looking at the object in front of you and 

how it negotiates its cultural place and time and how it forms and is 

formed by its culture. 

JM: What are some of the personal and/or professional experiences that got 

you interested in using this approach to interpretation? 

AD: I guess we should define what this approach is. Do you mean just what I 

used in that one article? 

JM: In that one particular article. Of course, now that article has really gone 

in a different direction from some of your earlier work. 

AD: Yes. Well maybe I should just talk about generally why I did what I did. 

Maybe that will give us a place to start and help me try and talk about it. 

You'll have to make sense out of all this. I'll give you the narrative and 

you can figure it out, OK? I'll give you time and you make it space. I 

knew I wanted to be a writer in high school and I had some good English 

teachers. I wrote a book review, and at the top of this book review the 

teacher wrote, "You should go into journalism." I thought, well, I like to 
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write. I have a very clear moment of memory from seventh grade when 

I was doing a writing assignment in which I had to describe a room. I 

figured out that, to be effective, I couldn't write about it from my 

perspective: there's the couch, and next to it is this and next to it is that. 

I had to somehow place these things in context with an unknown other 

person, my reader. And that fascinated me. So, by the time I got to 

high school I had decided that I wanted to be a writer. I went to college 

and majored in journalism I always knew I wanted to see a dance. I 

never saw a dance until I got to college. I went to high school in New 

jersey and we used to come into the city and see plays, none of which I 

remember. (Oh, we went to see Equis.) And one of the first things I did 

when I got to Duquesne University was to buy tickets to Romeo and 

juliet. I couldn't understand how they were going to tell a story without 

words. I went, and I understood it. I thought, "This is the greatest 

challenge a writer can have, to try to put this non-verbal thing into 

words." And from there I really knew I wanted to write about dance. I 

stumbled along during college, because there wasn't a dance program at 

Duquesne. I first minored in English, and then discovered art, so I 

moved my minor to art history. Art history was taught by these 

wonderful older ladies. It wasn't even a real department-it was a 

program within the classics department. And there were these 

wonderful, older women who trained me not to memorize dates or 

names but to look at the images and be able to know what I saw, to be 

able to examine the fonnal means and talk about how the painting was 
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what it was. It was formal analysis. So, the seeds for a preference for 

very close reading and attending to the thing, and the sensuousness of 

how it is made, its properties, how it works, was planted there, as well as 

in my English classes. I did close readings: finding out how the words 

meant what they meant or made a meaning. I developed that preference 

there in college. I graduated and then worked for several years on The 

Pittsburgh Press. It already had a dance critic, but I did whatever I could 

in that area and I was the art critic. When I got to NYU's Department of 

Performance Studies I studied with Marcia B. Siegel--who also attends to 

the thing itself and who is a marvelous observer. I had been taught the 

formal properties of art and the formal properties of literature and I had 

to find a framework for looking at movement in dance. I learned that 

from Marcia. 

JM: Was that basically a Laban orientation? 

AD: It's basically a Laban system of movement analysis. Martha Davis also 

was there, so we learned lots of other theories of how to look at 

nonverbal behavior. At the same time, I was thrust into a world of post

structural scholarship through Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, from 

urban folklore, who exposed us to all of the new anthropological 

theories. Clifford Geertz and his idea about "thick description" has 

influenced me in a big way. I learned from Richard Schechner about 

post-modern theories of theater and performance theory, from Peggy 

Phelan about post-structuralist literary theories, and from Kate Davy and 

Peggy Phelan about feminist theory. So, at the same time that I was 
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honing the skills of looking at the thing, I was also realizing that the thing 

exists and is given meaning also by its place in a larger structure. And 

that there are political and social ramifications. So I really have this dual 

love-I oscillate back and forth between a real sensuous love for the 

empirical (after all, I did start out doing reviews: I love to look at 

something in front of me and write about it) and a real love for the 

playfulness of theory. I find that theories are sensuous tools, actually. 

JM: So, were there also political reasons that initially engaged you in this 

particular approach when you started using it? 

AD: This approach being feminist? 

JM: Yes. 

AD: My larger project on Duncan is not purely feminist. I also ask other 

questions too, about class and race. I always had a feminist orientation. I 

can remember when I worked on the newspaper, the features 

department was next to the sports department. I was never shy about 

telling those guys that they were being chauvinist pigs. I can't say that 

there was any one particular moment of feminist awakening. I was raised 

to believe that I was going to be the ftrst woman president of the United· 

States. I could do anything I could set my mind to, so I had no moment 

of ... 

JM: Revelation? 

AD: Yeah. I really can't say that. 

JM: "I'm taking a stance!" 

AD: Yeah, against something. Because I never felt any impediment, really, as 
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woman. But, when I got to graduate school, I took a gender course fairly 

early on, because it really did interest me as a woman, who had not yet 

articulated it in theoretical or scholarly terms. I was really interested and 

then just totally fascinated by the material. Of course it has personal 

relevance to me as a woman, but it's also been some of the most 

interesting theory in the last 10 years. Besides the anthropological 

theory, I think. So a lot of the new ideas actually come from feminist 

theory ... You also have to think of it in concrete terms. You have to 

realize that we were this wonderful community of women scholars at 

NYU: Ellen Graff, Ann Cooper Albright, Leslie Satin, myself, Marianne 

Goldberg, Jill Dolan, Judy Burns, Carol Martin. There was this real 

community of people who found ourselves interested in this same area, 

and it was exciting to work on it together. And I think that was probably 

the strongest community of people working on something. So I think 

that was also part of it, too. And it was very intellectually exciting. Also, 

there's just so many obvious applications to dance. It seemed a natural, 

these issues were so relevant to dance. 

JM: Well, I think we've already talked about this to some extent, but what 

was the initial value of this approach when you began using it? Or even 

now. 

AD: The value in what way? 

JM: Of this approach. 

AD: To me? 

JM: Right. Uh-hmm. 
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AD: We still haven't figured out what "this approach" is! 

AD/JM: (Laughter). 

AD: Well, I think that why this approach, this feminist analysis of dance, 

is so interesting to me is because it gets to the very issue of how dance 

means in a way that no other theories do. I've done a lot of work on 

movement analysis. In fact, you might want to read a special issue of 

1DR on movement analysis that I edited and introduced. So I've always 

been really interested in figuring out, how does this thing make 

meaning? Who makes meaning, where does it come from? What is it 

inside and outside the dance that gives us the clues to its meaning? 

Feminist theory was articulating a theory of representation in a fresh way, 

and connecting to my semiotic interest in, how does this thing 

communicate anything? And feminists said, "Well, there is a structure of 

representation which is a visual one. And it's gendered and it's called the 

male gaze." And this idea of the male gaze was a very powerful one and 

it was an interesting way to keep thinking about the meaning of the 

dance, how meaning is constituted. As I started work on Duncan, into a 

historical context rather than a contemporary context, I found the 

theory of the male gaze problematic. That is basically what this article is 

about. This theory, which was so tremendously rich and provoked so 

many different lines of analysis, had been around for enough time that 

we began to see that it wasn't perfect and that it was not all

encompassing. I found, in trying to do a thick description, as it were, of 

late 19th, early 20th century, trying to get a sense of how they saw and 
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made meaning of her dances--that the male gaze theory was not 

necessarily going to help me. Along parallel tracks, I had started to get 

interested in Julia Kristeva when I was still in graduate school, because 

she posits a theory of culture, of patriarchy, that is not monolithic. 

Feminist analysis is political. It wants to bring about change. Any theory 

of culture has to be able to allow for change or else, what's it for? If you 

buy into the male gaze theory, which posits that everything is 

constructed from a male point of view, and you also believe that we are 

all constructed within culture, there's nowhere to go. We're stuck. 

Which is rather depressing. And actually for a number of years I didn't 

do theory or feminist theory. I went into the historical work. Kristeva, 

however, posits a theory of culture which allows for change from within. 

There has been a lot of feminist theory, such as Teresa de Lauretis's 

theory about the "space off." There has been theorizing about how we 

can change culture from an "elsewhere." Is there an "elsewhere" outside 

culture? Well, no, there isn't. The cultural theory that we're all working 

with is that we're constructed within culture, there is no elsewhere. So 

Kristeva to me articulates a way that you can change from within, because 

that's the only place you can change from She also has a place for non

verbal behavior and the origins of this culture non-verbally-which 

interests me a lot, which I'm going to be working on my next project. I 

think of this article as just the beginning, actually, of trying to figure out a 

cultural theory which will apply to dance as a non-verbal phenomenon. 
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figure this out. 
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JM: Does this approach impact your conscious everyday attitude in any way 

or the way that you find meaning in your everyday life? 

AD: I read things critically in everyday life. Movies, TV, ads, commercials. 

I love popular culture, actually. I'm very interested in contemporary 

cultural criticism So I do like to follow the visual images or the signs of 

how we're reflecting ourselves to each other in the media. I find that 

fascinating. 

JM: Can you describe your cognitive processes when you've used this 

approach? 

AD: What does that mean? 

JM: Let's say, when you were thinking about Isadora Duncan for this article. 

What were the cognitive processes that you went through? 

AD: Well, actually, I do have a pretty specific theory about levels of cognition. 

I teach this actually. I believe there's description, analysis, interpretation 

and judgment. I think those are the four intertwined, simultaneous, but 

not necessarily always-at-every-moment equal threads of perception. 

Each of us privileges or is more comfortable with one or several of these 

four. And I am very conscious of those four levels. It depends upon the 

situation, but if we're going to talk about that particular article, when I 

did the Duncan research-it's been about 4 years and I'm still working on 

it-I did start just looking and I wasn't sure what my questions were. I 

wasn't sure what analysis exactly I wanted to do. And some people have 
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called that ingenuous. But I really wasn't sure what the issues were going 

to be. In fact, it was not until very recently that I've realized the 

connection in terms of race and class. So, basically, in that case, it was 

more her than a theory or question that I was working with. So I just 

looked at her stuff and I read through it all. I knew gender was going to 

be an issue, but I didn't realize race and class would be such an issue. I 

started by looking for clues to her movement. The first thing was to 

figure out what it was that she did. And to try to get a sense of historical 

specificity. It was very important to me to place her dances in the very 

specific contexts of her audiences and at a certain time and place. Not 

just because that's where the meaning is made. The same dances that she 

did in 1908 in the Criterion Theatre meant very different things than they 

did at the Metropolitan Opera House in 1922. I was very conscious not 

to erase all difference from history. My premise was very Geertzeian, 

that the thick description has to keep weaving around that time and 

place. I wanted to establish what it was she did and when and in what 

context. I was trying to reconstruct, in my head--I use "reconstruct" very 

loosely-a picture of how she moved. Then I was also very interested in 

her words; how she was constructing her discourse through a verbal 

mode. And, as I spent a lot of time trying to figure out the lay-of-the

land, then I started analyzing and then interpreting and doing the larger 

reading in the different periods. And I isolated her in three different 

distinct periods of culture in American history. I'd read on each one and 

try to make connections between her discourse and how she 
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constructed herself and the people who were talking about her and 

looking at her. So, then I began to analyze and interpret much more 

explicitly. I'm not saying that I wasn't doing it before, but it came to the 

surface and I did it more explicitly. Now I consider myself in that last 

phase, in which I'm doing a critical reading with contemporary questions 

about the effects of her discourse on constructing African savagery and 

primitivism. That has been my process, then, cognitively. 

JM: When you recall your past or current use of this approach do any 

visual images, words, or immediate thoughts come to your mind which 

may express the meaningfulness of this particular approach at the time 

you used it and now? 

AD: No. 

JM: OK. If you were to use an anecdote to express the meaningfulness of 

your particular approach your life, what would it be? 

AD: Anecdote? That's not the way I think. 

JM: And what are your beliefs about this approach? 

AD: My belief is that it is a very needed approach but it's one approach of 

many. 

JM: What's your role as an interpreter when you're using this approach? 

AD: I'm not sure a role ... 

JM: You know, when you're interpreting. Are you revealing, are you 

translating . . .? 

AD: Oh, oh, OK. I'm creating meaning. There's no one truth. There's no 
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truth out there to be revealed. That's a biggie. There's no truth--with a 

capital T--that is revealed. And working on Isadora is interesting because 

it is kind of the example par excellence. Everyone wants to think that 

their interpretation of Isadora is the interpretation. 

