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Dedicated to those who want to know what it was like

For the artist life is always a discipline, and no discipline can be without pain. That is even so of dancing … to learn to dance is the most austere of disciplines.

—HAVELOCK ELLIS
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NOTE: It was the intention of both author and publisher to illustrate, with authentic contemporary pictures, every one of the Denishawn dances described in this book. Unfortunately, this proved to be an impossible aim. In some cases, existing photographs were unavailable; in others, no pictures were found and perhaps none were ever made. Every photograph used here is fifty years old or more. Many have never been previously published.

The few discrepancies between some written descriptions of the dances and their pertinent pictures arise from the Denishawn proclivity for change and improvement, often from one performance to the next. Furthermore, the texts describe the dances as they were performed or seen by the author, whereas a number of the photographs are posed studio shots, details of which may have been influenced by the requirements of publicity or by the photographer’s judgment.

In the following list, all pictures are credited to the source and, where the name is known, to the photographer as well. The dates, where given, are those of the photographs, not of the dances.
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The Drama of Denishawn Dance


Introduction

As one of the very few surviving Denishawn Dancers of the 1925–1928 period, I can best explain why I determined to write this book by repeating an old fable:

Three blind men were taken to “see” an elephant for the first time. One man stood near the animal’s trunk, touching it with his sensitive fingertips. “Why,” he exclaimed, “the elephant is very much like a snake!” The second man ran his hands over the rough surface of the elephant’s enormous side. “No, it’s not,” he protested. “An elephant is as high and flat and broad as the wall of a barn.” The third man wrapped his arms around one leg of the beast. “You’re both wrong!” he cried. “It’s perfectly obvious that an elephant is built straight up and down like a post!”

In recent years, many “blind men” have deduced the Denishawn whole from a Denishawn fragment. Writers who are too young ever to have seen Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn in their prime (if at all) nevertheless sometimes refer to their work with great authority; whereas the sources upon which they base their opinions are perforce limited to a book here, a newspaper clipping there, a reel of ancient film, or an honest but inevitably restricted and distorted revival of Denishawn dances. From a historical perspective, I think it is unfortunate that future generations of students, dancers, and researchers could be led astray by conclusions which do not add up to the whole, the real “elephant.”

Consider, together with my corrections, the following misleading statements made in the 1970’s:

“Music visualization (which was St. Denis’s term for creative choreography) …” (Clive Barnes, The New York Times, December 19, 1976). Music visualization was a choreographic system devised by Ruth St. Denis, often with considerable help from Doris Humphrey, intended not to interpret music, as Isadora Duncan and others did, but, to quote Walter Terry, “to give physical substance to sounds” (Times, October 30, 1976). This system was used only for specific dances of a nonethnic character, and not by any means for all of them. Denishawn choreography extended from every Oriental tradition to the Spanish, the American Indian, the square dance, and the Strauss waltz. None of the techniques used to realize these varied dances relied on music visualization, yet all were definitely “creative choreography.”

“In general, Denishawn demanded a flowing presentation, often in diaphanous costumes with scarves and veils…. It eschewed the bluntness of sharp percussive movement in favor of a sinuous line” (Don McDonagh, Times, January 10, 1977). In general, Denishawn presented so many different types of dancing that only one who had not seen the full repertoire could thus generalize. “Sharp percussive movement” in direct opposition to a “sinuous line” was an intrinsic element of many solos and ballets such as The Cosmic Dance of Siva, Gnossienne, the Egyptian Ballet, the Singhalese Devil Dance, The Crapshooter, the Japanese Spear Dance, the Burmese Yein Pwe, the Invocation to the Thunderbird, the Hopi Eagle Dance, and others, as described in later pages. And nary a scarf, veil, nor diaphanous costume among ’em!

“… The pretty and pious dancing of the then-prevailing Denishawn school” (Elizabeth Kendall, Times, December 7, 1975). The above are just a few examples of the many Denishawn works that were anything but “pretty and pious.”

“It’s tempting to think that what made Denishawn dancing a popular attraction in its time is making it popular now — the placid sweet dreams of ‘pure art,’ the wispy dilettantism” (Arlene Croce, The New Yorker, December 6, 1976). Here, perhaps, are today’s most widespread misconceptions of what Denishawn was about. Denishawn programs became so popular because they gave people total theatrical experiences that exposed them to hitherto unfamiliar cultures. Whatever dreams of “pure art” St. Denis and Shawn may have cherished, they could seldom afford to realize them onstage because, in order to earn a living, they had to expose their works to the slings and arrows of the marketplace, to the judgment of audiences unfamiliar with their aims and with their technique for achieving those aims. Throughout the life of Denishawn, their choreography was tested in the crucible of box offices from Pantages two-a-day vaudeville houses to New York’s Lewisohn Stadium, and in all parts of the world from Bangor, Maine, to Bombay, India.

I believe any fair-minded person would agree that no “placid sweet dreams” of art, pure or impure, could have enabled RSD and TS to break the record for sold-out concerts at Carnegie Hall in 1927 — the first time any nonsymphonic artists had ever played there to capacity audiences for four consecutive programs. Nor could Denishawn “wispy dilettantism” have produced hundreds of dances, attracted enthusiastic audiences in small towns as well as in world capitals, maintained a paid working company through the long artistic and financial infancy of American dance, and founded the many schools from which came most of the performers and teachers of the next generation of our nation’s serious dance.

At risk of stressing the obvious, it must be repeated that this record of accomplishment was realized without dance precedent and without private or governmental funding. Yet, as Walter Terry wrote in his biography Miss Ruth,* Denishawn programs of the 1926–1927 tour “dazzled a nation with the most elaborate costumes, settings and productions that America, very probably, had ever seen.”

Before Denishawn could dazzle a nation, however, RSD and TS had to devise a dance technique for themselves and their company, then rehearse that company in strange ethnic movements, in varied Americana, in the new music visualization. Alone or together, they choreographed more than three hundred works, including at least sixteen major ballets, and performed in many of them. They studied indigenous dance wherever they traveled, published a magazine, wrote books and articles and publicity releases. They helped design sets and costumes, created original lighting for special effects, and, of course, selected music for their new numbers, often commissioning composers to write to a choreographic outline. Last but not least, they passed their technique on to teachers and prepared curricula for their schools.

It goes without saying that they had skilled creative help in achieving all this, most particularly Louis Horst for music, Pearl Wheeler for costumes, B. St. Denis for lighting, and June Hamilton Rhodes for management. RSD and TS had the genius and good fortune to keep that help by their side for many fruitful years. And they had the stubborn persistence to maintain so many schools that in the 1930’s and 1940’s there was a popular dance saying: “Scratch a dancer and you find Denishawn.”

And when one does find Denishawn, one discovers more than two glamorous, original stars — more than a dance company, a pedagogic theory, or a new technique of movement. One discovers the institution that made possible the works to be described.
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Miss Ruth, devout believer in the good, the true, and the beautiful.



Born Ruth Dennis in Newark, New Jersey, about 1878, Miss Ruth acquired her famous surname through two accidents. While she was touring as a young actress in David Belasco’s Madame Du Barry, the great producer-playwright nicknamed her “Saint Dennis” because of her straitlaced personality. Some years later, when her mother was tagging theatrical luggage for one of her daughter’s earliest engagements as a dancer, she suddenly voiced objection to the professional name “Radha” which RSD had adopted after her sensational East Indian solo. Protesting that she was American, Mrs. Dennis recalled Belasco’s nickname for Ruthie, and casually wrote “St. Denis” on the tags. It is not known how or when RSD acquired the affectionate name by which the dance world came to know her, but she was still a young woman when pupils began calling her “Miss Ruth.”
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Papa: choreographer, teacher, and power behind the Denishawn throne.



Edwin Myers Shawn was born in Kansas City, Missouri, in 1892. He was early nicknamed Ted, and he clearly remembered that, when he was only twenty-five years old, a fifteen-year-old pupil named Mary Hay first called him “Papa.” (This was the same small, wide-eyed, snub-nosed Mary Hay who soon thereafter appeared in a couple of D. W. Griffith films, then in Broadway musicals, and was briefly married to the popular screen star Richard Barthelmess.)

The St. Denis and Shawn names were professionally wedded not long after their personal marriage when, during the first vaudeville-concert tour they made together in 1914–1915, an enterprising theatre manager decided he could increase box-office receipts by offering a prize for the best new name for their ballroom dance, the St. Denis Mazurka. Hundreds of entries were submitted, from which RSD, TS, and the manager unanimously chose the Denishawn Rose Mazurka. With the announcement of the winner on February 6, 1915, at the Heilig Theatre in Portland, Oregon, Denishawn was born.

The parents of this infant lost no time in changing the name of the Ruth St. Denis School of Dancing and its Related Arts to the Denishawn School. There in Los Angeles they began developing the movements, the techniques, and the innovations that were to mark the Denishawn style. Impossible as it may now seem, until the many nationwide tours made by RSD and TS, the majority of the American people knew dance only as they had seen it in vaudeville’s acrobatic or “living statue” turns, in musical comedy’s tap, soft-shoe, buck-and-wing, or high-kick routines, in rare imitations of European classic ballet.

Agreeing on the objectives of their school, RSD and TS complemented each other in the means by which these objectives were to be reached. They called Denishawn “this school of free individual dancing.” The New York Times critic Don McDonagh has written that “Denishawn was the first systematic and sustained attempt to provide in Western theatre dance a substantial alternative to ballet. It was also the first to find a means of passing the discipline to others.” Ironically, however, in creating an alternative discipline to ballet, the fundamentals of Denishawn were based upon — ballet!

TS believed that ballet technique was an essential part of every dancer’s training. It was principally his responsibility to adapt this technique to Denishawn’s freer aims, adding to the curricula studies in the dances of other countries, of our own country; studies in Dalcroze eurhythmics, in Delsarte laws of emotional expression. RSD’s interests lay in emphasizing the dance techniques of the East, the history and philosophy of dance, and her music visualization method. Teachers who specialized in these and other disciplines joined the staff, including Ronny Johansson of Sweden and Margharita Wallmann of Germany, both of whom gave lessons to advanced classes. (TS himself studied in the Mary Wigman School while he was appearing in Germany.)

In my experience, pupils in the New York school took beginning classes with young teachers like Paul Mathis and Hazel Krans. Then much of dance culture was filtered down to them through Ted Shawn and Doris Humphrey. But in those days, even advanced students and members of the company had little contact with Miss Ruth as a teacher. She felt that creative artists did not make good teachers, but she happily boasted that “I can inspire like hell!” (New York Times, July 22, 1968). And inspire she certainly did on those occasions when, dressed in her flowing chiffon gown, her face impeccably made up, her white hair gleaming like an aureole, she talked to a class. Here are a few notes of some of her rare lectures, made in 1922 when I was a fourteen-year-old pupil:

Dance is the only art with no supporting art. And thus no means of communicating ideas. There is no means of dance writing.

A pupil should write down all ideas of technique, of creating, of new gestures, new countries to dance, of dance and health, dance and social poise, dance and business, and dance and art.

One should think of dance as art although one may have to do it as business.

A talented girl is the result of a mother who has been repressed and into whom goes all that mother’s ambition and culture.

Most of our tears are due to self-pity. The antidote for self-pity is gratitude.

Think about the power of an idea.

We create our own environment.

The artists of today are the priests of tomorrow.

Rhythm is order. Proportion is power. Beauty is joy.

We dancers reveal your inner selves. We are your dreams made real.

There should be mass consciousness organized for creation.

Miss Ruth then gave us some quotations from Delsarte which represented her dance philosophy:

Art is divine in its principles, its essence, its action and its end. The essential principles of Art are the Good, the True and the Beautiful. Their end is a tendency incessantly directed towards the realization of these things.

The Good, the True and the Beautiful can be found only in God. Art is divine in the sense that it emanates from His divine perfections, in the sense that it constitutes for us the idea of those perfections, and above all, in the sense that it tends to realize in us, about us and beyond us this triple perfection that it draws from God.

Art in itself is not what you should love in Art. Art should be only a means.

The powers of Art are the wings of the soul.

The beauty of the means can thus be made to forget its own aim and plunge into a sensuous and sad idolatry.

Art is the telescope of a supernatural world.

In Art, one must love something beside Art if one would love Art.

At another lesson-lecture, Miss Ruth gave us her “Classification of Dancers,” as follows:

1.  Interpretive: one who interprets a composed idea.

2.  Lyric: Greek, flowing lines, etc.

3.  Dramatic: tells a story.

4.  Geometric: Egyptian: form with no particular meaning.

5.  National.

6.  Music Visualization.

7.  Plastique.

8.  Religious: (a) metaphysical (b) ritualistic (c) spontaneous

As distinct from inspirational ideas, it was Ted Shawn and Doris Humphrey who imparted to the more advanced pupils the joy and discipline of pure movement. Young dancers have told me they have the impression that Denishawn technique was easy, that Denishawn pupils and company neither studied nor rehearsed very hard. This is another popular misconception based on ignorance. Although there were pleasure and freedom in the work, the discipline was demanding.
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Jane Sherman (1924) as pupil, in home-made costume, demonstrating pose from classroom dance Tunisienne.



Class always began with stretching and exercises at the barre, the pupils in black one-piece wool bathing suits, their feet bare. Either Louis Horst or Pauline Lawrence would be at the piano. Often a teacher like the tall, vital Katharine Edson would introduce swift battement variations of her own, freer and more energetic than those in the classic tradition. After a half-hour of barre work, we moved to open-floor ballet exercises. These invariably concluded with something called “Arms and Body” which TS seemed particularly to enjoy leading. Done to the “Waltz” from The Sleeping Beauty by Tschaikovsky, it started with a loose swinging of arms as we stood with feet flat on the floor, spaced twenty inches apart. Up, down, around, and overhead this swinging grew stronger until the whole upper torso became involved in great bends and swoops and circlings. Impelled by momentum, we then moved with wide, loose steps to cover the classroom space.

Time out for a breather before we went to the upper left hand corner of the studio. One by one we progressed through solo tours jetés, leaps, ciseaux, spins, and combinations thereof to the lower right hand corner. As we next lined up across the floor, the teacher demonstrated a brief figuration of steps for us to try. Watching ourselves in the wall-sized mirror, we perfected our pas de chat, our pas de bourrée, our arabesques, renversés, and attitudes. At the end of each class, we were taught another section of a dance we had started to learn — be it Spanish, Tunisian, Gypsy, or Greek statue. (These classroom dances did not usually end up on a professional Denishawn program, although a few did — see Serenata Morisca, Maria-Mari, Gnossienne, and Invocation to the Thunderbird.)

In my student days at Denishawn, New York pupils learned ethnic techniques principally by learning simple classroom dances. Only if one became a member of the company were these perfected in greater detail during the rehearsal of the various ethnic dances for performance.

For their choreography, Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn composed a credo which said in part: “The art of the dance is too big to be encompassed by any one system…. We endeavor to recognize and use all contributions of the past to the dance and will continue to include all new contributions in the future.” Despite the faithful demonstration of this theory in practice, another persistent misconception about Denishawn is that their works placed scant emphasis on dancing.

A reviewer of today can grant that “they were a chief force in establishing dancing as an independent art form (independent, that is, of sponsoring art forms such as opera or musical comedy)” yet could add that “the Denishawners didn’t have our appreciation of what dancing alone could do” (Arlene Croce, loc. cit.). Perhaps their appreciation was not “ours,” whatever that may mean. But as late as 1924 audiences and reviewers still frequently found Denishawn dancing to be abstract and puzzling, despite its colorful theatricality. And none other than Ted Shawn, that most theatrical of choreographers, said, “If you can’t make a dance in the studio that stands independently of costume, that dance has not earned a costume.” Furthermore, in many a Denishawn number costume was reduced to such a minimum that dance simply had to be the thing.

“Pure dance” was additionally supported in St. Denis’s concept of Music Visualization, devised to relate the mechanical structure of music to values of movement, without telling a dramatic story or displaying technique for its own sake. She even went so far as to assign dancers to specific orchestral instruments: they moved only when “their” instruments were playing. John Martin, in his Introduction to the Dance, writes that Miss Ruth “is entirely justified when she claims that its practice [i.e., Music Visualization] marked the first step toward the characteristic concert dance of today.” Between April 1925, when RSD and TS invited me to join the Denishawn Dancers, and August, when we sailed for the Orient tour, I had a crash course in the methods they used to train new members of their company. As with advanced teaching, most rehearsals were led by Ted Shawn and Doris Humphrey, with veterans like Charles Weidman, Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, and Pauline Lawrence patiently helping the rookies. In those four brief months, we learned fifteen trio or group numbers and eight ballets. Only years of strict and varied classroom technique made such quick study possible. (While in the Far East, the untiring pair choreographed and rehearsed six new solos, three trios, and five ballets for the group and themselves to perform during the upcoming United States tour.)

In one established dance after another, we were taught our parts in a sink-or-swim fashion. Papa was more explicit in his instructions than Miss Ruth, but neither explained the subtleties of mood or message of the different numbers. Each neophyte simply learned the music and copied experienced company members to become step-perfect. Not until then were performances corrected and improved by the two stars, although specific details of characterization received little attention before costume, wig, and makeup were donned for the first dress rehearsal. Yet it was this rather haphazard system that transformed even the rawest novice into the more or less skilled actress or actor each Denishawn dancer had to be.

Do dance historians truly realize how varied were the kinds of dancing and dance-acting that professional Denishawners were called upon to perform? Consider the following program, which indicates the scope and diversity of one of the four typical Denishawn concerts, all completely different, that were done in the Far East:

Music Visualization

Second Arabesque

Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, and Jane Sherman in a “Grecian” trio

Adagio Pathétique

A “sculpture plastique” of Adonis by Ted Shawn

The Hoop Dance

Doris Humphrey with a large hoop

Album Leaf and Prelude

A modern duo for Charles Weidman and Ernestine Day to Scriabin music

De Lachau Waltz

Humphrey and four girls being light and pretty with scarves

Brahms Waltz and Liebestraum

Famous Ruth St. Denis solos

Voices of Spring

Doris Humphrey with Charles Weidman, Ernestine Day, Geordie Graham, Ann Douglas, Edith James, Jane Sherman, and George Steares: an interpretation in movement of Botticelli’s La Primavera

INTERMISSION

Cuadro Flamenco

RSD, TS, DH, CW, and company in a full-length Spanish ballet featuring solos by RSD and TS and various group dances

INTERMISSION

Japanese Flower Arrangement

Ruth St. Denis as a geisha

Garland Plastique

Five girls and one long garland of flowers

American Sketches

Invocation to the Thunderbird

Ted Shawn as an American Indian

Pasquinade

Humphrey as a Creole belle

The Crapshooter

Weidman as a small-town “sport”

Around the Hall in Texas

TS with Ann Douglas: cowboy and dance-hall hostess

Gringo Tango

TS with Ernestine Day: a cowboy version of a tango

The Legend of Pelée

RSD as an active volcano in an enormous scarf

Boston Fancy: 1854

TS with Humphrey, Weidman with Pauline Lawrence, Steares with Graham, B. St. Denis with Sherman in a stylized square dance

INTERMISSION

Egyptian Ballet

Tillers of the Soil

RSD and TS as two working peasants

Thoth and Horus

Weidman and Steares in a duo of gods

Dance of the Tamboura

Ensemble of girls

Dance of the Rebirth

RSD and TS, with finale of ensemble

No other American dance company of the time mounted programs that required soloists and group alike to demonstrate so many different techniques. Although we seldom rehearsed old numbers once they were in performance, we did work to improve our dancing in them. RSD, TS, and DH often watched from the wings in order to be able to criticize or compliment our efforts.