JM: Yes. 

AD: The last comment was something to the effect that "it's kind 

of weird hearing this way of talking about Isadora." Everyone has 

constructed Isadora in her or his own way. But they think it's the truth 

with a capital "T." This is one interpretation of Isadora. There are many 

interpretations of Isadora. What's so interesting about her is that she 

intentionally and consciously created a myth of herself. There is no 

essential Isadora. I'm of two minds about my role, actually. You have to 

start with facts. I mean, you can't just hallucinate out of nothing. There is 

the Hayden White theory of history, which I agree with. History is a 

story. History is a narrative. And it's a story, it's a fiction that we make 

up. I don't know if you know the book by Simon Schama called Dead 

Uncertainties. He writes two different stories with very bare facts. 

These are histories. And it's a kind of rhetorical book in which he is 

questioning the nature of history and truth and stories. So, on the one 

hand, I researched like hell and went back to original sources and 

manuscript collections. So I still believe that good research is the basis 

of it all. But once you've gotten as far as you can with trying to find all of 

your "evidence" -in quotation marks-it's still that scholar making up the 

story. You can look at the same material I did. You're a different 
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person, so you will ask different questions and you will see different 

connections. So, I'd have to say that I am creating meaning and I can 

only be creating meaning from Ann Daly in 1993 as a female, white, 

middle class, heterosexual American. But even the facts, in the case of 

Isadora Duncan, are sometimes in dispute. One of the reasons I am 

doing her, is that she is a void. We have no films of her dancing. She is 

an absence, palpably present, in our dance history. To me that's a real 

challenge and fascination. I'm effectively reconstructing her dancing. So 

my role is kind of as a sleuth, in a way, to try to fmd as much good 

information as I can, tracking down all of the leads--a creator of meaning, 

and a writer. I am a writer by profession, really. It's what I've always 

wanted to be. So I also think of my work in writerly terms. My role is 

also to make this live for the reader. So I am very, very conscious of the 

reader. 

JM: Is the historical context of feminism important to you? 

AD: Well, yes. Part of the reason that you can't glom the male gaze onto 

Isadora is that feminism meant something different in her day. When we 

call her "the first liberated woman," we're using the term in the sense 

that we know it today. But the way they thought of feminism-and 

feminism wasn't even a word yet-it was the woman movement--was very 

important. I couldn't talk about that without knowing what was their 

version of feminism So that really was the place where I started. What 

was subversive about what she was doing within the context of women 

and the woman movement? 
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JM: Are there any rituals or ceremonies that this particular approach engages 

you in? 

AD: No. 

JM: What do you think is the primary advantage of this interpretive 

approach and does it have any weaknesses? We've touched upon some 

of those. 

AD: Well, one of the big advantages, I think, is that it asks different questions 

and yields new information. Because new knowledge is only produced 

by asking different questions. 

JM: Which, to me, is very clear in that particular article. 

AD: Oh, good. I always talk about producing new knowledge and about the 

fact that the question that you ask will determine the kind of information 

that you fmd. And I think that feminist theory, as it started and as it has 

evolved, can be adapted in continually renewing different questions. So I 

think that's a big advantage. Also, in a field in which most of the artists 

have been women, I think it has its obvious advantage. Weaknesses ... 

well I think any method has weaknesses. Its greatest strength is its 

greatest weakness, because it asks some things and doesn't ask other 

things. So feminist analysis is looking at a certain slice which is gender. 

Per se it doesn't address issues of race and class. I think feminist theory 

as it's been developing over the last five years has gone in that direction, 

saying, well you can't really analyze gender without taking into account 

race and class. I think that, for me going through the Duncan material, I 

have seen how all those things converge through her case study. I always 
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think of myself as doing three things--formal analysis or close reading; 

cultural history, in which I've put into context; and then feminist theory, 

which is the critical part. So the movement analysis is the description 

and the analysis, to some portion. The cultural history is interpretation 

and the feminist analysis is kind of the critical or judgment level. I think 

you have to do all three. I have a problem with just jumping to the 

critical approach without really having engaged with material closely in 

its time or place. And a lot of people do. I don't think it yields the 

richest information. 

JM: What does this article say to you now and what do you think it says to its 

readers? Do you think that this has changed over time? 

AD: I haven't read it since it came out. 

JM: (Laughter). 

AD: It says I have a lot more work to do on it! It says that it's real hard to put 

history and theory together. A lot of people glom this theory onto 

history. A lot of historians are theory-phobic. It took me a long time to 

write that article. And it's really hard to really lovingly intersect theory 

and history-in a synergistic way-without doing injustice to either one. It 

says to me that I have some rich veins that I need to mine. It says to the 

reader-I don't know what it says to the reader. You'd have to ask the 

readers, I think. 

JM: What's the overall purpose of the article? 

AD: The overall purpose of that article . . . probably several things. On one 



313 

level its purpose was to say that we just can't keep repeating the same 

Duncan line; that the current history is too easy and that there's maybe 

new ways of thinking about it. Second, it's purpose was to, theoretically, 

try to work towards creating a new model for feminist theory for dance. 

And, conversely, working towards a more theoretical model of history. 

So it's two methodological things and a content thing. 

JM: How does it negotiate the notion of body? 

AD: I tried to suggest that just because she wasn't wearing clothing on her 

legs and her arms that we should not assume that that was automatically 

read as erotic. I quote art historian Abigail Solomon-Godeau, who 

suggests that the line between the chaste and the erotic is a shifting one. 

So, I guess I was trying to, again, negotiate the body as something whose 

meanings change in time and space. And that just because that's how 

we'd read it today isn't necessarily how they would have read it back 

then. And that there were other things going on then that contributed 

to the meaning made of that body. 

JM: What about the way that this article negotiates the notion of time? 

AD: Again, it's saying that just because we'd see it that way today that there's a 

gap between today and then and that our challenge, as historians, is to try 

and figure out the logic of their way of seeing, of their perceptual 

apparatus, of their ways of making meaning. 

JM: How does this article negotiate the notion of space? 

AD: Well, it says that the space of the dance and the body is constituted by a 
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confluence of different discourses which must be read in how they 

intersect. One of my major, foundational ideas about Duncan is that her 

body was a very volatile, lively, provocative intersection of many cultural 

discourses in her time and place. That's my project. I see her as having 

constructed several bodies. I'm not sure of the spatial metaphor yet. I 

started saying that the bodies were "layered on top of each other,'' but I 

don't think that's right. The natural body, the expressive body, the 

dancing body, the body politic and the female body. Each one of these 

is a very particular discourse, which was very galvanized at her time and 

place. As I was getting to in the paper I discovered discourses of 

economics which converged with discourses of gender. The Woman 

becomes a whore, the capitalist whore. I think of the space of the body 

as being almost the center, where her body is a matrix, as it were, for 

American culture at that time and all of these cultural discourses: What 

does it mean to be expressive? What does it mean to have an American 

culture? What does it mean to be American? What does it mean to be a 

woman? What does nature mean? It took me a long time to figure out 

what the heck that was all about. These questions, these discourses, are 

all embodied in her practice. So I think of it very spatially, actually. 

JM: Interesting. How does your text negotiate the notion of relations with 

others? 

AD: I don't know how much you know about feminist theory in general

but one of the great debates for the last 5, maybe 10 years has been 

French essentialism versus Anglo-Euro cultural construction theory. 
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Essentialism says that women are women and men are men. What I like 

about Kristeva's model, again, is that it is spatial. You are never stuck in a 

certain place. Her whole notion of selfhood and culture is very fluid. We 

do not exist in a ftxed relationship, as the male gaze. Fixed is the 

relationship between the feminine object and the masculine subject. 

Kristeva's theory is based on a relational dynamic in which our 

positionality can and does constantly shift. That appeals to me and I 

think that is a theory of culture that allows for that kind of change that I 

was talking about before. 

JM: I'm going to ask some questions about the process of writing. Are you 

aware of your own body when you're observing a dance and, if yes, can 

you describe that experience? 

AD: A lot of times I will move rhythmically if it's a very rhythmic piece. I feel 

free to not stifle a very strong kinesthetic response. 

JM: What about when writing about a dance? Are you aware of your body 

when you're writing? 

AD: Only if I'm uncomfortable. 

JM: Have you ever studied dance? In college? Did you take classes? 

AD: I did take classes. When I fell in love with it I took ballet and modern 

classes. I took classes, but I would never say I "danced." I love social 

dancing. I met my best friend in high school at a dance. We just started 

dancing together. I've always liked dancing. Since I was obviously a 

writer, I took it for the experience of learning about it but never had any 

aspirations of being a dancer. My family still kids me about frolicking 
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around grandma's house, doing a dance, for the family when I was 4 or 5. 

But it never went anywhere. 

JM: (Laughter). Do you think any of your conceptions, thoughts, feelings or 

attitudes about your own body influenced your interest in your approach 

to interpreting dance, as depicted in your article? 

AD: Yes, but not consciously. 

JM: Reflecting back on your personal space when you were writing your text, 

how would you describe it? 

AD: I wrote this over a really long period of time and I wrote it in an office on 

a kneeler chair. My space, when I am writing, is not outer, it's inner. 

There's a psychologist named Mihaly Csikszentmihaly who has written 

about the experience of what he calls "flow." Flow is an optimal 

experience in which you're fully inside of an activity, which must be an 

adequately challenging activity. When I am inside these wonderful 

moments, I think of it as being spatial. I do think of writing as being 

essentially spatial. I think of it in spatial ways but rm not thinking about 

my outer space. It is a psychic space. 

JM: Are there any other components of space which seem meaningful to 

you as you recall your use of this approach? 

AD: Well, actually, with this essay I tried something new spatially. I'm a very 

linear person, linear thinker, logical. And I know how to structure 

writing very well linearly. I wanted, in this piece, to write it more 

circularly, or in a spiral. It's divided into three parts, and they don't 

necessarily flow into each other seamlessly. There's a little bit of a space 
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or a visual break between the three. (In the dissertation I got into 

trouble with some of my advisers because it's very seamless and as 

spiraling as Isadora. It's not linear and it has spaces between the 

chapters that I don't neatly negotiate, and some people just didn't like 

that.) So I set up this article with the issues. There were the questions 

and then, I think, the historical details in the first section. Kristeva came 

in the second section, the theory. Then the third section was trying to 

put them together. I think one of the weaknesses of the article is that 

the third section really doesn't close the loop. You might think of it as a 

weakness or not, it's more suggestive of the closure of the loop. It's 

more suggestive than explicit, which is also kind of mimicking the form 

of Isadora herself. She suggested; she was never about denoting, she was 

about suggesting things. 

JM: Moving on to time. What, if any, are your experiences of time when you 

are, or when you were, observing a dance; writing about a dance; editing 

your writing; fmished with your text? So, starting with observing a dance? 

AD: It depends upon the dance. It really does. There's lived time, as 

opposed to chronological time. Again, I think that, with a really good 

dance, time is subsumed into space, and you're in that place where 

you're not measuring time, it just opens out kind of three-dimensionally. 

Other times it's just "one more section.'' So, it really depends. 

JM: When you were writing your article? 

AD: Oh, that depends. On a real literal level, you have to find the time to 
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write it, and I was teaching. You have to find those little pockets of time 

that are big enough that you can do something meaningful. So the sense 

of time is always being squeezed in, or was a negotiation with other 

responsibilities. So there's not a luxurious sense of time, but a quite 

pressured sense of time. When you're in that flow, time opens up into 

space and it drops out. You kind of drop out of time. But for me that 

never lasted too, too long. It comes in spurts. You plod a way for a long 

time and it's very metrical time. But then something clicks. You reach 

critical mass and you kind of get lost in that flow. Then, right after, I 

usually make a breakthrough. Like I figured out the connection. Then I 

usually take a break. That always worried me, actually-why don't I just 

keep going with it after I've made a breakthrough? I talked to a woman 

at UT who is a playwright, and she said, "Oh, no, I call it the cigarette 

syndrome." It's like needing a cigarette after you reached your climax. 

And I thought that really made sense, that you really reached that 

moment of intensity and then you kind of cool out for a while-I usually 

eat-and then you go back into that more linear kind of time where you 

plug away and you're doing something pedestrian like looking up a quote 

or something like that. I guess it negotiates between these three 

different kinds of times. Now that was writing. Editing is more linear. I 

go through the text for grammar, I go through to check the quotes, I go 

through for continuity, I go through for logic of argument. So that's a 

more linear work type of thing. 

JM: What about when you're finished with your text? 



AD: It's all gone. 

JM: Are there any other aspects of time which seem meaningful to you as 

you recall your use of this approach? 

AD: Well, I mean it actually took up a lot of time because I started thinking 

about that in graduate school, this notion of Kristeva and space. And I 

did a camp question on it. It sat for a while. I didn't quite know how I 

was going to do anything with it. Then it came together with Duncan. 

So, my experience is that it really was about a quite a lengthy period of 

time in my life. 

JM: Moving on to relations, how would you describe your experiences, 

thoughts, and impressions of the following relations when you were in 

the process of writing: Your publisher? 

AD: Distanced, I mean I didn't think about a publisher at all, really. 
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JM: Those of significance to the work in your supporting institution, if any? 

AD: No one knew I was doing it (laughter). I don't have many intellectual 

colleagues, really, so it's not like I talk about what I'm doing--so none 

there, either. 

JM: Your readers? 

AD: I always think about the reader and it goes back to that seventh grade 

experience about writing for that person "out there." To me, one of the 

fundamentals of writing is that you're not yourself anymore, you're 

outside yourself, you're a reader. And you're always negotiating your 

position of knowledge with that of the reader, who doesn't yet know. 

So, I'm always thinking about the reader. Is this point clear? Have I· 
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taking the reader along with me? 

JM: Do you have grip on who your readers are? 
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AD: In this case I assume it to be my fellow scholars. In every case I need to 

know who my readership is. I'm writing this piece for JOPERD--the 

JOPERD journal--and I'm really confused, because I'm writing on gender 

and dance history for studio people. And they're not teaching dance 

history, so I'm at a loss. I need to know who I am writing for in terms of 

structure, language, how much knowledge I can assume. 

JM: Do you think society in general, or your community (such as your 

educational milieu) has inhibited or promoted your use of this approach 

in anyway? 

AD: My milieu in graduate school was terribly supportive. It was a very 

exciting community, a very generous community. I just had a great time. 

We were all thinking of it in new ways and sharing and there was a real 

synergy. My immediate community right now probably doesn't know 

enough about what I'm doing. Sometimes I do wonder when I come up 

for tenure how much that community will support or negate or devalue 

it. But I'm not going to run my life that way. The dance community was 

rather hostile, in the beginning, to the approach. My article on 

Balanchine was not well received by that community, I think. 

JM: When did you write that? 

AD: Late '80s. They thought I was off the wall. Dance is such a marginal 
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activity in our culture, and our field has such a tenuous, at best, status in 

academia, that if you start poking holes in the very object of your 

discipline, it's disconcerting. Theorizing the body represents some 

danger in a field that is trying to keep the body middle and center and 

real. So I think it's a very complicated thing, actually, in terms of 

disciplinary politics. I think now it's been embraced, but when it f1rst 

came out, it was not part of how one talked about Balanchine. 

JM: Do you have any additional comments that would be helpful in 

understanding the meaningfulness of this approach? 

AD: Not right now. 
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JM: Can you describe your approach to the interpretation of dances that you 

used in Creating Image& 

VB: Well, what I do is I look at the dance and see what ideas are coming from 

the dance. I look at dance as an epistemology independent of other 

kinds of epistemologies. It's an epistemology grounded in the body and 

an expression of relationships, feelings, and meanings. It's equal to, or 

perhaps even more profound an epistemology than verbal 

epistemology, because it's more ancient and it's based in the whole 

being of the dancer. Perhaps all dance is not like that, perhaps there are 

forms of dancing that are purely-I'm sure all dance is not epistemology, 

all dance is not trying to create ideas or express ideas and meanings. 

Some dance surely is simply exuberant expression, the enjoyment of 

repeating a form that you really like or a particular style of dance. But 

I'm referring here to a particular kind of dance that is choreographed 

intentionally to have a certain meaning or a kind of dance that is spaced 

in a cultural form of expression that is imbedded in the deep meanings 

of that culture. So those are sort of like two ends of a continuum 

because I see dance as having emerged from very meaningful cultural 

needs-spiritual, physical, social needs-and expressing that spirit or 
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those needs. Then there's all other kinds of dance in between-

(ballroom dancing and stuff) that I don't see as epistemologically creative 

forms. But I do see the cultural and spiritual forms that way, and forms 

of contemporary choreography that are looking for meaning and 

looking to express deep feelings, deep ideas and emotions and senses of 

what is, what is true in the world. So, when I look at a dance that is in 

one of those two categories (primitive or creative) as epistemology, I 

look at it with my whole being. I feel it, I see it, and I get a sense of 

intuition about what is being portrayed, what knowledge is being 

communicated, what feelings, what emotions and what spiritual 

concepts. And I think of dance as a superior epistemology to verbal 

epistemologies because I see verbal epistemologies as excluding the 

body and excluding the emotions and even excluding the spirit. Lately 

I've been working on writing about what I call deep learning. By deep 

learning I mean learning that does include the body, that does include 

emotions, as well as intellectual, philosophical understandings. That's 

spiritual. And it's very difficult to get a verbal description, or even 

examples, of the verbal kinds of learning that encompass all of that. It 

seems to me the kind of dance that people like Penny and Gayle [Penny 

Hanstein and Gayle Ziaks] develop is deep learning because in the 

creation of the dance they are using bodies, their ideas, their emotions, 

spirit, all together to create some form of knowledge, some new 

understanding, not only to create a new understanding, but to give it 

expression. So it's beyond epistemology yet I call it a kind of 



324 

epistemology because I think it deserves a status of epistemology of 

knowledge, a knowledge-creating endeavor. Having come from 

academics where dance is tended to be thought of as physical education, 

or something extra, something that you tack on, not as something 

central to producing knowledge, I want to say it is central; it's more 

central than other forms of epistemology production. That's why I 

wanted to see dance as a kind of epistemology. So when I look at a 

dance like Penny and Gayle's I ask the question: What ideas are being 

portrayed? What feelings? What is the spiritual movement, the essence 

of what's happening in the dance? And then when I try and put words to 

that-maybe it's because of my background as a scholar and a 

sociological theorist, it's kind of a philosophical stance. Inevitably, it 

seems, there's a certain particular theory or idea or a philosophy that 

seems to be exactly, or very closely, saying the same kinds of things as 

independently generated knowledge from the dance. So that I find it 

really exciting say, looking at Perhaps I Am the Stronger. It surely does 

say many of the same things that George Simmel was saying about the 

forms of conflict in romantic love and the theory of that. And also his 

theory about the death of the dyad, his theory about pure forms and 

their relation to meaning, and some other theories as well, on trying to 

make it more in line with what people read in the popular press-

theories of co-dependency or abusive relationships. I find it really 

exciting to look at where the idea is generated in the dance and then who 

else has talked about those kinds of ideas and how do both of them play 
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off each other. Having looked at the dance from a perspective of 

Simmel's pure forms, I then can look at it again and see richer and 

deeper things in it that I didn't see before. Also, similarly, the dance 

helps me understand and see Simmel in a richer way. So I think they're 

very mutually-philosophy or sociological or psychological theory and 

dance-they're really powerful when they're put together because they 

both elucidate, and promote and enhance the meaning in each other. 

JM: So would you consider the approach that you're using a specific type of 

method, or more a point of view? 

VB: Well, if I had to put it into a category like a philosophical, 

methodological category, I would call it hermeneutic because it tries to 

elucidate the meanings created in the dance and hermeneutics, to me, 

always implies some kind of philosophical idea as a reference point 

from which you are doing the interpretation. So the dance could be 

seen as the text and the theory-Simmel's theory of form could be seen 

as the hermeneutical method being applied to that text. It's definitely 

hermeneutical in that sense. And it's phenomenological also in the sense 

that I'm looking for essential forms in the dance in a kind of Husserlian 

way and also I'm looking for my, for using myself, my experience, my 

consciousness and trying to see: What is the phenomenon as I 

experience it? Then I also trying to imagine ( oh, this is 

phenomenological, too-doing imaginative variations): What would the 

consciousness of the dancers be, given how they're moving? So there's 

different levels of phenomenology. And then, too, using bracketing 
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phenomenological techniques. Let's suppose in Perhaps I Am the 

Stronger that it was danced by two males instead of two females: What 

would it feel like it? Suppose the same thing of the Soul Gatherers. That 

helps me understand what the messages and what the meaning was by 

using phenomenology in several ways: my own consciousness, the 

consciousness of the dancers, bracketing techniques, and trying to look 

for essences. So I find it really fruitful to use hermeneutics and 

phenomenology; to keep going back and forth between the two. 

JM: Do you think it's more suitable for some dances and not others? 

VB: I think you can use it with any form, even the forms that I don't consider 

epistemological just because all of them can be seen as a text and it can 

provide some kind of interpretive framework to bring to the text. You 

can look at your consciousness as you experience it or as the dancers 

might be experiencing it. I was trying to think of something very 

different or like maybe an MTV production and say yeah, I sure could! 

VB/JM: (Laughter) 

JM: What are some of the important personal and/or professional 

experiences that influenced your selection of this particular approach to 

interpreting dances? 

VB: Well, several of my main mentors were very influenced by George 

Simmel. Hugh Dalziel Duncan who wrote, Communication and Social 

Order, he was my-well, he would have been my dissertation director, 

but he died before that, but I ended up writing about him. So, I've 

always been interested in the interface between social sciences and the 
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arts and so was Duncan. He had a background in literature and sociology. 

He was very interested in architecture and he saw Simmel as being a key 

figure in understanding symbolic forms and culture. So Hugh Dalziel 

Duncan was the main one. Another one was Richard Owsley is a 

philosopher at the University of North Texas. He's often writing and 

talking about Simmel and encouraged me to do that. About 

phenomenology I would say Richard Owsley again and Helmut Wagner, 

who was a friend of mine and who wrote an intellectual biography of 

Alfred Schutz and Schutz is the person who brought Husserlian 

phenomenology to the social sciences. 

JM: So what value did this hold for you when you initially used it? 

VB: Well, I started studying and reading about it in graduate school because I 

was trained to do statistical research and we all at that time had to take 

several courses in heavy duty path analysis and things like that. I had 

such a good quantitative teacher, Roland Hawkes. He was so good that he 

managed to teach us all how invalid most of the applications of statistics 

are. He went right to the root assumptions of statistics and of sampling 

and other techniques. The assumptions are usually overlooked in those 

studies. They say, "Well, you can't really reach these assumptions," but 

more, or less, you just approximate. But there seemed to be layers and 

layers of approximations. So when you come down to it you have a 

thing that is maybe even more questionable than totally subjective 

things. But it's under the guise of being very objective. So I found that 
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extensive and excellent training in it. 

VB/JL: (Laughter). 

JM: So it didn't make sense any longer. 
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VB: Sometimes it does. Sometimes it's important to count things and to do 

that kind of work. But even when you do that kind of work you still have 

to interpret--what does it mean?-and that comes back to hermeneutics. 

So, that was one of the major reasons and it always felt richer, like I could 

get more at what's really important, and a better understanding if I used 

hermeneutics and phenomenology. One example (I think it was a 

turning point in my own writing) was when I did a study of the Kenosha 

Symphony Orchestra and I used a questionnaire. I gave out a 

questionnaire to the board and the musicians and even gave it out to the 

audience and the people who raise money. I was trying to get a 

comprehensive picture of who participates in the community 

symphony and why they participate. And I tabulated the data. It was 

interesting because it showed that they came from certain kinds of 

economic, political, religious backgrounds and their reasons for being 

involved and some of the things they got out of it. But it didn't get at the 

experience of playing in the orchestra: how the music is put together, 

how all these very different people come together and manage to 

produce something-none of that. That I got from using hermeneutics 

and phenomenology. I wrote a paper, after having published the 

quantitative stuff. I felt so incomplete with it that I wrote another paper 
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using Schutz's phenomenology on that same orchestra and that resulted 

in a publication. 

JM: Schutz's work was probably new at that time in the 70s -- about the time 

you were working on your doctoral? 