Before leaving the area of choreography, there is one detail that might be of interest. No matter how complicated or unfamiliar the musical beat, no Denishawn dancer ever counted — in classroom, rehearsal, or on stage. We danced to the music, our rhythm and our training enabling us to move together when we should.

Years later, I was fascinated to read what Doris Humphrey wrote in The Art of Making Dances: “Don’t try to count it [the music] — listen to the fundamental pulse, the sound of phrase endings and beginnings, the over-all ‘feel’ … because the body can be taught to memorize through the muscles. Once a movement sequence is set, it will be remembered in exactly the same timing at each repetition by even a large group of people. This achieves the same effect and is often better than if the dancers had been put through the excruciating and days-long process of memorizing mathematics and movement.”

It would be interesting to know if Doris learned this from Denishawn, or if Denishawn learned it from the budding choreographer in their midst.

Denishawn choreography followed the sequence of idea, movement, movement in terms of music, then costumes, set, and lighting. RSD’s and TS’s creative use of music was owing to an immeasurable degree to one of their most fortuitous acts. In October 1915 they embarked upon a concert-vaudeville tour of mostly one-night stands that was to last until the middle of May 1916, making a circuit of the country from Los Angeles to the East Coast and back. One member of the company (which included Ada Forman, who later became well known in her own right, and Sadee Vanderhoff, who later married the famous jazz orchestra leader Paul Whiteman) was a dancer named Betty Horst. Discovering that they needed a fill-in accompanist for a few weeks, RSD and TS hired Betty’s husband, asking him to join them in San Francisco. Louis Horst, pianist and composer, was then thirty-one years old. For the next ten years he stayed with Denishawn as concert pianist, orchestra conductor, composer-arranger-adapter, and musical director of the Denishawn schools (later to become musical director for Martha Graham for close to forty years, until his death in 1964).

By the end of 1918, Horst had not only accompanied for classes, rehearsals, and every performance of other lengthy tours, but he had also written the first of his several compositions for Denishawn: Dance of the Royal Ballet of Siam, choreographed by RSD for herself with an ensemble. He was soon responsible for a distinct improvement in the quality of music that RSD, TS, and DH selected for their new works. In place of Nevin, Victor Herbert, Delibes, and Gounod, the names of Bach, Schumann, Debussy, Grieg, Granados, Ravel, Brahms, Rachmaninoff, Beethoven, Satie, Scarlatti, and Scriabin began to appear even on programs designed for vaudeville audiences. In those days — before regional symphony orchestras and far-flung tours by concert artists, before radio, long-playing records, stereo, television, and tapes — thousands of Americans outside the big cities had little other opportunity to hear the works of the more avant-garde of these composers.

Furthermore, Miss Ruth and Papa had many friends among American composers, while Louis brought their attention to others. Among those who provided compositions for the varied musical needs of Denishawn choreography were Edward MacDowell, R. S. Stoughton, Charles Wakefield Cadman, Dent Mowry, Nathaniel Dett, Eastwood Lane, Charles Tomlinson Griffes, Homer Grunn, Lily Strickland Anderson, Bainbridge Crist, Mana-Zucca, and Carrie Jacobs Bond.
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The Denishawn Company, 1923–1924, featuring (center panel) Louis Horst, musical director; Doris Humphrey, leading dancer; Pearl Wheeler, costume designer; Pauline Lawrence, accompanist and occasional dancer.



I remember Louis as a quiet, stout, grey-haired, poker-faced man who sat at the piano for hours tirelessly playing and replaying the music for our Orient tour numbers, for our advanced classes, and even for the weekly informal square dances Ted Shawn held for guests and pupils in the Carnegie Hall studio on hot summer nights. Horst often encouraged young dancers, and he was a considerable influence upon Pauline Lawrence, who, at age seventeen and right out of high school, had come to Denishawn as a rehearsal pianist. (In 1919, Pauline was one of three pianists who accompanied the Ruth St. Denis Concert Dancers, of which Doris Humphrey was a member, on a long tour of the United States. In 1921, she was the pit pianist for the original Xochitl company featuring Martha Graham and Charles Weidman. On later Denishawn tours, she doubled as rehearsal pianist and dancer. During layoffs, she played for classes. This gifted young woman left Denishawn with Humphrey and Weidman to become their musical director, costume designer, and manager — positions she later continued to fill for her husband, José Limón.)

Louis Horst was so valuable to Denishawn that Ruth St. Denis came to recognize his departure in 1925 as marking the start of its dissolution. And it has been said that, with John Martin and Lincoln Kirstein, he influenced and helped American dancing more than any other nondancer of his day.

When Horst elected not to go on the Far East tour, Clifford Vaughan, a more than competent pianist and composer, took his place. He had the difficult task of accompanying four different programs as well as attending the indigenous dance events arranged for the Denishawn company in the many countries we visited, where he took voluminous music notes. Before the tour ended, he had composed and rehearsed two full-length ballets (the Burmese and the Chinese) and two dances (A Javanese Court Dancer for Miss Ruth, and The Singhalese Devil Dance for Papa, Charles Weidman, and George Steares). In total, he wrote the often complicated scores for all but two of the eleven Far Eastern numbers that made up most of the new 1926–1927 program.

Costumes were the fourth element in Denishawn choreography, either as an essential adjunct or as the actual stimulus or reason for a dance. Here, as with Louis Horst, RSD and TS were blessed with another creative relationship. Pearl Wheeler started her Denishawn career as a dancer, but she was handicapped in realizing her deepest ambition by her physical build and by the fact that she had begun studying too late in life. Frustrated, she developed an innate genius for costume designing that made her indispensable to Denishawn in its most vital period. For more than fifteen years she translated the ideas of St. Denis and Shawn into reality, frequently contributing her own invaluable thoughts not only to the choice of material and style but even to the choreography of those of Miss Ruth’s solos which depended upon line, fabric, and color for their maximum effectiveness.

Pearl Wheeler could easily have been a world-famous theatrical costume designer had she not been as involved in dance as was RSD herself. She was part of every Denishawn tour from 1918 on and, through the close association of work, travel, and mutual interests, she became Miss Ruth’s confidante, the guardian dragon of her dressing room door. Together, on trains and in hotel rooms, they planned the costuming of the numbers to be performed the following season. With the summer layoff, Pearl would go immediately to work designing, cutting, and fitting, making many of the costumes herself and supervising the completion of the rest at the school in New York. Denishawn’s reputation for brilliant, authentic costumes from the first Daniel Mayer tour in 1922 through the Ziegfeld Follies tour of 1927–1928 was owing to the talent and labors of Pearl Wheeler. In the Far East, she also was responsible for the purchase of the materials, garments, wigs, jewelry, and other accessories needed for the Oriental numbers that received acclaim for their beauty in the 1926–1927 American tour.

By the time I joined the company, Pearl was a grey-haired, overweight, embittered lady, her face slightly disfigured as the result of an automobile accident that had occurred while she was carrying out an errand for Miss Ruth some years earlier. On tour, she was a demanding wardrobe mistress responsible for the condition of the many costumes worn in many numbers by fifteen dancers — in all kinds of climates and under all kinds of theatre and travel conditions. She saw to it that we laundered our leotards nightly, made mends before small rips became large tears, ironed our silks, satins, tarlatans, and chiffons for every program, and kept our wigs dressed and gleaming. Her devotion to this surveillance, combined with her forbidding personality, did not make her exactly popular, although we respected her loyalty to Miss Ruth and recognized her inestimable contribution to Denishawn.

In an interview published in Dance Scope for spring/summer 1977, Pearl Wheeler was referred to as “Miss Ruth’s devoted maid and seamstress.” But Pearl was never a mere maid and seamstress. She was RSD’s friend and honored co-worker, and it is safe to say that Denishawn would never have been the same without her.

It may seem a minor matter, but Denishawn works could not have achieved their renowned theatrical quality without close attention to makeup. This was Miss Ruth’s special province. As new members joined the company for the first time, we were treated to a fascinating demonstration where the great lady of dance, wearing bathrobe and slippers, sat down before a mirror and a dressing table covered with mysterious pots, pans, and powder puffs and showed us how she wanted us to look.

Her white hair was drawn back from her forehead in what we called a wig cap (made from the cut-off top of a lisle stocking, it was not a full cap but a protective band to which wigs were fastened by hairpins). She lavishly smeared cold cream over face and throat, then thoroughly removed it with a small towel. She smoothed a layer of pale greasepaint from brow to breastbone; liberally patted matching powder over the same surface; brushed eyebrows and accented them in black; neatly lined upper eyelids also in black, then covered the space from lashes almost to eyebrows with blue shading, and mascaraed the lashes heavily. Finally, the inevitable cupid’s bow of the mouth was painted scarlet with the tip of a skillful pinkie. In an astonishingly few minutes, Miss Ruth changed before our eyes from ordinary mortal to stage goddess. (As the need arose for specific dances, we were taught how to give eyes a Chinese or Japanese slant, complexions an East Indian tan, cheeks a rosy Spanish glow.)

Each dancer had a black tin two-tiered makeup box that was carried on tour in a special makeup crate. The brands of cosmetics traditionally used were Leichner’s and Stein’s, and our boxes invariably contained the following: two tubes of solid greasepaint, one a flesh tone for music visualization numbers, the other a light brown for ethnic dances; two jars of paste rouge, one pale red for cheeks, the other vivid crimson for lips; a tin of cream eyeshadow in the appropriate shade; two cans of face powder, one flesh, one brown; and a long fat tube of mascara.
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Jane Sherman in the Denishawn chiton for classroom dance Sculpture Plastique, 1924.



The mascara was as solid as black paraffin. We sliced off a chunk into a tiny tin frying pan, which we held over a lighted candle or Sterno stove until the makeup melted. Whereupon we dipped a pointed papier-mâché liner or a wooden matchstick into the goo and carefully applied it to the upper eyelashes before it cooled and hardened. Mascara was never applied to lower lashes. Dipping and adding, dipping and adding (in a process similar to the making of tallow candles centuries ago) we finally achieved lovely, improbably long, thick, black lashes. If we had the time and patience, we continued adding until we made a “bead” at the end of each spiky lash. This gave a decidedly startled expression to the eyes. Sometimes a bead would be knocked off during a dance to mar a porcelain face or stain a costume. And always there was the hazard of fire from all the unprotected little flames flickering at the same time in often primitive dressing rooms — a hazard that luckily never flared.

Hairpins and brilliantine for wigs, rags on which to wrap our own hair into curls (no bobby pins or curlers then), dry rouge and a rabbit’s foot with which to apply it, safety pins, a sewing kit, a vial of perfume, and other odds and ends filled the rest of the box.

Items too large to fit into the makeup box were carried in individual cretonne bags. A big jar of cold cream with a supply of towels (no Kleenex in those days). A roll of surgical cotton to provide invisible pads to be worn under fleshings when one was menstruating (no Kotex or tampons either). A quart jar of Denishawn-invented body paint which we made from white powdered zinc, glycerine, and witch hazel in the proper proportions (male dancers used brown powder instead of white zinc); its mixing was a frequent and onerous task because Denishawn rules demanded body paint on all visible flesh in all extremes of climate.

If genius is indeed the infinite capacity for taking pains, then Denishawn’s painstaking attention to makeup is indicative of genius. None of us ever quite acquired Miss Ruth’s swiftness or skill. But we did learn how to change, with considerable speed, our pale music visualization aspect into the semblances demanded by ethnic dances. Because we knew the picture always had to be perfect whether from crown of red curled Grecian topknot to marble-white toes, or from glossy ebon East Indian wig to golden-belled ankles.

The Denishawn dances described in the following pages are those which I either performed many times or saw performed from my first days at the New York Denishawn school in 1922 to my last appearance as a Denishawn Dancer with the Ziegfeld Follies in 1928. All of them were listed on

1.  the program of the first Stadium concert, 1925; or

2.  the four programs performed during the Far East tour, 1925–1926; or

3.  the four programs presented during the United States tour, 1926–1927; or

4.  the program of the Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928.

The dates of their choreography span the period from Ruth St. Denis’s 1914 solo The Legend of the Peacock and Ted Shawn’s 1915 duo Valse Directoire to her nautch ballet In the Bunnia Bazaar and his Japanese ballet Momiji-Gari, both created in 1926.

My kinesthetic memory has been reinforced by notes, books, music, photographs, diary, letters, souvenir programs, theatre programs, newspaper clippings, and magazine articles in my personal collection. My impressions were further validated by choreographic notes and writings by and about RSD and TS, the handful of available films, the concert revivals of a few of these works, contact with Denishawn personalities wherever they could be reached, and information sent me by dance friends. It was my actual theatre experience, however, that proved to be the most reliable source of material for this book, because comprehensive dance notation in the 1920’s was almost unheard of and whatever other records were kept of Denishawn choreography have been scattered far and wide. Many of RSD’s and TS’s earlier notes, photographs, clippings, and music were destroyed in two different fires, and only tantalizing bits and pieces of some of their more important dances and ballets are described in books written by Miss Ruth and Papa. Notes for some of the simpler works were transcribed for distribution to the Denishawn schools. Notes for the less well-known dances are hard to come by, if they exist at all. Outlines for dances in RSD’s large handwriting or in typescript have been discovered in cartons of the Denishawn Collection at the University of California in Los Angeles — buried under laundry lists, shopping lists, and other trivia of daily life! Small wonder, in view of these research difficulties, that descriptions of even a fragment of the Denishawn repertoire have not, until now, been collected in one volume.

In describing the following dances, I stress the theatrical aspects of each — mood, story (if any), costumes, set, lighting, and music — because most Denishawn choreography was primarily dance for the sake of drama. None of it exploited technical virtuosity at the expense of meaning or emotion, yet all of it made a tremendous impact upon audiences who had never before been exposed to similar theatre-dance experiences. In trying to re-create that impact I therefore incorporate only those steps, figurations, and combinations essential to give an impression of the movement within each dance.

The terminology for those steps and variations on steps presented a problem, since many either had no names or had names that would perforce be meaningless to the reader. Even where recognizable ballet terms are used it must be kept in mind that the steps seen onstage had often suffered a sea change that caused many a traditional ballet master or mistress to look at them askance.

This straying from the classic norm was not the result of sloppiness or lack of discipline. It arose from two details of RSD’s and TS’s belief in a freer dance art: their dancers never performed en pointe, and they were not required to maintain at all costs the extreme “turn-out” that is the sine qua non of ballet dancers. Inevitably, then, the traditional steps became distorted. True, we were taught the basic five positions of feet and arms. True, we began every lesson with stretching, pliés, battements, and developpés at the barre. True, we were encouraged to keep knees straight and turned out; buttocks firmly tucked in over heels; spines erect above center of gravity; arms rounded from relaxed shoulders; feet arched with toes pointed. But the difference in Denishawn ballet steps compared to the classic form was obvious, and it originated, I believe, as much in Denishawn bare feet as it did in Denishawn dance philosophy (if the two can be arbitrarily separated).

A fouetté on naked half-toe, for example, cannot have the snap, the speed, the smoothness of a fouetté en pointe. And just as feet released from toe slippers made these whip-turns slower and softer, so the body freed from bodice, tutu, and tights achieved a fluidity that extended out to toes and fingertips and up through the neck to the top of the head. (The ethnic techniques had their own disciplines.) This loosening of the strict ballet grip upon the physique, this gentling of an old and honored art, altered the traditional steps to such a degree that they were often barely recognizable. But, for sweet convenience’s sake, the original French names continued in use where applicable.

As I continue to use them. But in envisioning the dances described, remember, for instance, that in an arabesque en l’air, both arms could be raised parallel overhead, reaching out to the side opposite to the raised leg which might be slightly flexed or low. Similarly, a pirouette was no more than a turn, fast or slow, arms arched high or rounded at waist height, on one foot or both. A preparation did not always start from one of the five positions. Attitudes varied according to the line desired for a certain effect. A rond de jambe often became an ovale de jambe as the body bent away from the extended leg in counterbalance, with head tilted to regard the pointed, circling foot. In a pas de basque the torso swayed generously from side to side, the arms in continuous flow overhead, a step that was frequently incorporated into a waltz turn. A pas de chat was every bit as kittenish as Cecchetti himself would have demanded, but not so turned out, not so snapped into fifth position. Tours jetés were far-flung and exuberant, seldom controlled. Leaps were wild, wide, and of varied forms.

Bare feet had at least one significant effect even on Denishawn choreography. Since the danseuse did not perform en pointe, she had no need for a male partner to help her maintain balance in her more precarious variations. And since no dances included the adagio of lifts and catches that enabled her to float through the air with the greatest of ease and grace, the danseur was further expendable in this subservient role. With the Denishawn “ballerina” independent and earthbound, the Denishawn “ballerino” participated on an equal basis when they danced together. Surely an instance of men’s liberation! (Much the same changes occurred in Europe after its invasion by Duncan in 1905 and by St. Denis in 1906. Fokine decreed bare feet for Fokina in his Daphnis and Chloë, with resultant unorthodox steps, while Diaghilev began to astonish the Continent with new Russian ballets that featured the great male stars Nijinsky, Bolm, and Fokine himself.)

In The Art of Making Dancers, Doris Humphrey rather sadly observed: “The great difference between dance and other theatre forms is in the totally impermanent nature of the dance. The play is in a script, the opera is in a score, and these can be dusted off and brought to light at a more felicitous time than that in which they were first presented. Dance notation may be a partial answer to this, but will not save the situation completely. The choreographer is chained to his own day.”

With videotape, this may no longer be so true: future technology may make it entirely untrue. But this statement certainly applies to dances of the past. I hope the following descriptions will break a few links in the chain that binds Denishawn to its day. Because the more clearly readers can picture what was happening on the Denishawn stage, the more comprehensive their understanding of how American modern dance began to emerge from the cocoon of traditional ballet.

*Publishing data for this and other books cited will be found in the Bibliography.


Chapter One
From 1914 to 1920

The Legend of the Peacock

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1914

Music by Edmund Roth

First performance June 27, 1914, at Ravinia Park, Chicago*

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ruth St. Denis

The Legend of the Peacock was one of the oldest RSD solos still being performed in 1925. It was such a favorite with audiences that it remained in her repertoire for most of her life. Although the dance was not definitively choreographed until 1914, it originated in London five years earlier when Miss Ruth began a spontaneous improvisation to a composition that was being played for a group of friends by its creator, Edmund Roth. At first simply expressing the music’s mood in birdlike movements, she later developed this original impetus into a dance based upon a Moslem fable.