VB: Yes. And it was just barely being translated then. So then this paper-I 

didn't really know how to do phenomenology at that time. [So I 

thought] rm just going to take Schutz and I'm going to ask myself: How 

would Schutz look at this? And I wrote that paper and then sent it to 

readers and journals and it ended up being published. People who knew 

more about it said, ''Yeah, that's good, that's what you do, you're getting 

it, you're getting it." And that felt really great and I said, "Well, I can do 

phenomenology." It really made me feel A) good that I could do it and 

B) the paper just seemed so much clearer and brought so much better 

understanding of what happens in an orchestra than all those tables and 

charts and stuff did. Then I thought, all right. 

JM: How has the value of this particular approach changed for you over time 

from your initial use of it in the 70s until now? 

VB: Well, I've already become more convinced of how fruitful it is. I really 

believe that students need to be educated more on hermeneutics and 

phenomenology and as much emphasis should be placed on that as is on 

quantitative methods. And now we have a thing called qualitative 

methods that's really coming into vogue. But it's not hermeneutics and 

phenomenology. 

JM: No? 
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VB: It's just called that but what it is, for the most part, is still in that same 

empirical, analytical epistemology of quantitative methods. It's asking 

things like, well, how can you take narrative text and count things in 

them or analyze them? It's looking at analyzing things but not at 

understanding their meaning. So I find that to be kind of disheartening. 

JM: When you first started using this approach did you use it for specific 

philosophical or political purposes? 

VB: I think there is an undercurrent in that I think that I'd like to work 

in a way that uncovers the richness and depth of human experience, that 

elucidates the meaning of it I find that hermeneutics does this, it 

enriches the experience by uncovering and polishing, enhancing the 

meaning, verifying it and showing how it relates to other important 

human concerns. Whereas I think the other approaches, especially the 

positivistic, quantitative types do almost the opposite. They want to 

show underlying causes, maybe, or break things down, instead of trying 

to appreciate them and enhance their--elucidate meaning. There's a 

political undercurrent. I think that our culture is suffering from so much 

analysis and cutting things into pieces and too little of: What does it 

mean? What are people experiencing? What is the wholeness of the 

experience? It's really political these days. In last Sunday's issue of the 

New York Times magazine, Hillary Clinton was discussed--in what she 

calls, "the politics of meaning." I would be saying exactly the same thing 

if I were Hillary Clinton because I think where she's coming from is this 

kind of existential, theological--turns out that we studied about the same 
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time, from people who were educated at the University of Chicago by 

Paul Tillich, and who had read Paul Tillich: Dietrich Bonhoeffer and 

Reinhold Niebuhr. And we were both influenced by these people and 

even before I read this article I was reading about what Hillary Clinton 

was saying about politics and meaning and I said, "I'll bet she's read 

Reinhold Niebuhr." It sounded like it to me. Well, in the New York 

Times she said he was one of her influences. So there's that kind of 

political undercurrent and it kind of goes back further in my life because 

it goes back to the undergraduate days. But it has to do with, well, the 

existential roots of this or that. Things are meaningful and people have 

choices and there is such a thing as evil in the world and that you need to 

enhance and show the meaning of things, and you need to hear 

responsible scholars take a stand: Why is this particular dance 

meaningful? Why is something that you saw on TV evil? It might be evil 

because some of the stuff I've seen just totally denigrates and destroys 

human complexity. It's just dirt. 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

VB: There's that kind of political undercurrent and that I would, like Hillary 

Clinton, like to see a world where people have meaningful lives and they 

aren't killing each other and they're taken care of and there's a kind of 

community and people who appreciate each other and care for each 

other. 

JM: What's the relationship, if any, of this approach to your conscious, 

everyday attitude? 
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VB/JM: (Laughter) 

VB: I know that I'm going to read this stuff. Well, there's a way in which 

everything that I experience I look at as a phenomenologist because I 

think that phenomenology isn't a technique or method in the sense that 

you learn a series of operations and then you switch them on and then 

you do them and then you turn them off. You are a phenomenologist 

and you become a phenomenologist by reading the texts of the great 

phenomenologists and studying those texts and, once your immerse 

yourself in those texts, you change. You become a phenomenologist. 

And that infuses the way you are in the world. You don't just turn it off. 

You don't just say, well, now I'm going to bracket. Well, you might do 

that, but on the other hand, if you're a phenomenologist, whenever you 

look at something and something is of importance to you, [you think]: 

What if I looked at it a different way? I wonder how that person is 

looking at this? I wonder how I would feel if I were a man now instead of 

a woman? I wonder what this means? I wonder how this ties in with 

how people feel in the community? I wonder what underlying feelings 

are not being expressed here? My intuition often clues me in on these 

things before I verbalize them. Yes, I'm a phenomenologist, always. 

JM: Has this approach or way of constituting and revealing meaning in 

dances affected the way you constitute, or come to understand, meaning 

in other parts of your life? 

VB: Oh, yes. It's very reciprocal. When I first saw Penny and Gayle's 
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Perhaps I Am the Stronger, first of all I had powerful intuitions that had 

to do with my own life. Because at that time I was locked into a, it was a 

co-dependent marriage in the negative sense of it. I felt that I couldn't 

get out of it and yet there were parts of it that were not good, they were 

destructive emotionally. So seeing that choreography helped clarify that, 

yes, I was locked in a pattern. I would just about, like Penny [dancer] get 

to the end of the stage ready to jump off and then he would be there. 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

VB: Actually, in the process of working with them, we got a divorce and I got 

out of that. So, think that tends to be true of work that's meaningful to 

people. That those of us who are fortunate enough to be able to do 

things that are really meaningful to us (whether it's writing a dissertation 

or writing about dance), we do it about things that are important to our 

whole lives. I fmd that again and again with students writing dissertations. 

Their topic is of root importance to something they haven't yet worked 

on. And if the dissertation works, they will go through a major change in 

the process. In a way it doesn't matter--except for maybe your career

that you finish. But what matters is that that process happens. To me, 

that is the essence of hermeneutics. This goes back to your earlier 

question about how does this work in everyday life? Because in 

hermeneutics, when you really interact with a text--whether that text is a 

dance or another person, you're really in dialogue with that person or 

that text. You change because of it. So when a person works on a study, 

it has energy, it has emotional energy. They will be changed as they do 
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the interpretation. That is very different from traditional social science. 

Again, it's sort of like the opposite. Because traditional social science 

says, "I am going to study and measure blah, blah, blah so that then I can 

predict and control and make blah, blah, blah better," or, "the way I 

want it to be," or, "the way whoever's paying for the study wants it to 

be." In hermeneutics, the idea is, "I'm going to interact with this and see 

how I can grow in this process, how I can get closer to something and 

change." So it's the researcher who is changed. And the other person, if 

they're in dialogue, is changed too. Their understanding has changed, 

too. I like that and I guess that has to do with my politics because I find 

that objectionable politics to want to control the people I'm studying. I 

think if they want to change that's totally up to them, but I don't want to 

be a researcher who goes around trying to change other people. 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

JM: Can you describe the cognitive processes involved, as you are aware of 

them, when you interpreted the meaning of a dance using this 

approach? 

VB: I don't think I use cognitive processes. What I use, the first and 

foremost thing that happens is I get intuitions, powerful intuitions about 

that there's some important meaning going on there and I feel it in my 

stomach, in my throat, in my heart. I feel it in my whole body. Then I, 

since I know what this feels like, I start to get images and these images, 

then, connect with ideas and the ideas are usually philosophical and to 

me the philosophical ideas-the word cognitive to me, is almost like a 
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narrow, kind of a rational meaning. At least when I read research on 

cognition it tends to be about how other people learn how to count, or 

stuff like that. Or how they learn to memorize things. So, to me, it's not 

cognitive in that sense. But maybe if you take cognitive in a larger sense 

of: How do you think about it? So I would start linking intuitions to see 

if there's something meaningful there, feel them, see what images occur 

to me and those just seem to just flow into ideas. Like seeing Tbe 

Stronger, just goes right into Simmel, with Simmel's writings on romance 

and his writings on symbolic forms. And Soul Gatherers, first of all 

when I saw it I had a powerful emotional experience and then I thought 

about, and felt, what I saw and Heidegger just came right to me because 

all of the messages of Heidegger just float around in that dance; the Being, 

the earth and the soul. It's almost like they generated Heidegger's 

philosophy in their dance. They give it form. It was just very moving to 

think about, if that happens ... 

JM: When you recall your use of this approach, do any visual images or 

words or thoughts come to your mind that can express the 

meaningfulness of this approach to your life at the time you used it 

and/or now? 

VB: As I think about using it I feel a sense of blessing and joy and excitement 

because to me it's very enriching to see a dance like The Soul Gatherers 

and be profoundly moved by it-and have it have a more lasting effect 

than if I see a dance and then I don't think about it hermeneutically and 

phenomenologically. Because then I would tend to forget it. Doing a 
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hermeneutic phenomenology work like that allows you to remember it 

and to infuse other parts of your being, the way you think about the 

world in general. I tend to think about the world in general in a 

Heideggerian way; it's one of the ways I tend to think about it. By 

bringing my remembrance of The Soul Gatherers into my thoughts and 

understandings of Heidegger, means that it enriches my whole sense of 

how I look at the world. It's really nice, it's really beautiful to be able to 

do that. I think that that's why words are good because dance passes. 

But when you tie that in with words and interpretations, then it's 

something you can think about more. You can carry it more with you 

and show it's connection to other things. That's why I think it's really 

good to not just see something and have it affect you and that's valuable, 

but it's even more valuable to do that and then write an interpretation. 

You see how it ties in with other thinkers that are important to you. 

Especially if it's a work that has such profound depth like Penny and 

Gayle's-what those two works do. 

JM: If you were to use an anecdote to express the meaningfulness of your 

particular approach to your life, what would it be? 

VB: My approach to life? An anecdote! I went to see a performance of the 

Texas Women's University faculty dance concert and I saw Penny and 

Gayle perform Perhaps I am the Stronger. And I started to think about 

what I was feeling and then I saw Penny in a [photograph] poster session 

and we started to talk about hermeneutics and then I remembered the 

choreography and we started to talk about it and it ended up in my 
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starting to write about it. And I actually wrote that work and it ended up 

with their performing it and my talking about it and that's why you're 

here today. 

VB/JM: (Laughter) 

JM: Yes. It continues to have its effect. 

VB: Sort of like the hermeneutic spiral ... 

JM: What are your beliefs about this approach? 

VB: I believe that it's so wonderful that everybody should be doing it all the 

time! 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

JM: What was your role as an interpreter of the dance? When you interpret a 

dance using hermeneutic phenomenology? 

VB: Oh, I see myself as acting as a philosopher and a poet, using my own 

feelings and intuitions, bringing those in, bringing in the great thinkers, 

bringing in, enhancing what I think the choreographer is saying by 

showing those connections. It's fun, it's exciting. It's too bad that 

journals and newspapers don't always appreciate it. 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

VB: They want to tell you who crossed the stage when and how many leaps 

they did. 

JM: Well, there's such a difference between writing for a daily newspaper 

and doing any type of sustained, in-depth investigation of a dance. Did 

you use any techniques in employing this approach? Any specific 

techniques that you can talk about? 
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VB: Oh, well, I didn't use any techniques, per se, in writing, except for very 

general ones like, once I was very clear about what ideas were enhanced 

or reflecting the dance, then I would go back to the writings of that 

philosopher. I went back to Heidegger's actual text and looked for 

specific passages that seemed to play well with parts of the 

choreography and the scholarly techniques of doing that--looking those 

up and getting the footnotes right-that kind of technique. And another 

one would be the technique of going back with what I wrote to Penny 

and Gayle and having them read it and say, "What do you see here? Does 

it make sense to you? Does it describe what you thought you were 

doing?" And in those conversations get another level, another loop in it. 

And then listening to other people's responses to my interpretation. At 

times I've shown the videotape of The Soul Gatherers and then 

presented my interpretation and then listened to other people talking 

about it. Another one that I've used a few times in working with The 

Stronger is having people in the audience at the lecture, whatever, get in 

some of those positions. We did this last winter session at Fielding. I 

had a session on dance, the body and I forgot what else. And we talked 

about The Stronger and then got into some of the gestures that they do 

in the dance, particularly at the end. Then they discussed what it felt like 

to be in those gestures and that helped them understand stuff going on 

in their relationships. And then they entered the hermeneutic circle at 

that point. They went back and looked at the tape of the whole dance. 

JM: Very interesting. 
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VB: I think that's a useful way therapists (in my other life as a therapist) can 

use dancers' work. Dancers have a powerful way they can use gestures 

and relate them to meaning and if we can take some of those powerful 

expressions and then get into them, do the gestures, the gestures evoke 

meanings and feelings and then that helps us who aren't dancers get in 

touch with those meanings and feelings. Another technique we used was 

slowing it down, or taking away the music. We were doing parts of that 

when Penny and Gayle and I worked together. We did segments where 

they repeated a particular phrase without the music for the audience and 

then we kind of looked at what was happening right in the short 

segment and talked about it. That was really fun. And the times when 

they didn't have the music on-after having seen the whole thing they 

didn't have the music on and they just saw the gestures-the audience 

found that really useful because they said they could hear them breathing 

and that was real important to getting them in touch with their feelings 

about what was happening. So those were some of the kinds of 

techniques. 

JM: Are there any rituals or ceremonies that this particular approach engages 

you in when you're using it? 

VB: No, I don't think so, but it's a very interesting question. Maybe it should. 

Maybe there are some that I could think of that would come from that. 

Hmmm. Oh, yeah. That's really a good question. Well, in a way, 

something happened in that class where we got into the gestures 

because what we did was, there was a woman in there that was in an 
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abusive relationship. She and a guy in the class went through the last 

segment where they ended up being locked in, and then we had her re

dance it and go through the gestures where she didn't stop, she just ran 

off the stage! 

JM: Oh! 

VB: So that could be a ritual. Not stopping and going back, getting stronger. 

Or another one could be going to a really special place and doing Tbe 

Soul Gatherer's gesture where you start off squatted down and they do a 

ritual like motion where they're getting in touch with the power of the 

earth and they're trying to call the power of the earth into this power of 

the spirit. It would be neat to do that in a spedal place in nature like a 

waterfall that some of the students and I visited last week on a retreat. So 

your question is not anything I've done consciously but it could be done. 

JM: Is the historical context of this method of importance to you? 

VB: Oh, yes. Hermeneutics, especially, goes back to biblical interpretation 

of text and then especially the history in the late 19th early 20th century. 

Some of the other German historians, like Husserl--people who 

developed phenomenology and existentialism-they're very important 

to me because historically they have been concerned with issues of 

meaning and community and spirit and have explored them in-depth, 

setting up a a really powerful grounding for this approach. So they're 

sort of like the important gurus that we need. 

JM: What do you think the primary advantage of this approach is and does it 

have any weaknesses? 
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VB: The primary advantage is that it engages your full human self in growth. 

And I think it builds bridges of understanding between you and other 

people. The weaknesses would be the difficulty in telling people how to 

do it and in teaching it because, unlike other methods, it isn't something 

you can teach in a cook book way because every hermeneutic 

phenomenologist, their whole being is going to become their 

instrument. So it's difficult to say what should it look like or how do you 

do it in that sense. You can't do that. People get frustrated. A lot of 

people try to do it because they might say well, I'm going to go read, 

I'm going to describe my experience but they don't immerse 

themselves in one of the texts of the gurus so it doesn't work. It just 

later comes out sounding shallow or it doesn't have a richness that it 

needs or could have and it's because it's fairly hard to tell someone how 

to do it. They kind of have to be it and they have to be very devoted to 

studying it, entering in it fully. It's not something you can turn on and 

off. If it's a weakness, that would be one I can think of. 

JM: What does Creating Images say to you now? 

VB: Well, I see it as a tribute to them and their work and I would like to see it 

- it's coming out in a book as a chapter that I've edited which probably 

won't have a very high circulation, it'll probably just be purchased by 

librarians at universities. I would like to fmd a place that that chapter 

could get wider circulation because I think that their work and the ideas, 

that their work helps elucidate, are really important ideas. So I'd like to 

see it published widely. 
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JM: What do you think it will say to its readers? 

VB: That dance can be a very powerful way of knowing. You're lucky if you 

have the opportunity to see such dance and reflect on that and relate it 

to ideas that are important to you. That hasn't changed over time. 

JM: What's the overall purpose of the text? 

VB: To suggest a way that dance and the body could become a more 

important part of philosophic and theoretical knowledge. 

JM: How does your text negotiate the notion of body? 

VB: Just very sketchily, it doesn't really elaborate on it in detail. Really, it's a 

pretty short article to do these topics justice. You'd maybe have to do a 

full dissertation on each one-that's for you to do now. 

JM: Really? 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

JM: Do you have any comments about the way it negotiates the notion of 

space, time or relations? 

VB: My article is very suggestive of some of these things, like space, time and 

relations with others. There's quite a bit of work done in 

phenomenology on phenomenology of space, architecture and in 

everyday life, and also on time. I have a piece on time in a book called 

Worldly Phenomenology, edited by Lester Embree. Phenomenology is 

an excellent way to study space and time and relations with others as 

well. There's a lot of work on being in relationships. Hermeneutics is, in 

a way, a way of relating to others. And I think it's especially good 

because it shows that the way you relate to others has to do with how we 
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interpret each other and that's--to make that a theme could defuse a lot 

of conflicts or make them manageable or at least we can talk about it. If 

you don't realize that if how you relate to someone is based on your 

interpretation then you think it's the truth like there's a truth that can't 

be negotiated. A lot of what I do as a therapist is show people that, wait 

a minute, he may or may not have meant what you think he meant--that's 

your interpretation. Let's check it out. Let's talk. 

JM: Are you aware of your own body when you're observing a dance and, if 

yes, can you describe that? 

VB: Oh, yeah. I think that my body in subtle ways, internal muscles and 

things, tense up and relax as the dancers go through what they're going 

through. Can I describe my experience of that? One of my patients, she 

was a patient of mine at the Twin Lakes Health Clinic, and she had a long 

history of abusive relationships. She attended a performance that Penny 

and Gayle did especially for students and others (therapists and patients), 

and she said that when she saw that dance her body felt like what she 

would feel when she was being abused (that is the second movement 

when they're throwing each other around). She said it also helped her 

understand it better. 

JM: What about when you're writing about a dance, are you aware of your 

body then? 

VB: Hmm. Not in a different way than when I'm writing about anything else. 

JM: Uh. Hmmm. 

VB: That's an interesting question. Oh, yes! One of the problems I have is 



getting hungry and nibbling. I need to really watch that or I put on 

weight. 

JM: Have you ever studied dance? 
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VB: just very briefly. As a child I had a ballet class and tap dance. And then 

in college I had a modern dance class and I took a ballet class when I was 

on the faculty at TWU just to get exercise. 

JM: Have you ever performed? 

VB: I think all teachers have some elements of performance. 

JM: Do you think any of your conceptions, thoughts, feelings, attitudes 

about your own body influence your approach to interpreting dance? 

VB: Oh, to get back to performance, I have performed as a pianist. 

JM: You have? 

VB: I don't know if that's connected. And then, you know, giving lectures 

and stuff like that. 

JM: Do you think any of your conceptions, thoughts, feelings, attitudes about 

your own body influence your interest and your approach to 

interpreting dance? 

VB: I think that I had an intuition and feeling that the body is needed to be 

incorporated into psychological and sociological theories. I don't know 

about my own body in particular, though. I think it's more the body [in 

a general sense]. 

JM: Reflecting back on your personal space when you were writing your 

article, how would you describe it? 

VB: Oh, when I first wrote this article, I think I wrote it in my study at my 
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home in Denton, Texas and it was a very nice, personal space. I had it 

painted a rose color and I had a rose-colored shelf and my favorite 

books around me and a nice tree out the window where there were 

cardinals in the tree. And I had my dog with me. So my writing space 

has always been very special. 

JM: Are there other components of space that seem meaningful to you as 

you recall your use of this approach? 

VB: That's interesting. Space is not one of my best ways of thinking. Some 

people are very spatially oriented. I don't know if I am. I can think 

more about time than I can about space. I guess maybe that's one 

reason I'm not a dancer ... 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

VB: I think of anything like that later ... 

JM: Okay. What, if any, are your experiences of time when you are 

observing a dance. 

VB: When I'm observing a dance, a good one, like Penny and Gayle's, I lose 

track of time. A very fruitful way of thinking about this is Bergson's 

concept of inner time; when you go into the sense of inner time, outer 

time is not relevant. So my experience of inner time becomes the flow 

of the movement on the stage shared with the dancer. Schutz, in his 

phenomenology, talks about our relationships and the we-relationship 

of sharing internal time. He has a really neat essay on making music 

together, where you're sharing internal time, which is the flow of the 

music. So that's also happening when I observe a dance and listen to 
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music, I get into the Bergsonian internal time, in time with the music. 

It's really a nice place to be in writing about it, I mean. It depends on the 

kind of writing I'm doing. The initial--when I'm trying to describe in 

words what happens with the dance--time seems to be very intense and 

dense. When I'm thinking about the ideas associated with the dance, and 

writing about that, time seems to be more long and expansive. So it 

depends on what I'm trying to do, whether it's a very tight description 

or whether I'm trying to connect with a larger idea, how it feels. I never 

thought about that. 

JM: Hmmm. 

VB: Editing seems to have a much more harassed kind of feeling of time. Oh, 

I want to get this over with. It's not one of my favorite things to do. 

JM: Uh-hmmm. 

VB: There's more pressure. I like to get it done and get to doing something 

else. But the other types of writing about dance are very enjoyable. 

JM: What was your experience when you were finished with your text? 

VB: At that point I feel a sense of timeless relief and joy! Of leaping up into 

the air. And it's a very brief time, like a flash and then it's over! 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

JM: Are there any other aspects of time which seem meaningful to you as 

you recall your use of this approach? 

VB: Yes, a sense of time and history, a connecting back to the writers that are 

some of my favorites, like Heidegger, Gadamer and when they lived, and 

then connecting with other people who might read it, who might be at 
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other parts of the earth and might read it in a future. Maybe after I'm 

dead somebody might read it and that feels good. Also the idea that the 

times that I've been doing hermeneutic phenomenology is not wasted 

time. There were sometimes in research where I felt like the actual time 

doing it was drudgery. It wasn't growth or energy producing. But I did it 

because it was part of a larger effort. But with hermeneutic 

phenomenology it seems like more of the time is good time, growth 

time. So that means, to me that means, there's ethical implications of it. 

Of any method or approach one of the questions you can ask about it is, 

what does it do to the person who is doing it? Do they feel better when 

they're doing it? Do they grow? Or do they just get through it somehow? 

I mean, I've really talked to a lot of doctoral students who say ''well, I'm 

just going to get through my dissertation" and it affects their health and 

their looks and their mood and it's pretty much to the negative. There 

will be aspects of that in anything you write but I think there's less of it 

in this approach, less of the alienated kind of feeling. 

JM: How would you describe your experiences, thoughts and impressions of 

the following relationships when you were in the process of writing your 

text: your publisher? 

VB: I didn't have much relation with the publisher. It was already accepted. 

JM: Those of significance to the work in your supporting institution? 

VB: Well, really, of significance were Penny and Gayle and their openness to 

working with me. It was one of those most exciting things I did in my 

years at 1WU, working with them and their students and being able to 
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do things with our classes together. And also sharing it with the different 

audiences that we shared it with, and seeing the lights go on. That was 

really enjoyable. I've given talks on it at various places at UCSB and 

showed slides there and at different professional meetings and usually 

people really get turned on. They like it. They talk about it later. They 

call me about it. My readers? I don't know because I haven't talked to 

anyone who has read it. 

JM: Who do you think your readers will be? 

VB: Whoever happens to check a book out of those libraries. 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 

VB: Somebody writing a term paper. 

JM: Do you think society in general or your community inhibited or 

promoted your use of this approach in any way? 

VB: Well, I think that there's a lot of societal pressures against hermeneutics 

and phenomenology. In most social science departments you don't 

even hear about them. And you have to kind of go around and find out 

about them yourself. At TWU, there was not a lot of support for 

collaborating between departments yet, Penny and Gayle and I were 

able to do work together and it was appreciated, you know. But I think 

it was our own working it out, sending students to each other's classes 

and being on committees together and nobody objected to it, people 

liked it. 