RSD’s program note for the premiere of The Peacock read as follows: “The peacock wandering in the moonlit Kashmir garden remembers the tragic ending of its human incarnation. As a dancing girl of a powerful rajah, she schemed to be made first wife. At the moment of her success, while putting on the great ring of the ranee, she dies from the poison secreted in the ring by the deposed queen. Because of her cold and cruel vanity, the dancer is doomed to inhabit the body of a peacock.”

In a pose from this solo, the famous American artist Robert Henri painted RSD as the radiant, arrogant personification of a peacock. She wears a brief blue-green choli (bodice), with wide gold bracelets on her upper arms. The middle of her body is bare. A broad gold-mesh belt covers her skirt from waist to hips. This skirt of green lamé fans out behind her in a circular train embroidered with peacock-colored “eyes” made of synthetic jewels. The dancer’s smooth black wig is covered by a golden net snood which supports a crest of feathers. Seeing her thus, one would imagine her a goddess whose slightest wish was a command. But the story of how Miss Ruth obtained that feather crest reveals what an impetuous, often thoughtless, mortal she really was. Ted Shawn relates (in One Thousand and One Night Stands) that the costume for this new dance was complete except for the crest essential to any concept of a peacock. RSD had been searching in vain for something that would serve this purpose. Then one day a guest came to have tea with the Shawns. Unfortunately for her, she was wearing a chic new black straw Paris hat ornamented with a peculiar feather. Without even saying “Hello,” Miss Ruth snatched the hat from the lady’s unwary head, cut off the ornament, and rushed with it to the room where a seamstress was working on her costume. Minutes later, without a word of apology to stunned guest and equally stunned husband, she ran back with the crested peacock headdress, marveling, “Isn’t this wonderful? Look!”

The dance began when, in a blue-green spotlight, one saw an arched bare foot reaching slowly out from the wings at upper stage left. Step by daintily articulated step, the dancer came into full view. In profile, her long, out-thrust neck seemed even longer and her pointed nose more pointed when she bent forward at the waist to balance each step (as all walking birds do), head up, eyes staring forward. Her body stretched parallel to one reaching foot, then recoiled back with the next step as she progressed across the stage. She held her arms close to her sides, like folded wings, and behind her trailed the peacock’s gorgeous tail.


[image: Image]

Ruth St. Denis in The Legend of the Peacock, photographed in performance at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, 1925.



Every so often she would stop, reach her neck straight up to its greatest length, and swivel her head as if peering around on the alert for hidden danger. Then the strutting walk would resume until she struck a pose. Head held high, she stood in profile with arms almost akimbo, hands pointed in toward her hips, their palms parallel to the stage — a proud bird, still and listening and conscious of being admired, its tail a pool of color at its feet.

The entire dance consisted of little more than this inimitably convincing preening strut, this posing, this display of the technique with which RSD could create credible bird movements and manipulate a sparkling train to create a credible peacock tail. Yet somehow she managed to hint at the frustration of being imprisoned in bejeweled vanity. And when at the end she disappeared into the wings, using the same slow steps with which she had entered, the bright tail gradually vanishing from sight on the final notes of the music, one was left with a feeling of sadness.

Simplistic as it was, lacking in any particular significance, this dance might easily have been no more than a theatrical trick. Nevertheless, once seen it was not soon forgotten — possibly because the work reflected Miss Ruth’s complex feelings about her own vanity.

(In celebration of their first wedding anniversary and to symbolize the sensational reception she had received when this dance was performed in public for the first time, Ted Shawn gave RSD a live peacock on August 13, 1915.)
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Ted Shawn and Ruth St. Denis in Valse Directoire, 1925.
(“Now you waltz out to the right, dear, then return to me.”)



Valse Directoire

(also known as Josephine and Hippolyte)

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1915

Music by Riccardo Drigo

First performance October 4, 1915, at the Mason Opera House, Los Angeles

Danced by Ted Shawn and Carol Dempster

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn

Valse Directoire was choreographed by Ted Shawn for a beautiful Denishawn pupil named Carol Dempster (who later became a motion picture actress). She was the first of his many partners in this long-lived waltz which endured from its creation in 1915 through its performance at the fourth Lewisohn Stadium concert in 1930.

As the name indicates, this duo was inspired by the French Directoire period of dandyism for men, of fashions for women copied from David’s portrait of Madame Récamier. The dance was as simple and sentimental as the music that accompanied it, but its picture of a handsome famous couple in love greatly appealed to audiences. The whispering they witnessed when TS bent close to RSD’s ear was, however, not murmured words of love: Papa was telling Miss Ruth where she should go next and what to do when she got there. RSD always found it difficult to remember definite steps in her dances. While this did not matter when she was doing a solo, it made it hard on her fellow-dancers in group numbers. She managed to fake the pattern of Valse Directoire convincingly, but in all the many times she danced it she was never sure of its sequences.

Perhaps, subconsciously, she did not respect this dance nor enjoy performing a bit of fluff that had been created for another woman. It cannot be denied that Valse Directoire seemed out of character for an artist who was immersed in studies of Eastern religions and intent upon presenting their essence in dance form. That she danced it as charmingly as she did demonstrated the integrity of her theatrical talent.

She was costumed in a sheer white Empire dress, décolleté and high-waisted, with a soft, full, ankle-length skirt. Attached to the back of the shoulders of the puffed-sleeve bodice flowed a long, blue silk scarf to drape across her arms. Her black wig was dressed à la Josephine, with high curls held in place by a jeweled diadem, a few bangs over her forehead, and wispy lovelocks straggling with predetermined carelessness before each ear. She wore flat white satin slippers that laced up above her ankles.

TS was dashingly handsome in black tights trimmed with gold braid. These were topped by a brief jacket adorned by golden frogs and more braid. A small cape was worn over one shoulder. His own dark hair was pomaded straight back from his brow, the sideburns lengthened by makeup. The soft-soled boots he wore were of shining black leather, the tops edged with gold and trimmed with golden tassels.

A bluish moonlight comes up on the black velvet cyclorama as the slow musical introduction is heard. Is it a garden RSD enters with stately, pensive steps from stage right? TS walks in from stage left and sees her with joy. Do they meet by chance, or is it a clandestine rendezvous? Nothing is known. Everything is hinted. She greets the officer graciously. And this epitome of a romantic pair begin their waltz to the familiar saccharine melody.

There is not much point in detailing the specific steps of such a conventional duet. The two dancers moved together with great style, always smoothly, always a socially acceptable distance apart even at those rare moments when his arm was placed around her waist. At times she would waltz-turn gently away from him as he stood watching her, entranced, until she returned to him. At other times they waltzed downstage center in a tender formation where first they were face to face, with arms held out straight at shoulder level, fingertips touching. Then they turned and progressed back to back, arms still parallel. Then again, face to face.

Once in a while they would simply pause and swing held hands between them, like loving children, before going into the next step. And, as mentioned above, every so often TS would lean close to whisper in RSD’s ear, and she would respond with an enchanting moue or a giggle. Their movements were always elegant and contained, the mood consistently that of yearning adoration. One could almost hear a collective sigh rise from the audience when, with his arm around her waist, her head lightly on his shoulder, they quietly walked offstage right at the end of this dreamlike episode.

The title of the dance was changed to Josephine and Hippolyte for its performance at the second Stadium concert in 1928. On their fourteenth wedding anniversary, TS had bought Miss Ruth a necklace and modest tiara that had originally been given by Napoleon to his Josephine. The canny publicity organized around this gift helped to attract a large audience for their performances of Valse Directoire at the fourth Stadium concerts of August 12 and 14, 1930. But these were not the last times RSD and TS danced this old favorite. It was revived for a reunion concert at Shawn’s Jacob’s Pillow Theatre many years later. And, as was to be expected, Miss Ruth at age eighty could no better remember the steps then than she had at age thirty-five. As always, she charmingly did the best she could. And as always, Papa Denishawn loyally whispered where she should go next and what she should do when she got there.

Serenata Morisca

(also known as Bailerina Real)

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1916

Music by Mario Tarenghi

First performance November 19, 1918 at the Orpheum Theatre, Denver

Danced by Betty Horst, later by Martha Graham

Listed on the programs of the Far East Tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Doris Humphrey

This dance is of historical interest beyond a description of its choreography because it is the only solo on record ever performed in public by both Martha Graham and Doris Humphrey.

A year after the first Ruth St. Denis—Ted Shawn school opened in Los Angeles in 1915, TS created Serenata Morisca as a floor exercise for his pupils. About that time, a very shy student came to the school. She was short (five feet two inches), slightly overweight by Denishawn standards, and, compared to the other girls, quite exotic-looking with her enormous dark eyes, her high cheekbones, and her black hair pulled severely back from a center part into a bun. Claiming that at age twenty-three the new pupil, named Martha Graham, was too old ever to become a good dancer, Ruth St. Denis had no interest in her. As she wrote later in her book An Unfinished Life, “She [Martha Graham] was exceedingly shy and quiet, with the same fascinating, homely face that she has today. Most of the time in my class she sat very still and listened. When she spoke it was only to ask an intelligent question. My direct work with Martha was very slight. She soon joined Ted’s classes, and she owes her professional development to the deep concern and affection that Ted had for her during those early years. But she is kind enough to say that the influence of my personality and work was a large factor in her life.”


[image: Image]

Doris Humphrey in Serenata Morisca or Bailerina Real, in performance at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, 1925. In later performances the turban was omitted, the dancer wearing instead a plain black bobbed wig.



At first, Ted Shawn too doubted that the young woman would develop into a soloist. Then one day he was teaching Serenata Morisca to a class when he saw Graham performing the strenuous exercise dance “as I had despaired of ever seeing any pupil dance it.” That was the moment he changed his mind about Graham’s potential. From then on he gave her free private lessons and eventually created several dances especially for her.

If there is an ethnic basis for Serenata Morisca—Bailerina Real, its titles would indicate Moorish-Spanish: presumably a serenade, undoubtedly royal. TS referred to it as “barbaric.” Strictly speaking, however, it was none of these. The dancer wore a stiff, straight, black shoulder-length wig with bangs. Her tight-fitting sleeveless and strapless bodice was gold color. Over brief underpants she wore a remarkable ankle-length circular skirt of purple thin silk that had a twelve-inch border of “gold” heavily encrusted with “jewels” of many kinds. This border was cleverly weighted so that when the performer turned, the skirt swung out to waist height in deep, sculptured folds. (As sometimes happened at Denishawn, I suspect that the costume idea helped determine the dance form.) The weight of the skirt’s border taxed the strength, agility, and balance of the dancer throughout the many demanding steps that demonstrated how dramatic mere fabric could be.

The solo was done against a black velvet cyclorama, in bright lights from foots and a following spot. From the moment the dancer came onstage, the audience saw a strong, self-confident woman — aristocratic, arrogant, defiant, and very conscious of being attractive. She was the perfect image of a king’s favorite, dancing for his pleasure and her own.

Smiling with the assurance of a loved and lovely girl, she entered from upstage right on long sweeping-gliding, tigerlike strides with the opening chords. One large pleat of the skirt was swung up over the downstage shoulder and held there by hand on hip. With the start of the melody, the dancer released the skirt and began a series of turns that traveled at an angle across and down the stage. Each turn ended in a very high rond de jambe — a forward-to-side elevation-extension of one leg that flared the skirt head high and outward. This sensational yet sensuous combination of turn-kick was repeated as a design motif throughout the dance. (Dance historians may wonder if Humphrey’s and Graham’s early experience with this particularly expressive skirt might, in a small way, have influenced their later individual use of costume materials.)

At one moment the dancer mimed a flirtatious conversation with an imagined onlooker. At another moment she slipped into more long glides about the stage. There followed some high kicks and swift, smaller turns in place. Then came a combination of a high kick to the right immediately leading into a deep backbend in profile, one arm back overhead, the other extended forward. This was repeated to the left, followed by a large, slow whirl at center stage that culminated with the dancer sitting down within the outspread circle of the skirt. During the next quiet moment, she admired her rippling, braceleted arms and chattered narcissistically to herself. Rising, she resumed the tiger glides and the wild, wide (and very tiring) kick-turns that carried her with a final flourish off the stage, to end the solo.

Betty Horst was the first to perform Serenata outside the classroom when it was programmed for a 1918–1919 vaudeville tour made by RSD with a group of three dancers (Horst, Doris Humphrey, and Edna Malone) and Louis Horst as musical director. Martha Graham first danced it in public in 1921 when Ted Shawn toured with her, Charles Weidman, Betty May, and Dorothea Bowen, with Horst at the piano. When Graham appeared in her home town of Santa Barbara, California, a local newspaperman called her “an artist of rare ability.”

RSD and TS took a larger company to England in 1922 where Martha performed Serenata in London, Manchester, and Bristol. But undoubtedly the greatest contribution of this particular dance to her future was made when, in the course of the first Denishawn United States tour under Daniel Mayer’s management in 1922–1923, she danced it at New York City’s Town Hall. It was there and then that producer John Murray Anderson saw Graham dance. He immediately asked her to do Serenata Morisca, with other numbers, in his fifth annual edition of the Greenwich Village Follies, to open September 20, 1923. Graham left Denishawn to take this job (and one reviewer of the Follies later compared her flatteringly to Ruth St. Denis herself). This was the beginning of her long, independent journey to becoming one of the world’s great dancers.

Doris Humphrey danced Serenata (then listed as Bailerina Real) during the Far East tour in 1925–1926. As she wrote home, “They like the low brow numbers the best…. That’s kind of hard on me — although my low brow dance goes great — Bailerina Real, you know, in the purple skirt. I suppose there aren’t many artists abroad, mostly ‘butter-n-eggs’ — and their better halves.” She performed her “low brow dance” with her own kind of startling intensity, although physically and temperamentally she was the antithesis of Graham: taller, boyishly slim, with large violet eyes and delicate but sharp features, she was Apollo to Martha’s Dionysus.

Those who have only seen or read about Graham and Humphrey in their own significantly different theatre pieces may find it impossible to imagine that two such disparate personalities could ever have performed the same solo with equal effectiveness. But they did, and Serenata Morisca is that unique dance.

Tillers of the Soil

(later part of the Egyptian Ballet)

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, 1916

Music by Walter Meyrowitz

First performance July 29, 1916, at the Greek Theatre, University of California, Berkeley

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn

Tillers of the Soil was incorporated into the 1922 Egyptian Ballet but it became world-famous on its own merits, and so is included in this chapter. It was originally created by RSD and TS in 1916 as part of a dance pageant in which they intended to cover nothing less than the customs and the concepts of afterlife in the three great countries of Egypt, India, and Greece. Using every Denishawn pupil (including Martha Graham) plus every available extra, the indomitable choreographers assembled a cast of 170 — all wearing Denishawn-designed and Denishawn-sewn costumes, some of which had been dyed a Nile green by Ted Shawn himself. Their ambitious venture was presented in the open-air Greek Theatre of the University of California in Berkeley, accompanied by the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra and the University of California chorus. It marked the first time dance artists had ever appeared on that beautiful stage. And amid all the color and pomp of the evening’s extravaganza, it was a simple dance by one man and one woman that received the most enthusiastic applause — as it subsequently did for years thereafter when it was performed as the opening of the Egyptian Ballet.

The curtains part on two kneeling figures silhouetted in profile upstage center against a plain, vaguely green backdrop. They face each other with bowed heads in the faint light of dawn. When this light floods up to a brighter glow, the figures slowly stand to greet the rising sun as if they were the first man and woman to emerge from the earth. Their bodies are as ochre as sand itself, the man’s head clean-shaven, the woman’s wrapped in sackcloth. Around his waist the man wears a brief, diagonally-wrapped length of rough ochre-colored material with the texture of burlap. The woman wears a long, shapeless garment of the same material and color. When they assume the first of their many two-dimensional pictograph poses, one could well believe that they had stepped directly from the hieroglyphs of an ancient tomb — the living personification of those peasants who plowed the arid soil, cut the scant wood, and drew the scarce water from the plains of Egypt for thousands of years. (RSD was the first American dancer to use the pictograph as the basis for dance. Later popular so-called “Egyptian dancing” was founded on her pioneering in this field in this country.)

The man and woman maintain their bodies in square profile as strictly as humanly possible when they begin to move through the labors of their drab day. Using highly stylized (and, for that time, absolutely original) right-angle movements, TS picks up a rude six-foot length of wood with a short forked end. This he uses as a plow, holding his right arm bent up high and back at the elbow with hand grasping the top, his left arm similarly bent at an angle but with hand gripping the wood lower down. RSD lifts the piece of rope that is attached to the fork of the plow and, grasping it in both fists, places it over one shoulder. Stooping forward at the waist, her head raised to determine where the furrow must go, she pulls the crude tool through the resistant soil. (You must believe that, watching them, one felt the effort of their muscles, one experienced the heat of that desert sun upon their bodies.)

Plowing completed, the couple starts the sowing. They move together as one, the man slightly behind the woman, both always in profile as they progress from the left side of the stage to the right, their arms sweeping out in broad circular gestures when they scatter the seed. In the same stylized manner, they next spear fish: he the fisherman, she the gatherer of the catch. During some particularly lyrical musical phrases, they tend their sheep. And finally they mime the reaping of the harvest.

TS cuts down the crop with an imaginary sickle. RSD follows behind him to glean the stalks into an imaginary sack over her bowed shoulders, her exhausted body bent close to the earth. (And one saw that sickle, that gradually swelling sack.) Then, as the sun sinks, they wipe their damp brows, put down their tools, and pick up their meager harvest of grain and fish. The man places his free arm tenderly around the woman, who rests her weary head on his shoulder. Together, step by slow step, they leave the darkening field and disappear upstage right into the night.

In his biography of Ted Shawn Walter Terry writes, “Tillers of the Soil was very probably the first dance ever created on the theme of the labors of men” (sic). TS said that the austere simplicity of this duet, a favorite of his and Miss Ruth’s, was so universally memorable that people who had not seen it for ten years could still describe it to him in detail.

In 1922, the distinguished drama critic Robert Garland wrote in a review of a Denishawn concert for the Baltimore American that “[in] Tillers of the Soil Miss St. Denis and Mr. Shawn displayed the full glory of the dancer’s art. Here were brilliance, subtlety and physical beauty welded into one harmonious whole…. Here was something spiritual, but real, something to cling to and remember.”

Although I hesitate to intrude my own value judgments upon the reader, I cannot resist adding that I think Tillers of the Soil was that rare creation, a noble dance. (My nominations to a later list of noble choreography would include Martha Graham’s Letter to the World, Doris Humphrey’s Day on Earth, and José Limón’s The Moor’s Pavane.)
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Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn in Tillers of the Soil.
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Opening bars of music for Tillers of the Soil, written for this dance by Walter Meyrowitz, 1916.



Invocation to the Thunderbird

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1917

Music by J. P. Sousa (“The Red Man” from his suite Dwellers in the Western World)

First performance September 8, 1921, at the Egan Little Theatre, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ted Shawn

It may be inevitable that innovators, if they and their works survive long enough, are doomed to see the products of their creative minds become dated. But when Invocation to the Thunderbird was performed in the twenties and thirties, it made a fresh, vital impact upon people the great majority of whom had never before seen an Indian dance treated respectfully, if at all. And despite the very real risk that familiarity might have bred contempt, this solo remained in Shawn’s repertoire until the 1950’s.

Thunderbird was conceived as a classroom dance specifically at the insistence of the same Mary Hay who originated Papa’s nickname. She informed TS one day that she hated his “skippy” dances and begged him to make up a really “fierce” one for her. Thunderbird was the result of that plea. And when Douglas Fairbanks Sr. saw it performed in class, he urged Shawn to do it as a solo on future programs. Once he did, it continued to be an audience favorite for years.

TS admired and respected the Amerind culture long before it was popular to do so. He studied Indian dancing wherever and however he could over many years, and in his book The American Ballet he wrote, “The art of the dance is the fundamental art of the human race, and it is of greater importance that we preserve and record the authentic dances of the Indians now alive than that we preserve all their other arts.” But this exact preservation he saw as the function of the scientist-researcher. The function of the artist, in his opinion, was to become aware of the inner meanings of the dance patterns and to use authentic materials as themes upon which to base his own creation.

TS also admired Havelock Ellis, that grand old pioneer sexologist, sociologist, and writer on the dance, noting that Ellis wrote, “Every American Indian tribe seems to have had its own religious dances, varied and elaborate, often with a richness of meaning which the patient study of modern investigators has but slowly revealed.” Such influences undoubtedly played a great part in TS’s first attempt to re-create an American Indian dance.

Thunderbird was an intensely “male,” intensely athletic representation of a magic ritual. The dancer, using religious rites handed down to him through the centuries, calls upon the Thunderbird to bring much-needed rain to his region. He believes that by performing certain physical acts, certain patterns of movement, he can persuade the god of rain to answer his appeal.

TS’s costume was dominated by an authentic Indian feather war bonnet. His body was bare except for a wide beaded belt from which hung brief beaded aprons, fore and aft. He wore bands of beadwork around the upper arms and lower legs, and a heavy necklace of bear teeth. On his feet were beaded moccasins. (A 1922 newspaper reviewer noted that “Thunderbird was superbly done by Mr. Shawn in a costume which was as correctly magnificent as it was brief, and which set off his perfect figure to the greatest advantage.”)
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Ted Shawn in Invocation to the Thunderbird.



The dance opens as lights gradually come up with the introductory bars of music to focus on a figure kneeling to face the audience, center stage. The bright feathers of his headdress flare around his masklike face. His eyes are closed, his hands rest on his folded knees. Before him is a flat, round basket which he lifts in both hands as his eyes open to stare up at the relentless sun.

Barton Mumaw, the leading soloist with Shawn’s male dance group in the late 1930’s and one of this country’s best-known dancers, recalls in notes he typed for me the choreographic pattern of Thunderbird as both he and I remember it:

First the dancer offers the basket of cornmeal in ritual-like gestures to front, to right, and to left, as if to the corners of the earth. His gestures as he changes the basket from hand to hand cut through the air as if to reach the farthest horizons — straight, stark, and strong in character. He rises to his feet to move with sharply accented flat-toe steps in diagonals forward and back. Taking a handful of meal from the basket, he lets it flow down in a stream to draw the figure of the Thunderbird on the ground. Interspersed with these drawing movements are dynamic stops in upright poses reminiscent of the artists-of-the-period concepts of “the noble savage greeting the dawn.”

He next drops on one knee to the stage, slapping it with his hand as if to alert the ground to the coming deluge for which he is dance-praying. While kneeling on one spot, he again draws the Thunderbird very quickly. When he senses the coming rain, he goes with quick, small steps to meet it, throwing the basket offstage. The rain begins to fall and the movement becomes ecstatic as the celebrant feels it striking his body. The feet swiftly beat the earth, taking joy in the feel of its muddy quality, the arms vibrating out to the sides in winglike beats, as the torso swings backward and forward in extended arcs.

These movements are “primitive” yet oddly balletic: toes are stiffly pointed and knees determinedly straight throughout elevations that lift the dancer vertically into the air, during leaps that carry him across the stage, or while he poses on half-toe on one foot, with one arm reaching skyward, the other leg flexed at knee level almost as if about to extend into a developpé. In the brilliant lighting the dancer’s expression is both ferocious and desperate until it changes to joy with the coming of the rain.

At the end, TS begins a turn in place that becomes a quick spin with the body reaching its tallest. There is a sudden stop when he faces with back to the audience, his hands clapping loudly before his brow. Immediately he drops to his knees and into a backbend with his arms high overhead and his eyes staring out at the audience from his upside-down head with its war bonnet. (Barton Mumaw adds, “Since Ted never had a very limber back, to achieve this backbend his weight had to be supported entirely on the top of his arched feet and his head — an impossible position, but he managed somehow!”)

Audiences responded wholeheartedly to the sincerity and intense emotion with which Ted Shawn re-created this fragment of a great culture. I am convinced that never again would they regard “lo! the poor Indian” with the same eyes after once having seen this dance.

Voices of Spring

(also known as La Primavera)

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1917

Music by Johann Strauss (Voices of Spring Waltz)

First performance on 1917 vaudeville tour: first performance as part of a concert tour October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N. Y.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, Ernestine Day, Geordie Graham, Ann Douglas, Edith James, George Steares, and Jane Sherman

As part of the Denishawn repertoire for ten years, the Voices of Spring became the dancers of spring. What could easily have been no more than a vulgar tableau vivant such as was popular in the theatre back in 1917 when Ted Shawn conceived this dance became, instead, the viable expression of Botticelli’s famous painting. Its enthusiastic reception was no doubt owing in part to the recognition of the picture by many in the audience, and by their appreciation of the fidelity with which it had been reproduced.

Botticelli’s background was copied as a drop behind the eight dancers. The dress worn by his figures was copied in style and color as exactly as the genius of Denishawn’s Pearl Wheeler could execute it (with, I suspect, some help from Ruth St. Denis herself). The curtain rose to the introductory bars of Johann Strauss’s familiar waltz. The dancers were revealed posed precisely as in the painting, the scene bathed in a dim straw-gold light that gave the impression of old varnish. The resulting picture was so three-dimensionally realistic that it invariably drew applause before even a step had been taken.

From left to right: Mercury (George Steares), messenger of the gods, stands with left hand on hip as he looks up at his right hand with which he is chasing away the last clouds of winter. He is wearing a dark bestarred tunic that covers his right shoulder, leaving his left shoulder bare. On his feet are pliable half-boots from which his bare toes emerge. Next to him stand the Three Graces (Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, and Jane Sherman) in their flowing cream-colored ankle-length chiffons, each costume different, each high-piled blonde wig dressed in a different style. Their hands are entwined at three levels, and the weight of each dancer is placed on one foot with the other foot extending slightly behind. Next to them, in the center of the tableau, stands dark-haired Venus (Ernestine Day). Over a filmy, high-waisted Renaissance dress with long sleeves, she wears a red robe that is draped over one arm. As she poses, head tilted, right hand raised at an angle, the left holding up her robe before her, she appears beautifully burgeoning with pregnancy.

A little downstage from her Flora (Doris Humphrey) pauses in mid-step. Her blonde hair is wreathed with flowers, and she wears a pale yellow chiffon full-length dress that is sprinkled with varicolored blossoms. It too has long sleeves, and there is a ring of flowers at its neck. She seems to be moving lightly forward, her left arm holding up a fold of her dress containing more flowers, her right hand crossing her body to reach for petals to strew. (The original Flora was modeled after Simonetta Vespucci, who died in the spring of 1476 at the age of eighteen. Lorenzo de Medici commissioned Botticelli to paint La Primavera in memory of Flora, his brother Giuliano de Medici’s great love.)

On Flora’s left, Primavera (Edith James) is being blown onto the scene by the wind of spring. She is dressed in a vaguely shaped long, pale, veil-like costume, and she looks back over her shoulder while, with left arm raised before her and right arm outstretched, she tries to escape from Zephyr (Charles Weidman). With his cheeks swollen in the act of blowing, he reaches out to capture her as he leans forward in his subdued blue tunic draped with one bare shoulder.

The Three Graces are the first to break the spell of the tableau when the opening melody starts. While all the others remain still, they relax their pose to do four little, smooth waltz steps forward into a line. They bend low and begin a spiraling whirl that ends, on the musical phrase, with a high arabesque en l’air to the right. Then they step-step arabesque to the left in a progression downstage. This combination is repeated, then again repeated as they face the rear to return upstage. The brief trio culminates in very swift, low arabesques in place, to right, to left, then more turns in place and a final few steps that bring them back to their original pose where they are welcomed by Mercury.

At the next melody, Primavera and Zephyr perform a gentle, lilting duet which incorporates their air-borne qualities and maintains the suggestion of a chase that is never successful. As this ends with them both back in position, the third melody brings Venus downstage. In contrast to the light duet, her waltz movements are stately and always in close contact with the earth, as befits her proud fruitfulness. Her smile is wide and warm, her arms balance her gravid body gracefully, as if they already held her baby in the red robe. Her brief solo ended, she resumes her place just as the fourth melodic theme introduces a bright and charming Flora.

She seems to float above the ground when she waltzes forward with swift, miniature arabesques, first to one side, then the other, scattering imaginary flowers as she advances. Her frequent turns are quick and upright on half-toe. Her skipping is almost flirtatious and her small pas de basque delicate as thistledown. (Seeing DH dance this short interlude, one could really believe one was seeing spring personified.)

Her solo stirs the others in an ensemble movement that celebrates the new vernal season with smiles and airy steps. At the reprise of the first melody, everyone in a line across the stage repeats the spiraling turn-and-arabesque combination with which the Three Graces had opened the number. Then, after accented chords that support arabesques en l’air to right and to left, they all turn and run lightly upstage to their places before the painted background. They face the audience and hold the re-created tableau for an instant until, on the final notes of the music, the curtain falls.

(It is doubtful if Ted Shawn actually knew that Botticelli intended in this painting to portray the flowering of a garden in which his figures stirred rhythmically with grace and beauty but with that faint air of sadness so characteristic of the artist. Yet despite the anachronism of a picture of mythological Greek creatures as represented by an Italian Renaissance painter being set into motion by a Viennese waltz and an American choreographer, the idea “worked.” Even vaudeville audiences who may never have seen so much as a reproduction of the famous Primavera — and who certainly were more accustomed to slapstick and buck-and-wing — even they were touched by its message. As were the audiences of the many different cultures of the Far East.)
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Ted Shawn in a pose from Gnossienne.



Gnossienne

(also known as A Priest of Knossos)

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1917

Music by Erik Satie (Gnossienne #1)

First performance December 17, 1919, at the Egan Little Theatre, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the Far East Tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ted Shawn

This strange solo with the strange title represented Ted Shawn’s vision of an ancient Cretan rite. (Gnossus is another spelling for the Cretan city Knossos. Gnosis is a Greek word meaning positive knowledge, especially of spiritual truth. By onomatopoetic coincidence, both words apply to this unusual dance.) Satie, the avant-garde composer in France, and Shawn, the modern dance creator in the United States, were each inspired by this culture of ages past, and their individual inspirations came together in a remarkable theatre experience called Gnossienne.

The choreography was as otherworldly as the music. TS based it on Cretan bas-reliefs representing a ritual performed before the altar of the Snake Goddess. But the dance was not originally created as a stage solo. As with other classroom dances that later found their way into the Denishawn concert repertoire, TS had invented Gnossienne as an exercise to help his pupils achieve disciplined body control. One day when Ruth St. Denis dropped in to watch a class he was teaching, TS asked his students to perform this exercise for her. Midway into the dance, he became so disgusted with their inept interpretation that he ordered them off the floor and proceeded to do the whole exercise himself. When he finished, he announced with typical Shawn arrogance, “There! That’s the way it’s supposed to look.” Canny Miss Ruth urged Papa to program this solo, and that’s the way Gnossienne continued to look for the next thirty years or so, during which it became an international favorite.

The costume was inspired specifically by “The Cup Bearer” fresco on a wall of the Temple of Knossos in Crete. It consisted of tight-fitting shorts made of a dull gold material with an authentic woodblock print of large black snail-like circles. A thickish roll of golden “tubing” encircled the waist. Similar but smaller tubing edged the legs of the shorts, encircled the dancer’s upper biceps, and formed a band around his hair, which was carefully combed down flat from crown to forehead. These odd, rather graceless rolls represented the snakes of the goddess whom the priest was honoring with his ritual.

The ritual was fully as odd as the costume and, for a dance of the early ’20’s, it was every bit as avant-garde as Satie’s plaintive minor melodies. Throughout, the movements of arms, legs, body, and head were restricted to a flat, two-dimensional form that is difficult to describe. (When programed for TS’s solo tour of the United States in 1921, it was placed under the heading of “Music Visualizations” which, in a Shawn sense, it might be considered to be.)

The dancer enters from stage right, walking in profile with knees bent and arms squarely angled up at the elbows, hands at right angles, fingers stiffly pointed. When staccato chords are struck, the body twists abruptly from one side to the other while the arms, always bent, reverse at the elbows so that the lower arms now point down. This is done with swiftness and precision. It becomes an oft-repeated theme, with all gestures as controlled and exact as the moving parts of a fine watch.

In one variation of this step, there comes a clean, sharp rising up and down from flat foot to half-toe on musical beats. Again on high half-toe, the dancer poses with flexed knees, body and head in profile, arms bent back so that the pointed fingers touch overhead. He then slowly leans forward to the floor until his head touches it, while balanced on one leg with bent knee, the opposite leg raised high in back also with bent knee. This deliberate “fall” is repeated in the other direction.

The opening walk is repeated, to end with TS facing the rear of the stage as his body arches as far as possible to the right while supported on half-toe, both knees widely flexed, both arms held at right angles from the shoulders with pointed hands touching overhead. The walk with the twist-step, the quick rise up and down on half-toe, is again repeated. Toward the end there is a very deep backbend in profile, weight on half-toes, knees flexed, arms angled overhead as in previous poses. Then the dancer straightens deliberately and leans forward in a reverse of this same pose. The solo concludes when the dancer balances on half-toe at center stage as the lights black out. (Every time TS performed this dance in Japan, he held this final pose until the lights came back up; then, after a moment of applause, he advanced to the footlights, knelt with hands on thighs, and bent to touch his forehead to the floor in a formal Japanese bow. This pseudo curtain call always evoked a storm of hand-clapping and cries of enthusiasm.)

Barton Mumaw agreed that Papa was not above playing up the humorous aspects of this dance. As he wrote me in March 1977:

It was as if the dancer and the Snake Goddess were both amused by this ritual which they felt really meant nothing serious to either of them…. I always loved dancing it, and its subtle humor was particularly irresistible to children. Whenever there were kids in the audience there was a lot of giggling and laughter, which mature audiences were too inhibited to allow. I did it recently for a class and they were enchanted. I have also taught it — Shawn used to say that Doris maintained that it couldn’t be taught! I don’t know how true that is — if she said it, or [if he] thought it made a good story.

Gnossienne was on the program of TS’s first solo appearance in New York City’s Apollo Theatre in 1921 (where he received an ovation). When his old friend, the photographer Arnold Genthe, came backstage after having seen the dance for the first time, Papa welcomed him apprehensively. Famous for his pictures of Duncan, St. Denis, Duse, Ellen Terry, and other theatrical notables, Dr. Genthe was also respected for his knowledge of the art of dancing and feared for the candor of his criticism. Shawn was therefore surprised to hear the gruff Dr. G. remark, “It’s very difficult to add anything really new to the vocabulary of the dance but I think you have done it with your Gnossienne. It’s a genuine contribution.”

Ted Shawn did not live to read Dance Magazine’s review of the 1976 “Spirit of Denishawn” revival, which said that “Shawn’s Gnossienne … counterposed the clarity of a particular, unchanging gesture to a shifting spatial pattern.” Nor to note Deborah Jowitt’s comment in the Village Voice, “Many of the Denishawn pieces remain more than just charming by virtue of their clear, simple designs and their structural presence of mind. I can’t imagine that many choreographers in 1920 were interested in … the kind of unfussy, hypnotically repetitive choreography displayed in his Gnossienne.” But if he had lived to read these remarks, he would surely have been pleased to know that, more than half a century later, the crusty Dr. Genthe’s evaluation of this strange solo was still valid.

Nautch Dance

(also known as the Green Nautch or the Street Nautch)

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1919

Music especially composed by Charles Wakefield Cadman (Minstrel of Kashmira #1, op. 70)

First performance May 15, 1922, at the Academy of Music, Lynchburg, Va.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East Tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ruth St. Denis

The St. Denis work best loved by the greatest number of people around the world over the greatest number of years was probably the Nautch Dance. And of all the nautches she created — from the one that premiered on February 5, 1908, at the Ronacher Theatre in Vienna, to the one she was dancing in Denver when Ted Shawn first saw her in 1911, up to the version included in the 1927–1928 Ziegfeld Follies tour — the “Green” nautch was the most famous. RSD herself must have preferred it above the others because she chose to do it for the first presentation of her Indian dances before Indian audiences on January 7, 1926, in Calcutta.

It was wildly acclaimed — by far the most popular number on the entire program — thus repeating the Burmese success of some days earlier when a critic for the Rangoon Daily News wrote, “The Indian nautch with Miss St. Denis and the Denishawn Dancers* was a brilliant presentation and deserves the fullest credit…. Miss Denis [sic] is assuredly the greatest Western exponent of Indian dancing that one has yet seen in the East … it is a pleasure to witness the typically Indian dance which is performed by Miss St. Denis and her troupe.”

This encomium reflected the triumph of research and artistic instinct over the lack of concrete evidence, since there were few teachers to whom RSD could turn for help in realizing her vision of what a nautch dance must be. She knew from her reading that nautches were founded on a religious basis: they usually embodied some aspect of Krishna, the god of love, and his goddess wife, Radha, who was the symbol of the human soul. She knew that they told the story of their meeting and their love for each other. But she also recognized that nautch dancers were entertainers who danced to earn money. Somehow, she reconciled these contradictory elements into a convincing whole. The result was heavily weighted in favor of earth versus heaven: her nautch revealed the physical side of RSD’s offstage character in contrast to the spiritual qualities of her onstage goddesses. Here she was impertinent, vain, outrageously flirty, and her interpretation proved correct.

Even in the heart of India, RSD and TS were hard put to find any “genuine” nautch dancers. The status of Indian dancing under the British had deteriorated to such a low level that most nautch dancers of the day were male and female prostitutes. They performed on the streets for a few annas, or at private parties for a few rupees. The original dance forms had become so corrupted that their ancient religious essence was significantly eroded, and few “decent” people had ever seen a nautch dance. It was hinted that one of the reasons Indian audiences reacted with such enthusiasm to the Denishawn East Indian dances was because, consciously or subconsciously, they reveled in the spectacle of “white” women abasing themselves to the level of “native” prostitutes. On the other hand, there is little doubt that they also responded to their traditional art as RSD revealed it to them.
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Ruth St. Denis in her famous Green Nautch, snapped on a street in Quetta, India, 1926.