JM: Do you have any additional comments that would be helpful in 
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understanding the meaningfulness to you of your selected approach or 

method? 

VB: I can't think of anything. I feel like it is so much a part of me that is hard 

for me to think of understanding it from not being totally immersed in it 

and very very supportive of it. So, you will probably be better able to 

answer that than I am 

VB/JM: (Laughter). 



Cynthia ]. Novack 

June 14, 1994: New York, New York 

Sharing the Dance: Contact Improvisation and American Culture 

JM: Why don't we start by talking about the type of approach that you 

used for Sharing the Dance. 
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CN: Well, I started from certain anthropological premises. I was thinking 

about how I could model a study of contemporary American dance that 

was based on the way anthropologists have traditionally studied dance-

it's generally been studied in foreign places, and conceived of as primitive 

dance or exotic dance or as ritual and ceremony. I was very interested in 

trying to demonstrate that, in fact, the same kinds of questions and issues 

could be raised in a contemporary American context about dance that we 

consider art. So in a way I was seeking to de-exoticize prior 

anthropological studies, and to show that this approach might apply in 

any situation. 

I was inspired by anthropologists who have looked at art and its 

symbolism. I was certainly influenced by the work of the "meaning

centered anthropologists" of the 1970's, those anthropologists beginning 

with Clifford Geertz (he's the most famous one) who started asking 

questions less about the functions of things and more about how meaning 

is constructed in life, how relationships between people and what they 

do in their experiences in life generate understanding. This became a 

major orientation in my work: toward meaning. Another orientation I 

took from anthropology was toward the individual actor and there, I 
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actually found a model in dance that suited me. In my own dance 

improvisation work with the Richard Bull Dance Theatre, we make 

improvisational structures. Then when we dance together we assume that 

everyone is playing by the rules, that is, trying to follow the structure. 

And yet each person within that structure is free to interpret it in 

particular ways, to make individual choices and to respond to whatever 

other people do, so that the individual negotiates within certain kinds of 

fixed boundaries. And to me that seems a wonderful model for what 

social life is like. 

Other performance models for social life have been proposed. Richard 

Schechner, for instance, has suggested a dramaturgical model, where 

everything is scripted. But I think life is more improvisational, you see. I 

think that everybody is constantly making decisions, even sometimes in 

situations that seem incredibly scripted or restricted. People look for 

what they can do, how they can maneuver within the circumstances of 

their lives. So, I felt that I wanted to try to write about a dance form in a 

way that would acknowledge this, that would not constantly generalize 

and make all of these people seem like they were a single collective 

whole. I wanted to show the differences among people who did contact 

improvisation as well as the things that they shared in common. And I 

wanted to show how that would fluctuate in time and space so that I 

might begin to reveal what was complicated about it. 

I would say that my third major influence in writing the book was my 

experience as a dancer. I wanted to write something that I felt would be 
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true to experiences that I had and that I know other dancers have. And 

so that I think guided a lot of the decisions that I made about what I wrote 

about in the book and how I organized it, as well as some of the questions 

I asked. 

JM: Do you consider this a method in a sense, or mainly a point of view or 

perspective? 

CN: It is a point of view and perspective but I think it goes further than that 

in that anthropology as a discipline has certain field work methodologies 

that I used. Participant observation was central-basically to not only be 

an observer, but to try to do the dancing myself, to try to talk to a lot of 

people, to "hang out" as well as do formal interviews. A lot of material I 

gathered was jotted down in notes from taking class or even from 

conversations in the dressing room afterwards and from conversations I 

overheard. 

JM: Your approach parallels improvisation, in a sense, you know, 

because it draws on the formal and the informal and experiences and it 

seems like your whole approach is ... 

CN: Yes, I feel that. I feel a kind of unity to it. I did a great deal of 

interviewing. I studied videotapes and movement analysis of those 

tapes. I also saw live performance whenever I could. I both took and 

observed classes, and I did research in the archives of Contact 

Quarterly, their journal, which was an incredible resource. I also 

researched other dance history, and read in the fields of dance and 
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anthropology and American studies to help give me theoretical ideas and 

events for comparison that I thought would be telling and helpful. 

JM: Do you think this approach is more suitable for interpreting some types 

of dances compared to others? Or, in your situation, some groups of 

dances or movement trends? (You were looking at the whole movement 

of improvisation in a sense, although you do also talk about individual 

dances.) 

CN: I think it could be used for any type of dance but it's more suitable for 

asking certain kinds of questions. To me, that's what determines the 

methodology one uses in studying something: What do you want to 

know about? But as far as I'm concerned it could even be applied to any 

kind of dance and I have written from this perspective about other 

forms-about ballet, about ballroom dance, about West African dance; I 

think these same questions can be asked about anything. 

JM: You talked about Clifford Geertz. Are there any other people 

or mentors or sources you came across that inspired you to use this 

approach? 

CN: I was very inspired by john Chemoffs work, African Rhythms and 

African Sensibilities, which is an account of his learning to play the 

drums in Ghana. And that encouraged me to think seriously of writing 

about the experience of dancing itself and feeling like that would be 

important to include in what I was doing. 

JM: How did you come across that? Was that when you were dancing or 

doing your research? 



354 

CN: When I was studying anthropology it was a book I came across. I just 

loved it and started immediately to use it in my teaching. I also read just 

about all of the dance anthropology literature, people like Joann 

Keallinohomoku and Jill Sweet and Suzanne Youngerman--you know 

there's been a lot of good work done. And then also dance colleagues of 

mine, Susan Manning and Susan Foster, were both good friends and 

people who I talked with a lot about ideas. All of that had an influence. 

At the same time, I felt I was making my own way. I was doing 

something that really hadn't been done before and I had to figure out 

how to do it based on the material, based on what I came up with and 

how I could best organize it. I was influenced, then, in the rewriting of 

the work by questions that people asked me about my dissertation. So 

some of the professors that I worked with at Columbia were very 

helpful, Catherine Newman and Alexandra Alland, for instance. Jim 

Clifford, who edited the book, made some interesting suggestions. My 

husband, Richard, did extensive re-reading and editing. You know, there 

are a lot of people who help you out. 

JM: What value did this approach have for you when you first used it and has 

that changed at all over time? 

CN: Well, I was drawn to study anthropology because I wanted to have 

another perspective on this thing [dance] that I'd done all my life. So, it 

had enormous value to study that-somehow it was very profound 

knowledge to delve deeply into trying to understand other cultures. I 

felt enormously stimulated intellectually, and I felt like anthropology 
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changed my whole perspective on dance. It gave me a much broader 

point of view, enabled me to see any given dance from different 

perspectives, rather than from my own narrow identification of myself 

as a dancer of particular kinds of dance. It enabled me to break out of 

that, which was just fantastic. Really exciting. It doesn't mean that I don't 

love what I do as a dancer and really believe in it-it's great work. But, I 

felt anthropology opened up my appreciation and understanding of so 

many other kinds of things. So that has been the general impact of it. I 

have found it an extremely useful orientation practically in researching or 

writing about dancing. My studies always come to my aid and give me 

ways to think about things and remind me to consider something that I 

might have forgotten about. 

JM: So it's still very valuable. 

CN: Yes. It's very rich to me. I'm sure this is what I'm going to be staying 

with. Although right now I'm in the middle of writing about the work of 

the Richard Bull Dance Theatre and that, in some ways, is much more 

autobiographical and biographical and it's a more particular account of 

this group. But I feel it's permeated by the sensibility of anthropology. 

JM: When you first started using this approach, were you motivated by any 

political or philosophical reasons? 

CN: There's been a lot of debate going on-and I don't know 

how familiar you are with contemporary discussions in anthropology

but there's a lot of debate over the colonial origins of anthropology and 

what kind of influence that has had on anthropological theory. I'm aware 
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another aspect of anthropological theory that has also had radical 

implications historically. Anthropology was the first science to argue 

against the idea of race, for instance. 

JM: Oh, really? 
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CN: Yes. Franz Boas was the ftrst scientist to write extensively and quite 

marvelously on the fallacy of the concept of race, and he was also a great 

linguist who wrote about the equality of languages in terms of their ability 

to express thought. Related to these concepts is the anthropological 

premise that movement is something that is culturally constructed, that 

is, the forms it takes are not biologically innate and at the same time, all 

human beings have innate capacities for movement. I found these ideas 

very compelling politically because they affmn a sense that all human 

beings are related, that we're all one species. And, yet, we have this 

marvelous capacity for cultural difference, for constructing different 

ways to live our lives. I feel strongly that any social theory is a political 

theory as well. So the moral stance of these ideas is one that I believe in. 

JM: How did this approach-and I think you've already talked about this 

as far as your experiences-how does this approach merge with your 

everyday attitude about life in general? 

CN: Well, I don't know. It's always much harder to analyze yourself than it is 

to analyze other people. (laughter). They usually seem simpler than you 

are, you know. You don't know as much about them. I'm sure I was 

drawn in part to anthropology and writing about it in this way because of 
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my past experiences and yet studying it also sharpened and articulated 

the vague ideas that I had had before. I feel my life as a continuum I 

don't experience myself as being very compartmentalized. I'm certainly 

well aware that at different times I play different roles: sometimes I'm a 

teacher, sometimes I'm a Yoga student, sometimes I'm a dancer in 

rehearsal, sometimes I'm a mother, you know, and that sort of thing. 

But I have always felt a real continuity to what I do in my life. I've never 

felt terrible dichotomies between being a dancer and being a writer. In 

fact, they seem to complement each other, and while there are aspects 

of them that, of course, are very, very different, I've been able to use one 

to recuperate from the other. 

JM: So has the way that you constitute meaning in dances or improvisations 

with your approach effected the way that you look at or think about 

meaning in other parts of your life? 

CN: Defmitely. Defmitely. In that sense, dancing is my spiritual center. 

I'm not a religious person. But certainly the knowledge that I have as a 

dancer has been of crucial importance to me; through illness, for 

instance. I fmd that dance brings me right back to my center. It also 

gives me a perspective on how to deal with the difficulties I encounter 

and not get totally swallowed up by them and dissolve in anxiety. I think 

it's really taught me how to focus. I will always be grateful that I know 

about that, that I spent years and years and years of practicing dancing. 

JM: Can you recall and describe the cognitive process involved as you 



358 

are aware of them when you interpreted the meaning of a dance using 

this approach? 

CN: I don't know. I don't know how to describe my thought processes. I 

think they're very complicated. 

JM: I'm curious. You've written in your book about how your body felt 

or responded to improvisations-and I'm wondering what your thoughts 

and impressions are when you're watching and interpreting dance 

CN: In a way I think you're asking me about creative process. How do you 

think about anything? Well, you look at it one way, you look at it another 

way, you let it sit there sometimes and you take your attention to 

something else and you see what comes to you. Also, I do a lot of my 

thinking as I write, that is, the process of writing makes me 

understand and clarify my thought. So writing is very, very important. 

And the process of rewriting is critical because in going back and 

looking over what you've written, you start to see what's still not clear, 

what doesn't make sense, you know, what hasn't really been thought 

through or explained sufficiently. 

JM: Uh-hmm. When you think of using this approach, do any words or 

images, or thoughts come to your mind? 

CN: No. I think of it as a complex discipline that grows out of the 

practices and methodologies and theories of anthropology and certain 

theories and ideas that have come out of dance studies. That's how I 

would describe it. 

JM: Is there an anecdote that you might use to describe your approach? 
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CN: Well there's an anecdote in the first chapter of my book. 

JM: Yes. 

CN: About being at an anthropology conference and then going to see 

Dance New England And about seeing the conference as a dance and 

then, having to switch from one context to another. I think that the 

anecdote describes my approach, in that it involves using more than one 

perspective at a time. It involves-if I put that in dance terms-an 

interest in self-reflexiveness and layers of meaning. A lot of the work 

our dance company does uses text and makes an ironic commentary on 

what we're doing as we do it and, particularly because of the 

improvisational interaction, often a number of things are going on at the 

same time. 