After many requests by a persistent Miss Ruth, who was determined not to leave India without seeing its dancing, it was finally arranged for the company to witness a private performance by Bachwa Jan, a “respectable” nautch dancer said to be the best in all India. As I wrote in my diary from Calcutta on January 25, 1926:

To our amazement she was an ugly old hag in her sixties, with clumsy bunches of bells tied around her ankles, and a diamond in one nostril. She wore a plain white sari, and, with her greying hair parted in the middle and tied in a bun, she looked more like a missionary’s wife than a dancer! Most of her dancing consisted of fascinating hand-and-eyebrow-and-head movements, with some stomping of feet and swift turns and a scudding advance and retreat step. Very little real dancing, in our sense of the word. But her sharp, brilliant black eyes were the most seductive — and most seductively used — that I have ever seen. The music was sitar and drums.

Miss Ruth found the performance mysterious, particularly the way Bachwa Jan used her eloquent black eyebrows to semaphore rhythmically the love story of Radha’s pursuit and capture by Krishna. She felt she was at last seeing one of the few survivors of a great dance tradition demonstrate the technique of a nautch dancer.

But if this was the best nautch dancing available, it was small wonder that audiences in India were entranced when RSD stepped onstage. From head to toe, she was enchantment personified. Her black wig was framed by a golden headpiece from which hung large gold earrings. A silk chuddar (headsheet) about three yards long and one yard wide was securely fastened to the wig in the center: it was gold in color and widely banded in gold braid. Her bodice was a modest waist-length choli with short sleeves, embroidered and banded in gold, and she wore many bracelets on each arm. The enormous heavy green satin circular skirt (from which came the name “Green” nautch) was deeply bordered with gold braid and was worn over long, tight-fitting Punjabi pants.

Her golden anklets were multibelled. These anklets were perfect examples of RSD’s attention to tiny details. The bells were an essential part of the dance, and there had to be enough of them to be clearly audible. But when ropes of bells were bunched thickly around the ankles, as Bachwa Jan had worn them, Miss Ruth thought they interfered with the line of her legs and the freedom of her skirt movement. To solve this problem, she devised the anklets we wore for our East Indian numbers. Layers of bells were attached to a wide band of sturdy material that was shaped to surround the foot from heel to toes. In order to hold this band in place, a loop of elastic was sewn to its V-shaped front, to be worn around the big toe. Presto! An adequate number of bells that rested quite flatly on the feet and cleared the ankles for action and line.

In a bright spotlight against a plain backdrop, this seductive creature enters upstage right. Her headsheet is wrapped half across her face, only her large, kohl-blackened eyes showing. She moves forward with a slow, voluptuous, swinging walk that flares out the folds of her skirt and causes the bells of her anklets to tinkle. She pauses a moment, removes one end of the headsheet from her face, and puts it on her left hip as she reveals a wide smile. Holding the other end of the gleaming material out in her right hand, she stands with pelvis thrust forward toward her extended left foot. Then she continues her wide walk-steps with a hip swagger as she makes a big salaam with both hands at her forehead, to the right, then to the left, then to the front, saucily greeting her audience.

She begins the actual dance at stage center with a step that is often repeated: with a stamp of bells, one foot crosses over the other in place, the opposite hip sharply thrown out to the side at the same time, while both hands twist over her head wrist to wrist. Then she goes into a rapid chassée step with a ONE-two-three-four, ONE-two-three-four beat of feet and bells when she progresses from one side of the stage to the other. And throughout most of the dance, RSD babbles her special, coquettish Hindi double-talk, thus creating a stage full of people where she is the center of attention.

Toward the middle of the solo, she does a danse du ventre that is more innocent and girlish than the term implies. Her amazing arms are fluid ripples, from shoulders to lotus-fingered hands. And when she holds the chuddar straight up as backdrop while she moves her head smoothly from side to side, eyebrows raising alternately and wickedly, one can clearly recognize the cobra movement from which this famous neck motion derived. She does a small spiral turn in place. Stops. Toes beat a quick, quiet rhythm. Then she makes a coquettish little run straight toward the audience with both hands dipping down together in front and rising from knees to chin. This is repeated with a spiral turn in the opposite direction.

At one point, she bunches up the huge skirt in both hands and again advances directly toward the audience, this time with strong stamps of feet and bells as she grins ingratiatingly if with a touch of contempt. She drops the skirt, swaggers downstage left, and holds out a hand, pointing to its palm and demanding, aloud, “Baksheesh!” When refused money, she turns away with disdain to repeat the demand on the right.

The dance approaches its conclusion with twenty-four majestic, flat-footed turns in place at center stage. RSD holds out the skirt in each hand to start with a spiraling of her body from quite low to full height. Stamping always with the music beat, the bells reverberating, she drops the skirt and lets it swirl out in waist-high folds as she keeps her head erect to spot the ever-faster turns. Gradually, she brings both arms overhead, arching her body backward when she next brings the arms down and behind her. She makes a quick jump out of the spin, to the left, the skirt collapsing around her legs, then flaring out again as she twists her hips with four rapid chassée steps toward the footlights. Suddenly she stops as if bored with the whole thing. Defiantly, she tosses the headsheet around and over her left shoulder and stalks offstage upper right with a final contemptuous swing of hips and skirt.*

Although RSD was notorious for never doing a solo the same way twice, these were some of the steps she unfailingly did include in her Green Nautch. This vivid resurrection of a kind of dancing that had long been dead was one reason why Walter Terry could write in The Saturday Review of December 13, 1975, “[RSD’s] non-authentic Indian dances helped reawaken the subcontinent’s slumbering dance art and to be at least partly responsible for the renascence of India’s respect for its 2,000-year-old dance heritage.”

Miss Ruth seems to have had a presentiment of her contribution forty-nine years before this was written. She notes in her Journal on November 23, 1926, when sailing home from the Far East tour: “To me, India had meant the highest flights into the realms of thought that the human race had attained; and in India I was shown a mile and a half of lepers on a road leading to a festival! A curious truth is beginning to dawn upon me: I see that I was sent to the Orient to give a truth as well as to receive one.”

Second Arabesque

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1919

Music by Claude Debussy (Deuxième Arabesque)

First performance December 17, 1919, at the Egan Little Theatre, Los Angeles.

Danced by Doris Humphrey, Claire Niles, and Betty May

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, and Jane Sherman

Imagine you are sitting in a sun-dappled grove on some Grecian isle. Before your startled eyes through the trees, on tiptoe, come three graces who could have stepped straight from the frieze on a first-century vase. To music as delicate and subtle as their smiles, they dance briefly, then disappear — leaving you to wonder, like Nijinsky’s Faun, if you had only dreamed them. This was the mood of Second Arabesque.

The three dancers wore a costume that had been originated by Ruth St. Denis and Pearl Wheeler. It became the Denishawn version of a chiton and was worn in many music visualization numbers. Its secret was deceptively simple yet devastatingly effective. Off-white silk chiffon was slit a short distance at one corner of each of two squares of material. This created a bias cut which made a circular skirt when the four ends of the opposite corners were sewn together into shoulder straps to form a V neck. Space was left for armholes, then the opposing seams were sewn together. In order to give the resulting loose shift some shape and a definite bosom, three bands of narrow elastic were tacked two inches apart to the chiffon right under the breasts. These bands were hooked at one side to allow the costume to be put on or off over the head. The skirt was cut evenly at mid-thigh and left unhemmed. Both the dress and the silk leotard worn underneath it were dipped in a strong tea solution to give them the desired flesh tone.

For Second Arabesque, the skirt was cut at an angle from mid-calf on one side up to the knee on the other side, thus creating a drape effect. Each girl wore a differently styled beautiful wig made of real hair of a vivid dark red. These wigs were arranged in curls piled on top of the head. They were held in place by three rows of pink satin ribbon widely spaced across the front to come together into a single row at the back of the head, in the manner often seen in Grecian statues.

The lighting was soft and rosy, the background black velvet, and the feeling throughout the dance was one of lightness, of antiquity re-created with charm and touches of humor. Almost every step was done on half-toe, with arms rounded, but with no discernable ballet combinations. The structure of the choreography was closely related to, and determined by, the music.

In a 1919 note, RSD wrote that Second Arabesque “should radiate physical joy, just sheer animal spirits, and therefore the feet and legs, space-covering in their activity, should be the instruments of expression.” But this joy was not undisciplined. The dancers moved tall and elegant as lighted candles. Their feet and legs were delicately but definitely controlled, and their steps seldom led them far from their sculptured unit of three.

At the introductory triplets from the piano, the trio entered upstage left holding hands in single file and moving on tiptoe in profile across the stage to its center. There they stopped, dropped hands, faced the audience, and each raised arms overhead in an arch with fingertips touching. When the melody began, they tripped in unison toward the footlights in small, slightly bouncy running steps that perfectly reflected the light, running triplets of the theme. Arms and heads gradually bowed to the end of that phrase until the three dancers turned and repeated the little run back upstage as arms and heads gradually rose again.

For the rest of the dance, they followed imaginative formations inspired by Tanagra figurines or Grecian bas-reliefs. A calm adagio section consisted of a very slow, sweeping turn that began with a deep plié. With body bent low, both arms reached out parallel to the extended circling foot and followed it around to the end of the turn as the girl on each side of the central dancer moved away from her for eight counts, then returned, using the same turn in reverse for eight counts. During these sixteen counts, the center figure stood and simply raised her arms very slowly until they arched overhead when the two girls reached her side.

The music resumed its quick tempo with three repetitions of a theme that rose from pianissimo to forte. With each melody, first one dancer, then the next, then the third performed a curious little jump-step high off the floor. One foot kicked up behind at knee level as the dancer rose into the air, while at the same moment both her hands flicked with loose wrists outward from the chest in a movement that Miss Ruth always called the “fish step.” Like a fugue, when the first girl completed her fish step she ran in a small circle to the front. There she was joined by the second girl and finally by the third. They all took hands, jumped together in a joyous figuration, and skipped upstage into a line facing right. The trio ended briskly and gaily with tiny staccato steps on high half-toe precisely on the beat of each final staccato note of the music as the dancers moved into an arabesque with the left leg. Then a hold on right half-toe, a drop with the right foot crossing the left, both hands crossed in front of bodies, heads drooping, and the rosy lights went out on this pose.

It is a tribute to the universal appeal of this early RSD dance that the audiences and critics of varied Far Eastern cultures responded so warmly to it. For example, in 1925 the Rangoon Gazette reviewer wrote that “the opening dance in which Jane Sherman, Ann Douglas and Ernestine Day dance the Second Arabesque was an inspired effort which left an indelible impression … producing the effect of figures come to life from some masterpiece of Greek moulding.” And the Rangoon Times critic wrote, “When Pavlova left the stage to her corps de ballet, her absence was actually felt. But in the case of the Denishawn company each dancer can hold the full interest of the audience without assistance…. Rangoon will be quite prepared in future days to treat her [Jane Sherman] as a star if she would care to repeat her visit here alone.” And in 1926 a reviewer for the Calcutta Statesman reported, “Of a series of quite inimitable numbers styled Music Visualizations, I can only say that the Trio to Debussy’s music on which the curtain rose I shall never forget, and I must see again these same three ladies.”

Fifty years later, on November 6, 1976, Anna Kisselgoff of The New York Times was to write of Joyce Trisler’s revival of Denishawn dances, “Perhaps these dances [i.e., music visualizations] are naive … but it is clear that the originals have their own integrity, as in the sweetness of the three young girls in Second Arabesque to Debussy.”

Japanese Spear Dance

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1919

Music especially composed by Louis Horst

First performance January 31, 1921, at Hotel Coronado, San Diego, Cal.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East Tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ted Shawn

Ted Shawn had not yet experienced the Far East when he created his Japanese Spear Dance. It was so superbly done, however, and so evocative of the spirit of the country he had never visited, that if Japanese dancers had not already had “spear dances” in their repertoire, they might easily have adopted Papa’s version as their own. And this version had a Denishawn ancestor.

From her reading, visits to museums, and talking to East Indians, St. Denis created remarkable Indian dancing long before she had ever seen India. It may not be as generally known that she also re-created, in 1913, a small Japanese playlet called O-Mika. This was based upon her exploration of Japanese culture, her reading of Lafcadio Hearn, and six intensive weeks of lessons in Japanese dance taught her by a former geisha in Los Angeles (see Momiji-Gari, p. 150). At one point in this dance-drama, O-Mika, a courtesan, changes from her gorgeous kimona into the stark attire of a samurai maiden. Defending her honor against the advances of a samurai warrior armed with two swords, she fights him off with a spear and defeats him. Buzz St. Denis appeared for the first time as a dancer when RSD induced him to play the part of the warrior. Miss Ruth later claimed that TS’s Spear Dance had its origin in this stage duel between brother and sister.
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Ted Shawn in the Japanese Spear Dance.



Be that as it may, there is no doubt that Shawn also studied written and pictorial materials, and saw whatever Japanese dancing he could have seen in the California of the early twentieth century. From these sources he absorbed many essentials of Japanese dance tradition and technique, primarily the fact that most Japanese dancing is dramatic. Even the solos tell a story which contains an underlying emotional pattern. The technique demands that at least one flat foot remain in contact with the stage at most times, thus practically eliminating air work. The foot that is raised is seldom pointed: it is often flexed up at a right angle to the leg, with its toes in turn often bent back at right angles to the foot. In some Japanese dancing there is frequently a surprising element of gymnastic turns, tumbles, jumps, and falls. In this class, the sword dance is unique. Completely masculine, verging on the athletic, it is yet full of grace in its representation of conflict between samurai. Here, while exposing swordsmanship technique, the choreography is based upon constant use of opposition in posture and movement.

TS’s costume and makeup for the Spear Dance could have come straight from a Japanese print portraying a Kabuki dancer (and probably did). He wore a wig that had been especially made for him in Japan: a stiff black brush of hair cresting some ten inches in height and ending in a “pony tail” in back, it was tied to his forehead by a white band. His face was painted with exaggerated uptilted eyes and brows outlined in black, and a down-curved, grim mouth drawn in red upon a white half-mask that covered his upper lip and chin. His upper body was bare and painted brown, as were his arms and legs. He wore a pair of brief dark shorts covered in front by a fringed golden apron. Into the wide belt that wrapped the shorts to his waist was tucked a fan. The spear boasted an embossed lacquered shaft at least six feet long that ended in a wicked blade of real steel with a slight upward curve at its tip.

When the curtains part on the opening bars of music, one sees only a faintly lighted backdrop. In sudden silhouette against this pale background a frightening figure runs a few steps from stage right to leap into a pose at the center. Facing forward, with both knees bent out widely to the sides, he jabs the blunt end of the spear upright on the floor as he holds it at arm’s length out to his right. His left arm is similarly held out at shoulder height. This pose is maintained as a reddish spotlight from the foots illumines the dancer to throw his looming shadow on the scrim behind him.

With the melody he begins a bent-kneed, flat-footed, but swift run all around the stage, thrusting out his spear at various points where his enemy might be lurking. Then follows a slower but equally threatening acrobatic walk on both knees, which are flexed with feet held up high behind, while the dancer holds the spear in both hands overhead, parallel to the stage, as he aims it directly before him. This very difficult “walk” is repeated during the solo, as is a spectacular jump where Shawn lands on one foot with knee bent, the other leg held straight out high at a right angle to the forward-facing body, its foot also flexed squarely up at a right angle.

At one point the warrior is wounded and disarmed. His spear drops with a clatter to the floor. At the mercy of his adversary, he falls directly forward into a stylized pose which is held several motionless moments: body supported by hands on the stage, both elbows bent, one knee on the floor, the other raised behind with flexed foot, head up facing the audience, eyes staring in terror. Suddenly he breaks from this pose to swing upright and stand on both feet. Pulling a length of narrow white material out from his belt, he wraps this as a bandage around his wounded arm and, with masklike grimaces of pain, deftly ties it in place with his teeth. (During the most dramatic moments of the dance, TS hissed and grunted and muttered unintelligible syllables intended to strike terror in the heart of his enemy.)

When he sees that his opponent is apparently disarmed and wounded, he stamps upon him with his right foot. Assuming a triumphant pose, he pulls the black-and-gold fan from his belt, opens it with a flourish, and holds it high above his head. Then, tossing the fan offstage, he repeats the motif “walk” on bent knees to reach his fallen spear. He holds it victoriously overhead when he rises to his feet, then pounds the blade with a threatening sound on the stage. He rushes forward diagonally to thrust the weapon into his enemy, giving him the coup de grace. Then he circles the stage with an exultant heavy-footed, bent-kneed walk which culminates in a wide, fast, and hair-raising turn at center stage, feet still flat, knees still bent. During this turn the spear is held out at arm’s length parallel to the floor, defying the pull of centrifugal force. (People often gasped in genuine alarm lest Shawn might inadvertently lose his grip on the sharp weapon and let it fly out into the audience. He never did, fortunately.) In the course of this terrifying spin, he occasionally lowers the spear to leap over it. At its end he resumes the opening pose stage center as the lights black out on the victorious samurai.

It is difficult to convey in words how menacing this solo really was. Only the immense presence of the performer tempered its almost vicious impact. The dual effect of barbaric activity and authentic style may have been the reason the Japanese Spear Dance was a tremendous hit when it was first danced in vaudeville, when it was programed for the 1923–1924 United States tour, and when it was performed in the Orient (although never, to my recollection, in Japan).

A critic for The Englishman of Calcutta wrote on April 8, 1926, “Mr. Shawn has given us nothing more carefully-thought-out or more finely executed than this dance, in which the vividly expressive pantomime of combat found exactly appropriate interpretation in movements of rare ‘abstract beauty.’”

If Clive Barnes could note in The New York Times for January 10, 1972, that “Every little boy who goes to dance class today has had a battle fought for him by Ted Shawn,” it was because of this kind of pioneering, dramatic, and unquestionably masculine work represented in the Japanese Spear Dance.

Valse Brilliante

(also known as the Mana-Zucca Waltz)

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1919

Music by Mana-Zucca

First performance December 17, 1919, at the Egan Little Theatre, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the Far East Tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ted Shawn, with Doris Humphrey, Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, Edith James, Pauline Lawrence, Mary Howry, and Jane Sherman

Created by Ruth St. Denis the same fruitful year as her Kuan Yin, her saucy Green Nautch, her Second Arabesque, and other dances, Valse Brilliante was a joyful number. Although its costuming, its semiballetic technique, its rather commonplace music were different from anything Duncan had done, nevertheless this group dance projected something of the same spirit of free spontaneous motion and exultation that may have impressed Miss Ruth in the great Isadora’s work. It was a moment glimpsed through rose-colored glasses, and the Denishawn dancers always enjoyed doing it — perhaps precisely because it was pure dance with no deep meaning, no ethnic implications, no special message.
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Ted Shawn in Valse Brilliante with six of his eight little rosebuds: Edith James, Geordie Graham, Jane Sherman, Doris Humphrey, Ann Douglas, Ernestine Day. Photographed at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, September 1925.



Mana-Zucca, the composer, was a close friend of RSD’s and, as was her wont, Miss Ruth probably began to improvise when she first heard Valse Brilliante played. I do not know the factual details of the origin of this dance. It may then have developed into a classroom dance, for which it was eminently suited, to achieve professional status when Doris Humphrey performed the central part with eight other girls at its premiere in 1919. On the 1923–1924 United States tour, Valse Brilliante concluded the “Music Visualization” section of the program which opened with the Sonata Pathétique, and was followed by TS’s Revolutionary Étude, DH’s Scarf Dance and Soaring, and RSD’s Brahms Waltz–Liebestraum. (That company included Charles Weidman, Geordie Graham, and Ann Douglas, in addition to Doris Humphrey and Louise Brooks, who later became a movie star.)

During the Orient tour, TS danced the central part, and a handsome, romantic figure he made indeed. He wore ankle-length rose-colored silk tights, topped by a wide pink satin cummerbund knotted on the left side, with long, flying sash ends. His Lord Byron blouse was of pale pink chiffon, its neckline slashed to the navel, its extremely full gathered sleeves caught into bands at the wrists.

Gamboling and swaying about him waltzed a bevy of maidens. Each wore on her own natural auburn, reddish, blonde, or black bobbed hair a band of pink satin that supported two enormous satin rosettes, one above each ear. The floor-length chiffon chiton they wore over nude fleshings was utter simplicity. But the material had been skillfully dyed to shade subtly from deepest rose at the hem to palest blush pink at the top. This coloring created an enchanting floating-petal effect when the skirts rippled and flared under the pink lighting.

As might be expected, the choreography was full of tours jetés and pas de basque, of arabesques and pirouettes, of arms waving overhead and bodies bending to the rhythm of the music. Often there were formations of fours on each side of the stage, with TS doing a solo combination at center before joining a group with a spectacular leap. He waltzed with one girl, then another, threading a masculine pattern in and out of the ensemble, either in unison with their gentler steps or as a forceful counterpoint to them. All was continual, effortless movement to the gay, rapid melody from the piano — a Spectre de la Rose with eight little rosebuds.

The dance ended in a pyramid-shaped frieze across the stage down front, with TS poised tiptoe at the center apex facing forward, arms in ballooning sleeves spread high and wide. Repeated on either side of him posed four dancers. The girl nearest him placed one arm about his waist and held her other arm up at a lower angle but parallel to Papa’s. The next girl, with an arm around the first girl’s waist, poised halfway into a fencer’s lunge position, her upstage arm out parallel at a still lower level. The third dancer rested her hand on the second girl’s hip as with deeply flexed knee she rested her weight on the half-toe of one foot, the other leg reaching back on the floor behind her toward TS, her opposite arm out at shoulder height parallel to the floor. And the fourth girl sat on one hip, both legs outstretched behind her, weight on one arm, the other held out toward the wings which she faced.

Except for his Revolutionary Étude solo with three minor assistants and his few London appearances as the central figure in Soaring, I am not familiar with other music visualizations where Ted Shawn danced alone with an ensemble of girls.

Kuan Yin

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1919

Music by Erik Satie (Gymnopédie #3)

First performance December 17, 1919, at the Egan Little Theatre, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the Far East Tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. Tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ruth St. Denis

Ruth St. Denis once said, “I am an idea dancer, not a music dancer.” Perhaps no statement better emphasizes the essence of her art as she herself saw it. Neither her conventional steps nor her inventive body movements ever epitomized her genius so much as did her ability to express in theatrical terms the spirit of another religion or the quality of another culture. She claimed that she had but one great message: the expression of God through the Dance. This message was realized in her portrayals of feminine divinities from the early East Indian Radha, the Egyptian Isis, the Japanese Kwannon, to the Babylonian Ishtar. But nowhere, I believe, was her spiritual word quite so simply yet so convincingly transmitted as in the calm, almost static Kuan Yin.

RSD based this solo on her study of bodhisattvas, those sculptures in stone or painted and gilded wood of enlightened human beings (very often women) who were destined to be reincarnated as Buddhas. It was one of the first Denishawn dances inspired by sculpture (to be followed by The Death of Adonis, The Cosmic Dance of Siva, and White Jade). Kuan Yin was worshiped by the Chinese as the incarnation of compassion. They called her the Goddess of Mercy, and anyone who has seen collections of Asian art will recall the many representations of her in paint and carving.

RSD copied two versions of costume from these. The earlier one consisted of a floor-length blue-green chiffon robe skillfully draped to cover her body. She wore a tall, rounded, golden crown over a black wig, with pearl earrings down to her shoulders. From this crown on each side flowed a wide golden lamé scarf in heavy sculptured folds around her feet.

In the later costume, she wore a three-pointed high crown with her black wig and the same long earrings. The upper part of her body appeared to be bare: over a flesh-colored leotard hung a necklace bib and random strings of beads attached to the bejeweled belt of her skirt. This skirt was worn low on the hips, its silk bordered with gold. An over-design of darker silk and jeweled bands made a classic pattern. The lamé scarf was here worn over one shoulder down to the floor, and draped down and across the opposite hip. The makeup delicately suggested the upward slant of the outer eyelids.

With the opening four slow, soft, mysterious bars of music, a dim blue light comes up to reveal the figure of Kuan Yin standing at center stage in absolute stillness. Her hands are lightly crossed before her chest, her head is tilted with eyes down, her left hip thrusts slightly out to the side. When the brooding Satie melody begins, she moves one hand with stately grace, then the other. As the light brightens, the expression on her face — with its sober mouth, its eyes still downcast — is seen to be one of utmost tenderness. She steps forward, bare feet hidden by the long skirt, heavy gold scarf trailing. She stops. With hands seemingly attached at the wrists, she gradually unfolds her long fingers up with the right, down with the left. She reverses this fragile gesture when the music repeats the phrase.

With each deliberate step, her body, her robe, her scarf fall into such perfect place that at any pause RSD becomes a significant statue of the goddess. At the final pianissimo chords, the brief solo ends stage center in the same pose with which it had begun. As if filled with the calm that can be found in a temple, a church, or a great museum, the audience invariably greeted this conclusion with a moment of reverent silence before breaking into applause.

Miss Ruth regarded this dance highly: she selected a picture of herself as Kuan Yin (after the painting by the American artist Albert Herter) for the cover of the souvenir program used for the Far East tour. And audiences throughout the Orient received her creation with respectful enthusiasm. A lead editorial in the North China Daily News for October 4, 1926, expressed their reaction as follows:

The finest example of the thought in a dance and perhaps the greatest artistic triumph of Miss St. Denis is the Kuan Yin which she performed during her opening in Shanghai. Here is an interplay of motion and repose, of color and shadows, of the exaltation of posture. Like a jewel of fire, a glance and one carries away the full story of Asia, the introspection of the oriental, the search not for action, but for peace and quiet. The goddess moves a finger, a slight gesture of the back of the hand, the peaceful posture of everlasting repose — all the arts are combined in reproducing the fairylike line of a delicate piece of porcelain.

And a writer in The Englishman (Calcutta, April 8, 1926) reported that “the most interesting number in the third Denishawn programme was Kuan Yin…. She interpreted this [Satie] music by a series of hieratic postures in which she captured the flowing lines of the finest Chinese sculptures. The highest tribute one can pay to her is to say that one was reminded of the magnificent Bodhisattvas in the Boston and London museums.”
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Ruth St. Denis in a pose from Kuan Yin.
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Doris Humphrey in Valse Caprice or Scarf Dance.



A word before I describe the first of the dances Doris Humphrey choreographed while she was at Denishawn:

When DH came to the Denishawn Los Angeles school in 1917, she brought with her a five-year background of studying, performing, and teaching formal ballet, “Grecian” dance, ballroom dancing, ethnic folk dances, American folk dances. She was elated at the prospect of finally coming into contact with “theatre” artists of the stature of Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, and she planned to add Denishawn technique to her teaching repertoire.

Miss Ruth remembers (An Unfinished Life) how Doris appeared for her first lesson: “A slender, prim young person, every inch the lady, wearing a preposterous pompadour and a bathing suit with a skirt, that daring costume we had evolved for practice.” When she saw this earnest pupil working at the barre and doing Denishawn classroom dances, she advised her to abandon her aim of becoming only a teacher. Saying she believed that DH had the makings of a theatre artist, she urged her to place her emphasis on performing. This was what Humphrey had been waiting to hear: it marked the significant start of her career.

She joined the Ruth St. Denis Concert Dancers in 1918. After several successful seasons of vaudeville tours on her own, she appeared as a group dancer and occasional soloist in the Denishawn Company’s first real concert tour of the United States, organized by Daniel Mayer in 1922. This began a relationship with RSD and TS that would also include teaching at various Denishawn schools and would last ten years.

Almost from the beginning of that relationship, Doris demonstrated a talent for choreography in addition to her obvious performing and pedagogic abilities. She ultimately became the only Denishawner to create group and solo dances that were regularly presented in programs with works by RSD and TS. (It was not until three years after Martha Graham had left Denishawn that she created her own first dances for her own concert.)

Between 1919 and 1926, while DH was a member in good standing at Denishawn, she choreographed eight of the dances described in this book (either alone or, in three instances, with RSD). Of these, Soaring, Sonata Pathétique, and the Hoop Dance were outstanding.

The ninth distinguished example of Humphrey’s early choreography cannot be included here because I saw it only once, in rehearsal: Sonata Tragica, to music by Edward MacDowell. It featured DH with Charles Weidman and an ensemble. After this composition had been performed several times, RSD suggested that the choreography was so clear the dance should be tried without its piano accompaniment. DH agreed that this group work — where the dancers wore black one-piece bathing suits — seemed vital and vivid enough to risk such an unusual presentation. She and Miss Ruth were proven correct when audiences during the 1923–1924 American tour acclaimed the strange, silent creation. Tragica became famous as undoubtedly the first musicless dance performed before large audiences in America. It was the forerunner of Humphrey’s marvelous unaccompanied Water Study of 1928.

DH’s solo in the Burmese Yein Pwe represented her only choreographic venture into the ethnic field. She had never really been happy in Oriental roles and, once she had her own school and company, she never reverted to such material. In the 1930’s she also discarded the music visualization basis on which she, St. Denis, and Shawn had founded many of their nonethnic dances. By then Humphrey had come to find it redundant to repeat in movement what a composer had already said in music. But the dances she choreographed while she was such an important part of Denishawn were among the best of their kind in their time.

Valse Caprice

(also known as the Scarf Dance)

Choreographed by Doris Humphrey, 1919

Music by Cécile Chaminade (Valse Caprice in D flat, op. 33)

First performance January 7, 1920, at the Egan Little Theatre, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Doris Humphrey

In The Art of Making Dances, Doris Humphrey made some observations about the use of props (including “scarves from small to enormous”) that appropriately introduce a description of the dance which was her first Denishawn creation: “To be justifiable they [props] must never be simply decorative, but must serve a functional purpose which is highly useful to the choreographer. They heighten action: lend extra meaning to it: even, in some cases, make the whole point of the dance” (my emphasis).

Forty years earlier she had put this theory into practice when she choreographed what she called “a quite brilliant dance with a long scarf.” Here, in Valse Caprice, the prop did indeed make the whole point of the dance. Against a black backdrop, in a rosy spotlight, a sprite wearing a cloth-of-gold leotard ran onstage and, from her cupped hands, released high into the air one end of an arching rosy scarf. Of exceedingly thin silk, this scarf was about a foot and a half wide and some fifteen feet long. It instantly became not only the focus of the dance but a remarkable extension of the dancer herself.

Throughout the solo, Doris’s manipulation of this gossamer but unwieldy length of material was masterful. Yet she made it look so easy when she placed her weight on her right foot, extending her left leg at an angle behind her, and bent her body to the right as she flung the scarf by one hand into an almost complete circle over her head. Or as she skipped backward, the silk rippling out ahead of her toward the footlights in low, disciplined waves in rhythm with the music. Or as she stood on half-toe on both feet, legs together to form a straight, slim pedestal for a deep backbend in profile, the scarf rising like a rainbow over her when varicolored lights played upon it. Or as she swiftly turned on high half-toe in one place for several bars of music, the material encircling her in a controlled whirlpool. Or as she swayed in pas de basque, the silken length curling overhead from side to side yet never touching the floor. Or as she made a bold tour jeté or two, the fabric forming a perfect hoop through which her turning body and outflung legs emerged. Or as she leaped — seemingly almost across the entire width of the stage — with the scarf streaming behind her in the air like the tail of a comet.

An integral part of each step, of each pattern of steps, this ethereal “prop” moved with a life of its own as if it were a partner of the dancer. Which, in truth, it was. At only one point in the solo was this partner allowed to become motionless. Toward the middle, Doris threw it to the right, then back overhead as she held a posed backbend before she sank to the floor, the scarf a pool around her. There followed some brief measures of what Denishawn called “hand plastique” — meaningless but soft, graceful movements of hands and arms — until the dancer lifted the scarf to float it around her like water as she rose first to her knees, then to her feet.

Again on half-toe, she skipped forward, the scarf forming snakelike ripples behind her. Then she skipped backward with the scarf snaking in front of her. She turned right, then left, and repeated the opening phrases, ending them with an arabesque right, arabesque left, and a long spin. She threw the scarf into an arc overhead, letting go her hold upon it to pirouette impishly and catch its other end just before it collapsed to the floor. There followed a spiral turn to the right, a spiral turn to the left, then Doris executed another deep backbend and sank to the stage, the scarf fluttering down over her as the lights blacked out.

With Pauline Lawrence at the piano and a small group of dancers, DH set out on a vaudeville tour in the early ’20’s. Valse Caprice was one of the most popular numbers in their act. It was not until 1922, when they rejoined Denishawn for a long tour of the country, that Humphrey performed before a New York concert-and-ballet audience instead of that city’s vaudeville audiences who had applauded her so enthusiastically. To her delight, her scarf dance stopped the Denishawn show when these sophisticates called “Encore! Encore!” until she repeated it.

Valse Caprice remained in the Denishawn repertoire from its origin to the end of the United States tour of 1926–1927, which also marked the end of Doris’s professional appearances with Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn.

*The date and place given for the first performance of a dance or ballet are, in most instances, actual premieres. Where the premiere cannot be validated, the information indicates the first time a number entered the reular Denishawn repertoire with its performance on a program as part of a major tour.

*This refers to the trio Dance of the Apsarases that immediately preceded RSD’s nautch. See page 76.

* For RSD’s own choreographic notes for the Green Nautch, see Appendix G.


Chapter Two
From 1920 to 1924

Bourrée

Choreographed by Doris Humphrey, 1920

Music by J. S. Bach (from Suite in D Minor)

First performance April 5, 1920, at the Potter Theatre, Santa Barbara, Cal.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Doris Humphrey

The Bourrée to Bach’s music was the second dance created by Doris Humphrey while she was with Denishawn. In sharp contrast to the pretty, interpretive values of the Valse Caprice, with its supporting prop-scarf, it was a simple, almost stark conception based on the principles of music visualization that DH had learned from St. Denis, then further developed. Here she attempted something much more intellectual and much more difficult than the mere interpretation of a melody. She aimed at capturing in movement the corresponding rhythms, contrapuntal structures, and emotional content of a musical composition.

In this solo, Humphrey gave physical shape to Bach’s rubatos, repetitions, accelerandos, and accents. As a result, the impact of the dance upon the viewer was the same as the impact of the composer’s construction upon the listener. The choreography aroused the identical emotion of controlled inevitability that the music itself aroused.

In order to visualize the mood of DH’s first Bach, one might return to the literal meaning of the French root for the word “bourrée”: “To beat wings, to dart forth.” Although a bourrée is later defined as “A lively French or Spanish dance similar to the gavotte,” there was nothing the least French, Spanish, or gavottish about this seminal choreography. It was, instead, a brief but beautiful impersonal example of charm and vitality expressed with the logic of a mathematical equation.

Dressed in a short scarlet satin tunic, her reddish hair flaming loosely above it, DH entered from stage right in white lights against a black cyclorama. On the first note from the piano, she stepped out boldly on her left foot. Immediately she raised the right knee high, then brought the right foot down rapidly and firmly on the second note. At the same time her right hand swept behind her back as her head thrust erect to complete a gesture-step of pride, of arrogance. This dramatic combination was repeated with the left foot and arm as the dancer traveled across the stage: it became the motif of the entire dance just as its accompanying musical phrase established the motif of the Bourrée.

The balance of the solo consisted of short, fluttery runs — of quick, low leaps that accented appropriate musical accents — of swift pirouettes on half-toe, one hand spiraling up over the head. In quiet moments, the dancer assumed a curious crouching-bending position. With one leg extended behind her, weight on the forward foot, knee bent, body arched sideways, she seemed gently to “pat” the air with both hands from up to down, first on one side of her, then on the other, each “pat” corresponding to a note of music. This became a secondary dance motif, even as its accompanying phrase was a subordinate motif in the composition.

All movements rose from disciplined pointed (bare, of course) toes and strong legs: all gestures seemed powerful and forthright even when made with rounded arms and soft, graceful hands. But the lack of clearly identifiable ballet steps makes it difficult to describe precisely what motions DH invented to equal Bach’s inventions. Perhaps it is enough to say that this dance was an extraordinary pre-vision of the modern technique she was later to develop — the same strength, confidence, experiments with balance, and sensitive musicality were present in embryo in her Bach Bourrée.

Her achievement is all the more remarkable when considered in context. Humphrey had been with Denishawn only three years when she created this powerful and original solo which was so different from any dance she had previously performed.

Soaring

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis and Doris Humphrey, 1920

Music by Robert Schumann (“Aufschwung”: Fantasiestücke op. 12)

First performance September 20, 1920, at the Spreckels Theatre, San Diego, California

Listed in the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Doris Humphrey, with Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, Edith James, and Jane Sherman

The Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928

Danced by Jane Sherman, with Ernestine Day, Anna Austin, Estelle Dennis, and Gertrude Gerrish

Soaring was the third Denishawn dance created by Doris Humphrey, and her first for a group. Although Ruth St. Denis shares credit for its choreography, DH notes in her autobiography that it was she who had the idea for five girls with a big scarf, and that “with some help from her [RSD]” it was set to the Schumann music. Here Doris used a large area of material in an original way that emphasized the dancing body rather than hid it. At the same time, the constantly changing forms that the dancers gave the airy scarf most successfully visualized the changing moods of the composer’s alternately stormy or calm “fantasy piece.” From its very first performance, Soaring became one of the best-loved Denishawn dances. Among the earliest of the music visualization group numbers, it remained in the repertoire the longest — from 1920 to 1928.