In anthropology I'm interested in a multiple perspective so that when I 

was working on the book, I tried when I was looking at something to be 

both involved in it and to ask what the people who were doing it felt 

about it and also to step back from it simultaneously and say, "Well, now, 

what does this look like? What do I see in it?" And then to ask, "What 

might somebody else see in this?" By looking at something from these 

different points of view, truth becomes much more dense, it becomes 

more multi-faceted-there is no single truth, in fact, but there are truths 

in any given event. 

JM: Uh-hmm. Do you have any beliefs about this approach? 

CN: I'm not sure what you mean. 

JM: I think that word can be interpreted differently, depending on the 
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person's own views. 

CN: Well, I believe this approach is valid. I believe it potentially 

reveals things that are important, that it is possible when using this 

approach to talk about dance in ways that it hasn't been talked about 

very much and that are meaningful. Of course, you have to do it well. An 

approach is only as good as its application. There are certain things in 

the book that I'm really proud of and certain things that I would do a 

little differently if I were writing it now, but that's the way it is with most 

things. Basically I believe in the book that I wrote and the other pieces 

I've written and my verification of that comes from the responses that it 

has gotten from the readers. 

JM: What was your role as an interpreter when you were using this 

approach? 

CN: I don't know what you mean. 

JM: Well, you know, what was your general purpose when you were 

interpreting dances using this approach? How do you view your own 

role? 

CN: I think I saw myself as a researcher, as an anthropologist and dance 

historian, who was also a dancer. Those dual capacities helped me to 

keep that double perspective. 

JM: Do you see yourself as translating meaning, or negotiating, or re-creating, 

fidin di . ? or m g, scovenng . . .. 

CN: All of those things! When I write about dance, I see myself as describing. 
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I also see myself as trying to represent the meanings that other people 

see, that is, trying to give voice to other peoples' opinions and ideas. 

And I see myself as giving my own interpretation of these things. And, 

of course, these procedures are not always so easily separable-

description, for instance, is never just objective accounting. 

JM: Uh-hmmm. 

CN: But I did, for instance in chapters three and four of my book, try to 

write an historical account. Now obviously there's interpretation 

involved in how I constructed that, what I chose to include, what to 

exclude and so on. But it is also a chronological history of many of the 

events that happened in the development of contact improvisation. So 

in the sense that all history is someone's interpretation and 

representation of what happened, I saw myself doing that. 

JM: And then, is the historical context of this particular approach 

important to you? How this approach developed? 

CN: I'm very fascinated by the historical development of 

anthropological theory and the kinds of debates that people are having 

about it. I think that once I was involved in my research and trying to 

write about contact improvisation, my interest often became more 

narrowly focused on grappling with the particular problems that I was 

dealing with in my research and my writing. But I think that it's very 

important to understand what one's own perspective is. It's part of my 

concern for self-reflexiveness-to let the reader know what one thinks 

one's own perspective is. I don't think there's ever such a thing as 
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unbiased writing. But I think what happens is that a lot of people simply 

don't identify what their allegiance is, what their interests are. I wanted 

to do that in my own work, so certainly trying to know something about 

the struggle and development of theoretical and methodological ideas in 

anthropology helped to give me insight into what I was doing. 

JM: Are there any rituals or ceremonies that this particular approach engages 

you in? 

CN: No. I can't think of any. The main rituals of my life are movement 

rituals, my research, my intellectual life doesn't seem to have that kind of 

setting to it. 

JM: What do you think is the primary advantage of this interpretive 

approach? And does it have any disadvantages? 

CN: Well, to me it has the great advantage of engaging the researcher (me) 

in interaction with people as well as with books and video tapes. I love 

talking to people, watching classes, doing all that sort of thing. On a 

broader level, I've already talked about what I think the anthropological 

approach can reveal. Since I'm interested in how people experience 

dance in their lives and in different ways of dancing and understanding 

the world, this approach is very valuable to me and a great advantage. It 

would be a disadvantage if one was not oriented to doing field work, for 

instance, or if one were interested in other kinds of questions, that did 

not involve, for example, fmding out what or how dancers think. My 

friend, Marcia Siegel, is someone who has spent her life as a dance critic, 

watching dances, and she is really primarily oriented toward the 
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experience of watching. And so she has another method of work that is 

advantageous because of what she has an affinity for and an expertise in 

and because of what she's asking questions about. 

JM: I see. 

CN: it wouldn't be useful for her to do some of the things that I do. 

And vice versa. I would go crazy if I were to confine myself primarily to 

going to performances and trying to write about them. 

JM: What does this text say to you now and what do you think it says to its 

readers now? Do you think that this has changed over time? 

CN: It hasn't been out that long, so I think I can't-that really doesn't apply 

yet. As with anything you write, the longer you get away from the point 

of writing it, the more distant it seems from you because you change. 

You look at it and say, "Did I write that sentence?" But I still like the 

book very much and readers seem to find it exciting. I've certainly 

gotten the greatest response from readers who were dancers, although 

some anthropologists have told me they liked it a lot and thought it was 

very interesting book. But dancers have felt and expressed tremendous 

excitement at the numbers of ideas, of concepts that the book contains 

that give them ways of thinking about dance in general, not just contact 

improvisation. And a number of them have expressed pleasure at 

having things written about something they know, that they can 

recognize. In some ways they feel that their lives are included. Even 

people who are not contact improvisers, you know, feel that something 

about dancing has been written about that they feel connected to. And 
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that's been very rewarding feedback for me. It's really wonderful when 

people tell me that because then I feel that the book has a larger 

application. 

JM: What is the overall purpose of your text? (We covered quite a bit of that.) 

CN: Yes. I think I've covered those. There was one other idea I had about it, 

and I don't know whether this will be successful or not. On the one 

hand, I had wanted to give dancers, give the dance field, another way of 

looking at dance, or at least to contribute to that larger endeavor 

(obviously I'm not the only one to do this). On the other hand, I was 

hoping to persuade anthropologists and other intellectuals, people who 

study culture and American studies and so on, to think about dance as 

part of what they should know something about. So I worked very hard 

to try to free the book of dance jargon, to use a language that would be 

accessible to the lay person. And I went to great pains to get 

photographs in the book, although it was very tedious and time

consuming to do it. 

JM: Did you hire somebody to do that? 

CN: I did it all myself with wonderful support from the Contact Quartely 

archives. I collected the photos. I got the releases. I negotiated 

payment. It was really complicated. But I felt that for someone who is 

not familiar with seeing dancing, who probably would have never seen 

contact improvisation--without photographs I felt that they just wouldn't 

have a handle on what I was saying. They just would not be able to read 

the text and imagine what I was writing about. And so I was fortunate 
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was willing to put so many photographs in. 
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JM: It's helpful because you're talking about the physicality of improvisation 

and with pictures you can really see that. 

CN: Right. Right. You get a little bit of an idea. Although it would be 

best to have 

CN/JM: Videos! 

JM: Right! Or live performances! 

CN: That would be even better. That would be absolutely the best. The 

other thing that I did then, was to write the captions very carefully. 

Rather than make them redundant with the text, I tried to write them so 

that they would be kind of a parallel commentary. They would say things 

that weren't in the text and would help people to look at the 

photographs and see what they might notice. My hope was that the 

photos and captions would make a little story in themselves so that 

somebody who picked up the book in a bookstore and thumbed 

through it and just looked at the pictures and read the legends would 

have learned something from doing that. So I thought of it, really, as two 

parallel texts: the pictures and the captions, and the written text. 

JM: How does your text negotiate the notion of body, space, time, and 

relations with others? 

CN: I try to talk about them all in different ways, to make them central 

considerations. I think this goes back to my sense of taking the 

perspective of a dancer. Obviously these things are what dancers are 
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concerned with and so basically I just try to write about them. I 

sometimes try to illuminate them by drawing comparisons. The 

comparative method is part of the mainstay of anthropology and it's 

very useful when you're trying to point out what's there, to compare it 

with something that's different, in which that thing is absent. I think my 

chapter on movement and meaning in contact improvisation is (Chapter 

Five), a series of comparisons. I do a comparison of the ballet pas de 

deux with a contact improvisation duet and I do it both in text and 

photographs. Then I compare contact improvisation with Cunningham 

technique. 

[ Showing the book] With ballet and contact improvisations, for instance 

(I'm showing here pages 126 and 127), to me this is a way of talking about 

space and shape as well as dynamic momentum. There's something 

different about the static quality, the held quality of the ballet pose versus 

the ongoingness [of the contact improvisation photograph]. It is, of 

course, about gender, too. Here [on page 130] I try to make 

comparisons between the organization of the stage space in the ballet 

versus the organization of the stage space in this improvisational 

performance; the focus of the dancers and their relationship to each 

other and the implied relationship to the audience; the centrality of 

focus in the ballet versus the multi-focused nature of contact 

improvisation-each person is the center of something in this 

photograph. Anyway, I feel these concepts are most graphic and 

immediately apparent in photographs but it's something that I try to 
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discuss throughout the text as well and in the legends, too, to help 

people to look into the photograph and see the quality or the concept 

I'm talking about. 

Back in the beginning of the chapter, Movement and Meaning in 

Contact Improvisation, I do a movement analysis where I try to describe 

the baseline features and for each baseline feature I have a photograph 

so people can associate visual images with the written concepts that I'm 

describing. You see, people have a hard time reading about movement 

if they have not had experience with it. They have a hard time imagining 

a visual image that correlates with what they're reading about. And I 

found this out by giving rough drafts to my anthropology professors, 

who just couldn't make heads or tails out of the movement descriptions. 

I realized that I had to give them ways in. Ultimately, the only real 

solution to this problem is to have everybody dance, and see dance, and 

to have dance education from kindergarten on up. But until then, we 

have to help other people to come into it. And then they, in turn, have 

to be willing to concentrate and read about it. Intellectuals learn to 

concentrate on all kinds of written description. They should be willing 

to focus on a description of a dance and try to imagine it and make an 

effort to understand what you're talking about. It should work both 

ways. 

JM: Are you aware of your own body when you're observing a dance and if, 

yes, can you describe your experience of it? 

CN: Well, I have a lot of identification with dancers when I watch them, a 
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very powerful kinesthetic sense. [End of side 1 of tape] .. .I think this is 

true of all people to a certain extent because everybody moves. So that 

when you watch a dancer, anybody can feel identification. But I think it's 

more pronounced with people who have studied dance and for me as an 

improviser I feel like it's even stronger because the dancing I do with my 

company is interactive-so much of what we do in movement is taken 

from each other or is done in response to another dancer. So I'm very 

absorbed in watching and immediately sensing what somebody's doing 

because I might want to move in the same impulse with them or I might 

want to canon what they're doing or I might want to remember their 

theme or start to interweave it with what I'm doing. So, I just feel like 

that consciousness never leaves me, that I see movement--this is even 

outside of performance, when I watch people on the subway or walking 

down the street-! just see it and I have sensations about it. 

JM: Are you aware of your own body when you're writing about a dance? 

CN: Well, yeah, I'm usually aware of being uncomfortable sitting. You 

know, my back hurts. I use my knowledge of dance and my dancer's 

imagination, sometimes, depending on what I'm writing about. 

JM: Have you ever studied dance? If yes, when, what style and for how long? 

And have you ever performed? 

CN: I've studied and performed all my life. I studied ballet, tap and jazz from 

the time I was three until I went to college. In college I was introduced 

to modem dance. I studied Wigman, studied Graham technique very 

intensively for about three years and I began to study Cunningham 
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technique and to learn something about choreography. That was a huge 

breakthrough period. And I began to learn about, particularly, modern 

dance at that point. This was in the late '60s and early '70s, and I was just 

totally, utterly interested in modern dance. It was a very intensive period 

of study. I began doing some improvisation in Berkeley with a group of 

colleagues. We called ourselves the Moveable Feast; our group included 

Wendy Rogers, who is still a very wonderful choreographer in California. 