Imagine a grey dawn over a quiet sea. The curtains part in silence on a stage dimly lighted by blue and green spots from opposite wings. They are focused on a large square of palest green silk that is stretched flat on the floor. At each corner of the square crouches a vague figure, head to knees, facing toward the middle. (It is later seen that these figures wear flesh-colored leotards and thick, shoulder-length wigs of straight blonde bobbed hair with bangs — each girl intentionally identical with the others, so as to maintain the impersonality of the whole.)

At the first emphatic melody from the piano, the four girls rise instantly to half-toe. Each grips a corner of the veil and pulls it taut at chest height. Revealed beneath the center of the square is a fifth girl coming to a sitting position. At the next phrases, the four corners move in toward the central dancer who has risen onto toes, right arm held straight up, left arm touching left shoulder. This action has forced air under the thin material and caused it to balloon above the dancers’ heads. Then, on a high note, all four rise off the floor in an arabesque en l’air, still holding the corners of the scarf. They skip backward to their original positions, pull the scarf flat over the central dancer as she lies down, and kneel. This combination is repeated.

The second time the four girls return to their corners, they sit on the veil from under which the fifth dancer has emerged to walk to stage center rear. They lean on one hand and hip, extending the other across the body in a plastique: this is repeated in the opposite direction. To the same music phrases, meanwhile, the central dancer steps, steps to right in profile to the audience, almost languorously extending her upraised, pointed left foot as she goes into a deep backbend. Recovering with a catch-step, she repeats this figuration to the left, then floats back to the middle of the scarf to stand on top of its gentle swelling.

Slowly now the girls rise and lift the four corners of the silk while the center girl sinks to her knees to disappear into the large billows thus created. Slowly then the four girls kneel to draw the material down at the corners as the center dancer unfolds from the “petals” this forms, to pose tiptoe, one arm high. This “flower step” is repeated under lights that change from rosy to yellow to red, then back to blue and green, altering the character of the scarf from flower to fountain, from cloud to wave, as the lyrical musical moment flows to its conclusion.

With the return of the opening theme there follows a rapidly moving formation of all the dancers running first to one side of the stage, then to the other, while they manipulate the scarf into high, breaking waves. At the end of this structure, one girl hands the central dancer a corner of the scarf as the others drop their hold upon it. With the material forming a long train behind her, she walks to stage left where she stops, silhouetted against the back-lighting like a mermaid rising from the sea, her weight on one foot, the other extended behind her. One hand holds the corner of the veil across her body to her shoulder, the other reaches out toward the wings. Behind her has formed a frieze in which a girl balances on half-toe with bent knee, her other leg extending back on the floor, one hand holding a bit of the scarf, the other parallel to her leg: behind her another girl half-sits, half-lies on one side, body weight on one arm, the other arm reaching across her body toward her companions: a third girl crouches, head to knees: and the fourth stands quietly at a distance.

At the middle section of the music, two girls join the central dancer at stage rear where they hand their corners of the scarf to the other two girls, leaving the bulk of the fabric in a large fold on the floor. The three then walk close to the footlights (which are never lighted during this dance) and lie face down. When the piano crescendo begins gradually to swell into a threat and then a climax, the two girls in the rear raise the scarf to its fullest width, taut and shoulder high. They advance toward the three prone figures, slow crouching step by slow crouching step, all the while shaking the veil menacingly to rippling obbligatos, as if a huge wave were about to crest, curl, and break. The three down front react to each definite musical phrase by (one) raising listening heads while staring out at the audience: (two) rolling over to sit on hips, facing the oncoming threat, right hands lifted as if to protect their faces: (three) all turn forward on knees with central dancer covering her head with her arms and the other two bending away from her to look over their shoulders in alarm: (four) the outside girls fling themselves in toward the center girl, who protects them with outspread arms: (five) they repeat action number three just as the “wave” breaks over their bodies in a great roll of silken material. The wave recedes, exposing the huddled heap, but an instant before it once again breaks over the three girls, they quickly rise and escape with a high arabesque en l’air. The central dancer then makes an enormous leap from center stage to stage left as the other two girls resume their hold on their corners of the scarf.
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The middle frieze of Soaring, photographed in rehearsal, Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, September 1925. L. to r., Ernestine Day, Edith James, Ann Douglas, Jane Sherman, Doris Humphrey.



Following further variations and formations with the scarf, all five dancers take their original positions. The opening balloon-and-arabesque is repeated once. Then the four girls let the material go free and the central dancer catches it with a great leap straight up into the air. She turns with it furiously while the others skip back to their corners, kneel, raise both hands high. They drop face to knees on the last note just as the whirling central figure collapses into the green silk sea of the veil. Blackout.

Many dancers have performed the central role in Soaring. Ted Shawn danced it during the RSD–TS 1922 tour of England (with Martha Graham as one of the four corner girls). When RSD became unhappy because she feared that TS was not paying her sufficient attention, she rather spitefully took the center role away from him and gave it to Charles Weidman, of whom she was very fond. Doris Humphrey was doing Soaring as part of her vaudeville act in the United States at the time. When she heard about Papa’s and Charles’s part in her creation, she said she thought that any male soloist was most inappropriate for such a lyric dance.
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Jane Sherman demonstrating a step performed by the central dancer in Soaring. She is wearing the famous “Soaring suit” designed by Pearl Wheeler.



At the first Stadium concert in 1925 and during the Far East tour, Humphrey danced the central part. In the Ziegfeld Follies tour it was first danced briefly by Ernestine Day and then by myself. We stopped the show in Montreal, and had to repeat the entire dance. I believe that, except for Betty’s Music Box and the Boston Fancy, this was one of the few times that a Denishawn group was called upon to give an encore.

And it was among the last times Soaring was done by the “real” Denishawn Dancers. But almost fifty years later, in 1973, this early example of Humphrey choreography was revived by the Wetzig Dance Company, as reconstructed by Estelle Dennis (who had performed in it during the Follies tour). In November and again in December 1976, the Joyce Trisler Danscompany included Soaring as re-created by Klarna Pinska in their “Spirit of Denishawn” concerts. And on January 8, 1977, the Marian Rice Dancers performed this lovely dance that refuses to die. To quote Don McDonagh in a New York Times review of that concert, “There is a tendency to dismiss [some Denishawn] pictorial structuring as mere prettiness but the power of a deftly manipulated property such as the large scarf in ‘Soaring’ shows the choreographic strength of such an approach.”

It also shows how successfully Humphrey and St. Denis realized their vision of “the lyric idea of wind, wave and cloud in fleeting form of a great veil,” as a program note of the ’20’s described the dance.

Sonata Pathétique

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis and Doris Humphrey, 1920

Music by Ludwig van Beethoven (First Movement, op. 13 in C Minor)

First performance September 20, 1920, at the Spreckels Theatre, San Diego, California

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Doris Humphrey, with Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, Grace Burroughs, Geordie Graham, Edith James, and Jane Sherman

Although it was created five years earlier, Sonata Pathétique was chosen to open the epoch-making Lewisohn Stadium concert in 1925 when, for the first time, dancers appeared there as artists with the New York Philharmonic Orchestra. As it grew dark and the lights rimming the great masonry semicircle went down and the audience fell silent, Doris led us out to take our positions on the enormous starlit stage. The conductor raised his baton, the spots flooded into full brilliance, the magnificent orchestra struck Beethoven’s mighty opening chord — and I took my first step as a Denishawn Dancer.

Many a member of the various Denishawn groups from 1920 through 1927 took the same first step. Sonata Pathétique was Humphrey’s second group creation, choreographed with St. Denis as one of the earliest realizations of her concept of a “synchoric orchestra.” In a 1920 program note, RSD wrote:

I have tried to get as much variety in the use of our instruments as possible, using one, two or three figures, as well as the ensemble. Where a short solo is used it is meant to focus the attention a little more clearly on the individual passage or phrase, supplemented by the ensemble. Also where there is an emotional expression, even the dynamics of a large group can never equal the force of one individual’s emotional capacity.
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The final frieze of Sonata Pathétique, photographed from the audience, Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, September 1925. L. to r., Jane Sherman, Ernestine Day, Grace Burroughs, Doris Humphrey, Edith James, Geordie Graham, Ann Douglas.



Thus the six girls were assigned the piano parts written for the left hand bass and for the antiphonal melodies, while the soloist portrayed the brilliant major themes of the right hand, dancing alone and with the ensemble.

From her mother, a graduate of the Boston Conservatory of Music, Doris Humphrey very early in her life acquired the feeling for, and the knowledge of, music that was to provide a firm foundation for her choreography. Miss Ruth herself admitted that Doris often took her (RSD’s) ideas and put them into a more complicated and finer choreographic expression than she was capable of. With the inspiration of RSD and the creative musical and choreographic gifts of DH, Sonata Pathétique achieved a visualization of the music’s rhythms and architectural structure. It was such a clear physical expression of the composer’s emotional intent that it moved even the most unsophisticated audiences.

In contrast to some music visualizations, the Sonata made a dramatic statement. It seemed to be about the leader of a small army in some vague battle that ended in victory, albeit with casualties. But since it really told no specific story and demonstrated no ethnic theatricality, its total effect was daringly abstract, not only for Denishawn but for that particular dance era. No “dripping” arms or legs here, no pretty-pretty posing: its steps were as vigorous and dynamic as the music.

The group wore the Denishawn chiton (as described in Second Arabesque) with a band of matching chiffon around their own hair: DH’s hair was unbound. The intended effect of this “uniform” was to depersonalize the dancers. They participated in the music with no exhibitionism, no free play of personality, no original interpretations permitted. The leading dancer was the only one to perform solo when she responded to the melody. The ensemble danced in twos and threes or, rarely, as in the opening phrase which was repeated as a motif, as a unit of six.

At curtain rise, the dancers are discovered in a triangle-shaped group at the upper left hand corner of the stage, DH slightly in advance of the others. Lighted by subdued straw and blue spots from the wings, with no foots or overhead floods, their shadows loom larger than life-size against the pale blue backdrop. All stand with arms at sides, feet together, heads lowered, as they await that first stunning chord. When it thunders out, all instantly take one step forward, both arms raised shoulder high, heads up. They hold that pose a beat. Then, to the soft answering phrase, they step-step, step-step forward: stop: hands, arms, heads, and bodies “wilt” on the concluding note. On the next chord, this combination is repeated when all turn toward the rear, as if searching for an answer in different directions and reacting when none is forthcoming.

When the swift bass rumbling melody begins, they run into a cluster, obeying the musical accents up to a held pose when the right hand plays a tentative little figure that is danced by Doris. Another pose. A long, beckoning run by Doris downstage to right. She is followed a small distance behind and on either side by two groups of three girls each. Arms around waists, they progress diagonally from upstage left to downstage right in a series of short, quick leap-steps where alternate legs are outstretched knee-high and bodies lean backward. Each group of three moves as one in a moment of ebullience and lightness. This is repeated. DH dances a brief melody with a response by the six girls as they skip, crouching low, then rising around her. This is also repeated until, on a long, trilling cadenza, Doris runs to center stage.

On a series of three chords, the others follow, three to each side of her. They spread across stage down front in a frieze formed when, at the climactic seventh chord, each girl falls into a different dramatic pose. From left to right, in profile to the audience, it is seen that one girl is on her knees in a deep backbend, her overhead arms caught by the second girl who bends toward her with weight on bent right leg, left leg extended behind her. The third girl stands, right hand holding lowered head in a gesture of despair. Doris, at center, stands with right arm straight up, head back, left hand at throat. The fourth and fifth girls form a sculptured pair on the floor, one bending backward with weight on her arms, the other as if thrown by some mighty force across her knees, also backward. The sixth girl stands facing the wings, feet widespread, body half-bent back, hands clasped high over her head as if in desperate supplication. The effect of this frozen motion, with the shadows against the backdrop, is as powerful as the effect of the long-held chord.

Now the opening musical phrase is repeated. On its first chord, all relax slowly from their poses and rise to face the audience. On the next chord, they again raise arms, then step-step, step-step forward, stop, and heads, arms, and bodies “wilt” as at the beginning of the dance. The combinations of central dancer and group, of melody and response, are repeated, with DH reflecting the piano runs in swift turns, low leaps, stylized skips. The opening “wilt” steps are repeated still another time. Then the Sonata comes to its quick but definite resolution as the two groups of three come downstage with their leap-steps with outstretched legs and, at the final three loud closing chords, all seven dancers again halt in a frieze across stage which is held until blackout. From left to right: first two girls sitting on widespread knees facing forward, their bodies arching sideways toward each other as their opposing outside arms reach overhead to grasp hands, the opposing inside arms touching on the floor between them. The third girl stands facing left with weight on one foot, the other behind her, hands to side, body bent to a degree that brings her head down to waist level. DH stands in the middle, head erect, eyes on the audience, right hand straight up, left arm slightly bent but also held overhead. At her feet lies the fourth girl on her back. The fifth girl stands with weight on her left leg, knee bent, right leg extending behind her, both arms outstretched in a straight line at shoulder height and reaching from front to back. She seems to be pointing victoriously at the final defeated figure who half-lies, her body supported on her straight left arm, her right arm cradling her lowered head.

Many years later, after her “children” had gone their separate ways into modern dance, Miss Ruth was to say, with the prophesy of hindsight, that this composition was the first suggestion of what has since become the American dance.

Xochitl

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1920

Music by Homer Grunn

First performance June, 1921, at Long Beach, Cal.

Danced by Robert Gorham, Martha Graham, and Company

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ted Shawn with Geordie Graham, Charles Weidman, and Company

Xochitl (pronounced Zō´chill by Papa and company) is a Denishawn dance-drama with several important “firsts.” It was the first contemporary American dance produced with an Aztec-Toltec theme; it marked the first professional appearances of Charles Weidman and Geordie Graham, and the first time Pauline Lawrence accompanied a Denishawn program on the piano; it contained the first solo role created for Martha Graham. This ballet remained on the programs of every major Denishawn tour from its premiere at a Pantages vaudeville house in 1921 through the 1926–1927 American tour which concluded with four standing-room-only concerts at Carnegie Hall.

Ted Shawn had earlier created a dance-drama called Julnar of the Sea that played the Pantages circuit from November 1919 to March 1921. It brought in much-needed money to sustain himself and his school (he and Miss Ruth were temporarily going separate professional ways). Martha Graham was then on his teaching staff, and as he searched for an idea for another vaudeville act, he recalled her “barbaric” performance of Serenata Morisca. Since she was more eager to perform than to teach, he decided to choreograph a ballet specifically for her which, he hoped, would prove as financially successful as Julnar. Having read Prescott’s Conquest of Mexico, TS had long been interested in Aztec culture. Now further studies led him to an old Toltec legend called Xochitl (The Flower), and around this he began to create his dance-drama. Considering what he called Martha’s “exotic features,” her body movements “that ranged from tigerish to primitive to passionate and regal,” Shawn knew he had found the perfect story for her.

He was also fortunate in finding a Mexican artist knowledgeable in Toltec-Aztec arts, Francisco Cornejo, whom he engaged to design the scenery and costumes. Homer Grunn, a California composer specializing in the music of our Southwest Indians, who were said to be descendants of the Aztecs, was commissioned to write the music. Pauline Lawrence was to be the pianist for the first performances in early 1921, and TS assembled his cast from students at the school, including Martha’s sister Geordie. He chose Robert Gorham to dance the part of Emperor Tepancaltzin (TS took over this role for the cross-country vaudeville tour that started in September, 1921, at the Egan Little Theatre in Los Angeles).
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Xochitl, 1923. In central group: Geordie Graham, Robert Gorham, Ted Shawn, Charles Weidman. On left: Lenore Scheffer, Louise Brooks, Martha Hardy. On right: Theresa Sadowska, Doris Humphrey, Ann Douglas.



The black-panther ferocity of Graham’s dancing admirably suited the character of Xochitl as TS developed it. But when the ballet was included in the program RSD and TS took to England in 1922, Ruth St. Denis danced Xochitl. She later freely admitted that she could not equal Martha’s tempestuous performance and, for the 1923 American tour, she relinquished the part to its original interpreter. (This was one of four dances known to have been danced both by RSD and Martha Graham on different programs at different times. The others were Malagueña, a Spanish duet with TS; the Dance of Rebirth from the Egyptian Suite, also with TS; and a solo called The Moon of Love Waltz.)

Xochitl is in two scenes. The first is set against a backdrop upon which is painted a distant Aztec temple (ziggurat) and some outsize, stylized maguey plants. Xochitl, wearing a simple embroidered shift, her black hair parted sleekly in the middle, is discovered at curtain rise as she mimes the gathering and tending of plants. Almost at once, her father enters. He wears brief, ragged trunks and a leopard skin draped from his head down to his hips. It is immediately obvious from his staggering that he is drunk. Xochitl, alarmed by this unusual occurence, questions him. She learns from his pantomime that he has discovered how to make an intoxicating liquor from the maguey plant. Picking up a gourd bowl and filling it with this new, exciting liquid, they decide to go to the palace to take a sample to the Emperor. They are leaving on their journey when the curtain falls.

Scene two opens on a backdrop that covers the rear of the full stage. It is of a reddish-ochre color, faintly patterned with the outlines of old bricks, as if it were an enormous wall. Aztec stone scrollwork borders the bottom, and in the exact center flames a huge circular representation of the sun in stylized Aztec design and brilliant colors. Beneath this rises a throne set on a low platform. The lighting is golden-red, to suggest a hot, sere climate.

On the throne sits the Emperor. When he rises to greet his court, it can be seen that he is truly imperial. His costume has been copied from Aztec-Toltec art works, from head to toe. His crown is a high, squared-off structure embellished by jeweled flower patterns and golden fringe, with long, curled black-and-orange feathers sprouting from its back. He wears a crosspiece, with a sun motif in gold, over his bare chest. This is attached to a wide belt decorated in silver and gold from which hangs an embroidered, jeweled, fringed “apron” to cover very brief dark trunks. Around his biceps and just above the calves of his legs wrap wide golden bracelets and bands of gold with fringes. Most splendid of all is his great cloak made of thousands of vivid orange feathers. It spreads from his shoulders to fall behind him in a magnificent train.

To one side of the throne stands his flute-player: bronzed bare body, burnt-umber trunks, black bobbed hair banded by gold. On both sides are grouped the Emperor’s dancing girls. All wear shoulder-length wigs of straight black hair. An orange band encircles each head: from it hang huge, round, golden earrings. The odd, rather graceless costumes are russet-colored. The bodices have short sleeves. From the belts around the waists dangle strips of material tipped with round golden beads. The tiered skirts are painted in varicolored abstract patterns and end at mid-calf with another row of beaded fringe. Around wrists and ankles are wide bands made up of hollow pieces of wood attached to each other vertically. These create a faint but definite rattling sound when the girls move. Each dancer holds a large fan made of a solid circle of lightweight wood which is painted with the sun motif and fringed by short orange feathers.
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Ted Shawn as the Emperor, Xochitl, 1923. Charles Weidman also danced this role in 1920 — his first important part.