And through our collaborative work together I started to learn 

something about ways to improvise and I also started to make my own 

dances. I moved to New York in '73 and I studied with Merce 

Cunningham and I studied with Viola Farber. I was only in New York 

about six months when I suddenly got a job at the State University of 

New York at Brockport. And I went there, I met Richard Bull and his 

daughter, Katie, and fell in love with both of them and got a job. That 

was a very rich period of development of my own choreography

starting to work with Richard and his method of choreographic 

improvisation. And of seeing a lot of performances in New York and 

then studying many, many aspects of dance. I studied kinesiology, I 

studied a lot of Laban material: effort shape, space harmony. I went 

back and studied some tap dancing with Brenda Buffalino. I started to 

learn Yoga from my dance partner Peentz Dubble. And I started to 

study contact improvisation. I've taken just about every American 

technique, some of them much less than others but my whole life, really, 

has been involved with movement in some way and so it's sort of a 
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second skin. It's just something I'm always doing. Also very important 

through this has been my development as a teacher. I have taught since 

197 4, and in developing my own ways of teaching technique, a lot of 

ideas have been clarified, as well as through my rehearsals with Richard 

and Peentz and the other people we've worked with who have been 

major influences in my development as a dancer and as a thinker about 

dance. 

JM: Do you think any of your conceptions, thoughts, feelings or attitudes 

about your own body influenced your interest in your approach to 

interpreting dance as depicted in Sharing the Dance? 

CN: Definitely. I think that the extent of my experience really helped me to 

understand what contact improvisation was about. And that's been 

verified for me by people who have practiced contact improvisation for 

years and years, who were very pleased by some of the ways in which I 

wrote about it-and who trusted me because they could see my ability to 

sympathize with it and understand something about what it was. 

JM: Reflecting back on your personal space when you were writing your 

text, how would you describe it? 

CN: I see my sense of personal space as shifting when I'm writing. I guess 

I don't have such a frx:ed idea of personal space. I live in a loft. Now I'm 

living in New York. I write wherever and whenever I have some time to 

do it, which is not very, I mean it's very hard. 

JM: You take your space with you? 

CN: That's right. For me the key element is allowing the time. 
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]M: Are there any other components of space which seem meaningful 

to you as you recall you·r use of this approach as a writer, an interpreter? 

CN: I think space is a central choreographic element that is often ignored 

in American writing about dance. People are so interested in bodily 

technique and the virtuosity of the individual dancer. To me, space is just 

a central element. Again, that comes in part out of the orientation of our 

company's work; we are very spatially oriented. So as an observer of 

dance I am very aware-it's something I always look at: How is space 

being used? And it's defmitely something I wrote about at length in the 

book, in different ways. Now, contact improvisation is interesting 

because it is not quite so choreographically oriented, and so the spatial 

components of it are very much within the kinesphere of the duo, 

rather than in patterns on a stage or within the environment. Often it 

doesn't matter where they dance. But I just think of space as a central 

feature that I try to observe and something that I feel has very potent 

meanings. I feel people observe space all the time and draw conclusions 

from it, often unconsciously. 

JM: What, if any, are your experiences of time when you were or are 

observing a dance? 

CN: Well, when I look at a dance and I get really involved in it, it's a little 

similar to the experience of doing a dance, although it's not quite as 

focused, you know, your mind can wander. But there's that absorption 

and that sense of a kind of suspension of time because of the 

concentration in what's happening. 
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JM: What about when you're writing about a dance. What are your 

experiences, or thoughts, about time? How do you perceive your sense 

of time? 

CN: I have a hard time sitting still. I get fatigued. I know this isn't quite what 

you were getting at, but-here's where I really do see dancing and writing 

as different. The thing I like least about writing is that I have to sit still in 

a chair to do it. I don't like that and I find it physically uncomfortable so 

I don't have transcendent experiences of myself physically when I write. 

I may get very excited about what I'm writing about and I may be using 

my kinesthetic memory and imagination but, you know, I have to sit in 

this chair. So, sometimes time suspends itself when I write, as I 

concentrate. You get on a roll or you start to get into what you're saying 

and you just go with it and it's very lovely. But basically I do not find the 

act of writing as pleasurable as the daily rehearsals. Now sometimes 

they're tedious, too, and sometimes you just don't feel like dancing, you 

feel really stuck in your patterns, you feel stiff ... but I've done it for so 

long that it just has a certain wonderful steadiness to it and I feel I can go 

on with it. Writing--l've never had the luxury of writing steadily. I've 

always worked and taught. I can't dance and teach full-time and write 

simultaneously. So the writing has had to come in fits and starts. If I ever 

won the lottery ... 

CN/JM: (Laughter) 

CN: I might sit and write every day. I think the writing might take on another 
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kind of pattern, maybe, I don't know. Maybe I would still write the way I 

do-in fits and starts. 

JM: What's your experience of time when you're editing your writing? 

CN: Of course it depends on the piece and how well it has gone and how 

much is there when you finish the draft. But I'm not sure what else to 

say about that. 

JM: What are your experiences of time when you're finished with your text? 

CN: I just don't know what to say. I guess, like space, my experience of 

time is quite variable, it changes from day to day and hour to hour. And 

so writing is just a part of my life. It's so hard to make generalizations 

about that one thing. 

JM: Are there any aspects of time which seem meaningful to you as you 

recall your use of this approach? 

CN: I'm still not sure what you're really trying to think about in talking about 

time in this way. 

JM: As a writer, interpreter ... 

CN: I see a certain trajectory to the process but I'm not sure that that has to 

do with time. I feel like you go through different stages in working with 

the material. At the beginning, you have certain ideas about what you're 

doing and then when you get immersed in the material, those ideas guide 

you into it. They also change. Things that you thought you might be 

doing don't fit at all and you toss them out. And in field work, my 

experience is that you go through a period where you are quite 

overwhelmed by detail and the complexity of what you're looking at. It 
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starts to seem impossible to write about it without being just totally 

reductive and misrepresenting everything. And then when you sit down 

with your material and you start to sift through it, it seems to me, there's 

a kind of re-clarification. I also probably have a little memory lapse. 

CN/JM: (laughter). 

CN: All of that overwhelming detail fades a bit and you're more willing 

to reduce it. I certainly see analysis as a process that takes place over 

time and I think that writing is also a long process. Sometimes the initial 

writing can be very quick but then to take the time to let it sit and go 

back and edit it, I think, is something that is very valuable. Had I had it to 

do over again I would do more editing on my book. I feel I am writing in 

a more spare and concise style now than I did then. I'm getting very, 

very interested in prose style and less and less interested in convoluted 

theorizing, even as my field becomes more and more so. [Laughter]. I 

could be writing myself out of any influence whatsoever. 

JM: Moving on to relations, how would you describe your experiences, 

thoughts and impressions of the following relations when you were in 

the process of writing your text: Your publisher? 

CN: And who are the others, just so I know. 

JM: Those of significance to the work, your supporting institution, your 

readers. 

CN: Well, my publisher for the most part was really just terrific. I had a 

wonderful editor, Elizabeth Steinberg, who hadn't known anything 

about dance but was ignited by my work. So she was great. She gave me 
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some very helpful suggestions about writing and then my copy editor 

was very good also. My editor, Jim Clifford, as I told you, urged me to 

broaden the book to say more about its significance in American culture 

and gave me a lot of support in doing that. He also encouraged me to 

include more of my own thoughts--this question of self-reflexiveness-

although I didn't do as much as I think he might have liked. It was a 

deliberate choice of mine because I felt like I was writing about people 

who were very much my cohorts and contemporaries and that it would 

be actually quite peculiar to focus too much on myself in this context. I 

think there would be other contexts where I would feel differently about 

that. 

JM: Was there any controversy about what you were writing? 

CN: No. And it was amazing. This was a department in which everybody 

was fighting with everybody else, but I just had a lot of good support. 

There was nobody who was a real expert on dance and I think in a way 

that was valuable because nobody had any agendas of their own that they 

thought I should be putting forward. So then their service to me was to 

ask very smart questions. As to the influence of my readers--of course 

that's the trickiest part because you don't know who your readers are 

going to be-and when you write about dance you're always caught in the 

terrible bind that those people who know a great deal about dance often 

don't know about anthropology and those who know about 

anthropology know nothing about dance or art in general and often don't 
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care. And so you have to make a decision about the readership you want 

to appeal to because you really don't know who they're going to be. 

]M: Do you have any grip on that, at all? 

CN: Yes. The field of anthropology is much larger than that of dance studies. 

It takes much longer, I think, for word to get around, for people to 

know something about a book. The University of Wisconsin Press is 

small, and they were unable to do a very good job of publicizing the 

book. So I'm disappointed because I feel if some people in 

anthropology had access to it they would make use of it. But, you know, 

we can still work on it. Because the dance community is so much 

smaller and the people who teach dance are always on the lookout for 

literature, there have been many, many dancers who have bought the 

book. In general, the [University of Wisconsin] Press is thrilled with the 

way it has sold. It's gone through a second printing, which tickles them 

no end because very often they do a book and sell800 copies and that's 

it. 

JM: Did any of the above relations influence your work more than others and 

if so, in what ways? 

CN: I think my sense of who I was writing for, what I wanted to say and talk 

about, was probably of central importance. My teachers influenced my 

dissertation. Then the editors influenced how I rewrote it, but the core 

of the book really came from how I wanted to talk about contact 

improvisation. 

JM: Do you think society in general or your community, such as where you 
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teach, has inhibited or promoted your use of this approach in any way? 

CN: I feel that my little subcultures--the dance world at Wesleyan University, 

my company, my friends in dance, other artists--have been very 

supportive. I feel that American culture in general is not hospitable to 

artists, not hospitable to dancers. I feel that the field of anthropology is 

not that hospitable to art. So, you know, what I'm doing is marginal. I'm 

thrilled that I have colleagues and I know that there are people fighting 

the good fight all over the country and I have an affinity with them, but 

we're in a tremendous minority. 

JM: Do you have any additional comments that would be helpful in 

understanding the meaningfulness to you of your selected approach? 

CN: I think there's a tendency in American culture to focus on the 

psychological as a singular explanation of events. I think psychology, 

popular psychology has a tremendous hold on how many people think 

about the world. While I believe psychology has great insights, I think it 

also has limitations in what one can understand through it. I believe in 

the importance of talking about culture, talking about social 

relationships, talking about politics and institutions and history. 

Particularly in the present moment I fmd so many students, for instance, 

have a poor sense of history, and a limited sense of how individuals are 

related to the institutional bases, the social circumstances in which they 

function. 

At the Dance History Scholars/CORD conference this weekend I 

observed a lot of projection of people's individual experiences onto 
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social theory. That is, people as dancers, because they experience 

deeply and feel movement coming from inside of them, believe, as one 

person put it this weekend, that their dance "Came from some ancient 

place." Feeling an archetypal origin of their movement, they want to 

then take that sense and say that, in fact, this is true of dance all over the 

world --that there are mysterious biological origins of dancing that 

manifest themselves in different dance forms. The question was posed 

yesterday by a woman who said, "I feel these origins and yet I'm wary of 

falling into racial theories." And I think that people should be wary of 

that, actually. You have to recognize that some theory, that even a great 

theory, is only appropriate in certain circumstances. So the ideology 

that one has as a dancer and a person can be marvelous for the purposes 

of creation and performance. As a performer, when I go out there on a 

stage, I believe what I am doing is the most important thing in the world. 

That's how I perform well; everything goes into it. But if I believe that as 

an anthropologist, I'm therefore going to believe that my dance is more 

important than anybody else's dance. So in the context of being an 

observer and a writer, I have to shift and have another way of looking at 

dance. Concepts of culture and history become very illuminating. I 

think that dancers often-because of their marginality and because so 

many other people don't acknowledge the intelligence of the body-

dancers sometimes fetishize knowledge of the body. They take that 

very valid and poetic, deeply felt experience that I think all of us have as 

dancers, and want to assert its truth in every circumstance--even in 
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circumstances to which it really doesn't make sense and doesn't apply. 

To me, the point of view of anthropology that says there are different 

experiences of the world, depending on where one is and what has 

happened to one--what the specific situation is--that I find much more 

valuable, much more revealing of what's going on in the world. It offers 

a way out of a very narrow, egotistical focus, or an ethnocentric focus, 

where one believes that one's personal experience dictates everything. 

It's not that I don't value personal experience. Obviously I do. It's that I 

think human beings are marked by differences as well as commonalities 

and we have a great capacity to understand more than one thing at a 

time. We have to cultivate our abilities to do that--it will make us more 

intellectually interesting and also make us more politically involved and 

responsible, more capable of grappling with the enormous problems 

we have in our world. So I do see a very strong political basis for all of 

this. 

JM: Thank you very much. 
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