The girls do a brief dance before the Emperor. This consists mainly of flat-footed stampings and turns in various formations, with the fans used to create interesting patterns. When they finish, they bow to their ruler and retire, three to each side of his throne. In a profile formation they pose one behind the other facing the center, with the girl nearest to the throne sitting on folded knees, the next kneeling upright, and the third standing. They hold their fans at waist height, their hands with forefingers sharply pointed and thumbs erect.

Xochitl’s father, still in his leopard skin, enters humbly. He is pulling a reluctant and very shy Xochitl who carries the gourd that contains the newly discovered pulque. She now wears a simple ankle-length orange dress of accordion-pleated chiffon over nude fleshings, from one shoulder of which trails a long scarf. To honor the occasion of this visit to the court, she has tucked a large, orange flower into her black hair above each ear.

Her father, in a rough, clumsy fashion, tells the Emperor of his brew and demonstrates its effects. He then urges Xochitl forward to offer the drink to the Emperor. She kneels below the throne on one leg, both outstretched arms holding the bowl up to him, the other leg extended behind her parallel to the train of her long scarf. As he takes the gourd from the girl, the Emperor sees her beauty for the first time. After an initial sip of the liquid, he orders her to dance for him. She moves hesitantly to slow, delicate melodies and rhythms as she manipulates the scarf in a plastique solo that manages to be modest yet unintentionally seductive. The Emperor keeps drinking while he watches her intently. Finally he becomes intoxicated both with the enchanting dancer and the powerful pulque. Unobserved by Xochitl, who continues to dance, he beckons his six girl attendants to him, one by one, to order them to lure the father out of the throne room. Obediently, the girls flirt and flutter around the confused old man and induce him to leave the stage. The flute-player is ordered to remove the Emperor’s cloak and crown, and then he too disappears.

There follows a duet of real violence when the impassioned Emperor tries to force himself upon the defenseless girl. As they dance to music that has become savage and brazen, she resists with unexpected ferocity. (So much ferocity, in fact, that TS often suffered bruises and bleeding lips caused by blows inflicted upon him by a struggling Graham completely immersed in her role. Once, in either shock or reprisal, he actually dropped her on her head in the middle of the dance.)

The father, hearing his daughter’s screams, rushes in, knife in hand, to kill the Emperor. But the battered, frightened Xochitl is magnanimous: she begs her father to spare the Emperor’s life. With love and gratitude, he in turn begs her to marry him, summoning back his court to announce that she will be the Empress of the Toltecs. There is a joyful dance of celebration. The Emperor resumes his crown. Then, taking Xochitl by the hand, he tenderly enfolds her in the feather cloak as they mount the throne together and the curtain falls.

On one of Martha Graham’s early appearances as Xochitl, a newspaper reviewer called her “a brilliant dancer.” And when Robert Gorham as the Emperor broke a bone in his foot and had to leave the 1921 tour, Ted Shawn hastily sent out from his California school the nineteen-year-old Charles Weidman to take his place. Young and inexperienced as Weidman was, the press of the time commented upon his “impressive stateliness” and his “praiseworthy solo work,” calling him a “virile and impassioned artist.” His fortuitous debut in Xochitl marked the beginning of a partnership with Martha Graham that was to last through the first three years of her career as CW danced with her regularly and became her friend.

When Martha left Denishawn to join the Greenwich Village Follies in 1923, her younger sister Georgia — later called Geordie — became Xochitl and remained Xochitl as long as the ballet continued to be performed thereafter. She was wide-eyed and shy, with a head of abundant, naturally wavy auburn hair. Short in stature, her figure was voluptuous but tiny-waisted, her feet small, strong, and catlike, her long-fingered hands expressive. She was of a milder, gentler nature than the more temperamental Martha, but she nevertheless suffused the role of Xochitl with her own determined personality. She won deserved recognition for both her dancing technique and her interpretation of the character.

In 1926, with Ted Shawn as Emperor, Geordie Graham as Xochitl, and Charles Weidman as her father, this ballet of an ancient Western civilization stopped the show in Bombay, in the heart of an ancient Eastern civilization.

Pierrot Forlorn

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1921

Music by De Acevas

First performance September 8, 1921, at the Egan Little Theatre, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Charles Weidman

Pierrot Forlorn was the first dance specifically choreographed by Ted Shawn for Charles Weidman, the talented young man from Lincoln, Nebraska, who had come to the Denishawn School a few years earlier, then joined the Company in 1921.

Weidman’s Pierrot presented to the world a sad, white-painted face with a bright red mouth and black-ringed eyes. He wore a white silk skullcap that covered his dark hair. His full shirt was of thin, light blue silk, with raggedy sleeves that fell below his hands. Its hem was also ragged, as were the floppy rose-colored ruffle around its neck and the three large, rosy pompoms down the front. His long silk pyjamalike pants were torn and uneven, and he wore soft ballet slippers. Like the costume and the makeup, the dance more or less followed mime traditions that had been established by frequent performances of the little drama of Pierrot with Harlequin and Columbine. Predictably, therefore, the choreography was rather bland and the accompanying music banal.


[image: Image]

Charles Weidman in Pierrot Forlorn, photographed in performance at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, 1925. The prop musical instrument that he holds was discarded early in the Orient tour.



Pierrot steps through the split black velvet back curtain into a blue moonlight spot. He dances a few steps, then, holding one of his long sleeves as if it were the neck of a guitar or a mandolin, he strums across its invisible strings with his other hand while he stands beneath an invisible window to serenade his love. Miming his plaintive song, his wide mouth moves, his dark eyes stare upward. He stops. He listens with head cocked for a response. Shrugging his shoulders at the silence, he plays some more. Then, rejected and dejected, poor Pierrot dances his sorrow, wiping away his tears first with one sleeve, then the other. He pauses often in a bent-kneed, pigeon-toed stance, arms hanging limply at his sides, head tilted up as if to listen again for the beloved voice that refuses to speak. In a burst of despairing activity, he moves with trailing sleeves flung above one long-legged arabesque after another, before he resumes his fruitless serenade. Finally convinced it is useless, he is left standing, truly forlorn, at stage center when the lights black out.

Of such simple stuff CW made a small gem of a solo that became and remained very popular. Even so early in his career, his innate sense of humor, his gift of pantomime, his feeling for personality, all enabled him to bring life to the conventional material he had been given to perform. Adding his own touches throughout the years, he managed to create a three-dimensional character out of a cliché. His Pierrot was awkward, ridiculous, touching, and sad, the perfect picture of love unrequited. And yet he made you laugh. Miss Ruth said that whenever Charles did this wistful dance on one of their programs she always made a point of leaving her dressing room to stand in the wings to watch it.

Beginning with the first American tour that Daniel Mayer booked for Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, and their Denishawn Dancers in 1923, Pierrot Forlorn became part of a trio of dances programed one immediately after the other without a break under the title In a Garden: Betty’s Music Box, Pierrot Forlorn, and a Waltz by Moszkowski.

It is interesting to note that CW himself must have thought highly enough of this solo to include it in a significant program. When RSD, TS, and a company of their dancers went out on the forty-week-long Ziegfeld Follies tour in 1927–1928, CW was left with Doris Humphrey in charge of the New York Denishawn School. Using their pupils, they prepared the first independent Humphrey-Weidman concert. This was presented at the Brooklyn Little Theatre on March 24, 1928, and Pierrot Forlorn was one of the dances Charles performed that night.

Revolutionary Étude

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1921

Music by Frédéric Chopin (Revolutionary Étude)

First performance September 8, 1921, at the Egan Little Theatre, Los Angeles

Danced by Ted Shawn and Martha Graham, with two girls

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ted Shawn and Geordie Graham, with Pauline Lawrence and Mary Howry

This dance was an unconventional, direct, and rather raw expression of revolutionary fervor which attempted to “visualize” the Chopin music. It may well have been one of the earliest examples of proletarian ferment in American dance terms — although the famous piano composition derived its inspiration from Poland’s nationalistic struggles and the costume implied the France of Robespierre and the sans-culottes.


[image: Image]

The closing moments of Revolutionary Étude, photographed in performance at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, 1925. L. to r., Pauline Lawrence, Ted Shawn, Geordie Graham, Mary Howry.



Its origin reflects a reworking of material that sometimes occurred at Denishawn. During World War I, when TS was in the army, Ruth St. Denis went out on tour with an ensemble consisting of Doris Humphrey, Betty Horst, Edna Malone, and Pearl Wheeler (then a dancer), with Louis Horst as musical director. On the program was an interpretation of Chopin’s Revolutionary Étude where RSD represented the Spirit of Democracy, one of the girls was a Victim of the War, and two other girls manipulated fiery background draperies. This superpatriotic dance premiered in a vaudeville show on November 19, 1918, at the Orpheum Theatre in Denver.

Three years later, Ted Shawn used the same framework upon which to build choreography more appropriate to peacetime. And although, to my knowledge, neither ever said so, both RSD and TS may have been inspired not so much by the music or by the war or by the tenets of revolution as by Isadora Duncan’s La Marseillaise.

The opening left-hand rumbling piano accompaniment was interpreted by two girls (Pauline Lawrence and Mary Howry) who stood close together at the far rear of center stage. Their faces barely visible, they wore voluminous reddish-orange shapeless silk costumes that completely covered their arms and legs. Their whole bodies became large flames in constant motion even as they also waved smaller reddish-orange scarves that flared, then died down, to flare again with the musical phrases. The red light which was focused upon them created threatening shadows on the plain backdrop.

Before these fires that alternately smouldered and erupted, Ted Shawn ran onstage in a white spotlight on the first notes of the right-hand melody. He was an agitated, roughly dressed figure of revolt, pursued and pursuing. He wore a ragged shirt ripped open from throat to waist, and dark, worn knee britches. His longish, unkempt hair was bound by a ragged strip of cloth tied around his forehead; his feet were bare. Using no traditional ballet steps or combinations, he ran from one side of the stage to the other, his heavy steps accenting the music with pounding that was deliberately audible. Now and then, he leaped straight toward the footlights with one clenched fist raised, the other gripped behind his back. He made wide, awkward turns with body bent forward, extended arms, feet flat and far apart, as he seemed to search the far corners for hidden enemies. To a crescendo of chords, he mimed a struggle with his opponents. With his furious eyes and outflung arms, his grim face, and muscular, graceless leaps, he personified the desperation that drives Man to desperate acts. It was an honest attempt to express the sufferings that cause revolution as well as the revolution itself. It closely followed the now defiant, now despairing moods of the Chopin étude, and all the while the flames behind the soloist rose and fell to underline these moods.

Near the end, the music suddenly stills to a faint, ominous rumble and the flames subside to a flicker. Then comes that startling, swift, figured run from the highest treble to the lowest bass. On this, a ragged, wounded, and terrified girl (Geordie Graham) runs in from the wings stage left. She is staring back over her shoulder at an imaginary assailant, and when she reaches Ted Shawn, he halts her flight to grip her in his arms. He holds her for an instant before she falls to the floor, dead. With the final raging chords, he stands above her body in a vengeful pose as the lights black out.

Crude and literal as this concept may now seem, the almost physical assault of this dance upon the eyes, ears, emotions, and preconceptions of audiences was unique for its time.

Martha Graham was the original terrified girl in the first performances of Revolutionary Étude in 1921. As with Xochitl and other numbers, Geordie literally followed in her sister’s footsteps after Martha left Denishawn.

Egyptian Ballet

(also known as The Egyptian Suite)

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1910, 1916, 1921, and by Ted Shawn 1915, 1922

Music by Walter Meyrowitz and L. Halvorsen

First performance in its entirety as the Egyptian Ballet, October 2, 1922, at the Temple Theatre, Lewistown, Pa.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, Charles Weidman, and George Steares, with Doris Humphrey, Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, Pauline Lawrence, and Jane Sherman

“Egyptian Ballet,” “Egypta,” “A Group of Egyptian Dances” — they all stemmed from the same cion: that famous cigarette advertisement which started Ruthie Dennis of New Jersey on her way to becoming Ruth St. Denis of the world. It is well known how, in 1904, RSD one day saw a brightly colored poster that portrayed the Egyptian goddess Isis seated on a throne in a temple. At the time, St. Denis was touring in David Belasco’s Du Barry, but (as for years to come) she visited every museum and read every book she could find on Egyptian art, history, and theology as she fashioned in her mind the ballet she was determined to create. Ironically, she first won notice as a dancer in 1906 with her East Indian dances Radha, Incense, and The Cobras, because it was not until four years later that she could realize her Egypta. Since this ballet — or parts of the ballet — remained in the Denishawn repertoire such a long time, an overview of its chronology provides an interesting introduction to its description:
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Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn in The Dance of Rebirth, which they performed more than 2500 times.



1910: RSD, with company, presented her first full-length dance-drama Egypta in a series of matinees at New York City’s New Amsterdam Theatre.

1911: RSD toured from Chicago to Sacramento with a program that featured her three solos from Egypta. When she played Denver, it was this program in which Ted Shawn first saw her dance.

1915: RSD, with her new husband and partner Ted Shawn, made a nineteen-month cross-country concert and vaudeville tour from Los Angeles and back, including two weeks of two-a-day performances at New York City’s Palace Theatre, during which Ancient Egypt: A Ballet of the Tamboura, choreographed by TS, was presented for the first time.

1916: RSD, TS, and company appeared in the Greek Theatre at Berkeley with a dance pageant of India, Greece, and Egypt (see Tillers of the Soil). Although she played such a minor role her name was not even listed on the program as a Denishawn pupil, Martha Graham danced in this pageant. The duos Tillers of the Soil and Dance of Rebirth were incorporated into a condensed version of the pageant, which was then taken out on a thirty-six-week vaudeville tour.

1921: RSD and TS played a series of concert engagements, programing their duets from the Egyptian Suite.

1922: A version of the Egyptian Suite, with RSD, TS, Martha Graham, Betty May, and Dorothea Bowen was included on the program for the London-Manchester-Bristol tour in England. (A photograph of about that time shows a rather plump, very serious young Graham in a long tunic banded with black-and-white stripes, a stiff black bobbed wig on her head.)

1922–1925: Now choreographed into four definite dances, the Egyptian Ballet made its debut on the programs of the first Daniel Mayer United States tour, later to be included in the second and third tours.

1925–1926: The Egyptian Ballet was frequently performed during the fifteen-month tour of the Far East.

Historically, RSD’s East Indian choreography made her famous. But it has been said by none other than Ted Shawn that the Egyptian Suite marked the true beginning of the St. Denis career. She freely acknowledged that her aim here was all-encompassing. She did not want merely to be a fascinating Cleopatra: she wanted to be all Egypt, to personify the emotional impact of that country — its agelessness and solidity, the dignity of its pyramids, and the essence of its deities. To realize her ambitious goal, she spent hours of research seeking the secrets of ancient Egypt. Her typed notes for Egypta cover many pages, and while she could never incorporate all her ideas into a performable ballet, her final dance-drama included the most important ones. It consisted of four dances: Tillers of the Soil by RSD and TS, Thoth and Horus by Charles Weidman and George Steares, Dance of the Tamboura by six (or eight) girls, and Dance of Rebirth by RSD, TS, and company.
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Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn (center) with members of the 1923–1924 Company, in the final pose of the Egyptian Ballet.



Tillers of the Soil, the dance of labor, has already been described. When the two peasants left the forefront of the stage at the end of their day’s work, the curtains in one behind them quickly parted to reveal the decor for the balance of the ballet. Of a sandy-ochre color, across the top of the backdrop ran a tall border of varicolored figures of animals beneath which a border of hieroglyphics surmounted an open area decorated only with random stylized figures of humans and animals of different shapes and sizes. Against this stage-wide space, the figures of the dancers merged as if they too were painted, their shadows doubling the impression of their numbers.

It is seen that three (or four, depending on the size of the company) girls are standing in position close to the backdrop on one side, with three girls facing them on the opposite side. They are dressed in tight-fitting green body suits with sleeves that end at the wrists and legs that end at the ankles. Made of knitted cotton, they resembled long underwear. Four-inch-wide black-and-white vertically striped bands encircle the hips and form a harness over the shoulders and under the breasts. The same striped band, adorned with large white lotus blossoms at ears and above the middle of the forehead, encircles their black bobbed wigs. The two groups face each other in profile to the audience, every dancer with feet placed also in profile, one behind the other; shoulders firmly angled back; hands with pointed fingers holding square tambourines at waist height.

They remain motionless during the duet of Thoth (Weidman) and Horus (Steares). Thoth is the god of wisdom and magic, patron of learning and the arts, inventor of writing, geometry, and astronomy, the “recording angel” who lists the doings of all human beings. He is represented as an ibis-headed man in pictographs, so Weidman’s face is covered with a long-beaked mask. His torso is bare except for narrow bands across his chest. His trunks of dark green have a wide belt from which hangs an embroidered light green apron. From his shoulders to his outstretched hands depend arm-length, canoe-shaped wings about two feet wide. Their lower four-fifths is the same dull red as his mask, striped with gold to give the effect of feathers. The upper fifth is a border of figured gold.

Horus is a sun god of light and goodness, son of Osiris and Isis. When Isis, goddess of motherhood and fertility, comes to final judgment, it is he who will hold the scales of justice upon which rests the Feather of Truth on one side and the heart of her soul on the other: only if the two are in perfect balance can she mount into the Elysian Fields. Horus is represented as a hawk-headed solar deity, so Steares wears a scarlet hawk mask. His trunks and wings are identical to those worn by Weidman.

The pair of tall, startling figures step out from their places near the backdrop to the center of the stage. Their brief dance is done with great dignity, as befits important gods. The lighting is somber bluish and casts their silhouettes upon the background. Throughout every movement they maintain a two-dimensional profile, seeming to have just stepped down from the wall of some Pharaoh’s tomb. They conclude by resuming their original positions, wingèd arms outspread as they face each other across a middle space.

As the lighting changes to a brighter green-white tone, the six (or eight) priestesses perform their Dance of the Tamboura. In general, their steps followed the choreography derived from as many pictographs as RSD and TS could copy. Feet were usually kept flat on the floor, one behind the other, pointing in the same direction as the dancer faced. Arms were held stiffly at sides, hands sharply pointed out at right angles to them. Occasionally there would be a step, a step, then a quick relevée to half-toe: a hold, a drop down to flat feet, then the relevée repeated and held again. Sometimes the arms were bent at right angles at elbows, hands pointed down: on musical accents, the lower arms would rise to point hands up, all the while the arms from shoulders to elbows remained still. Again, to accent a figuration, there would be a pose held on half-toe with knees bent, arms angled, then a small jump on the spot in that position. Pairs would perform identical steps in profile, one slightly behind the other so both were visible. Sometimes the dancers would step-step with high bent knees: sometimes they would make a slow turn, feet always flat, arms down with hands pointed out from the body at right angles or turned sharply in at the hips. Often these turns on one spot were swift, heads “spotting” abruptly in order to keep the profile illusion even while the body was revolving.

The priestesses dance a march formation, using the steps described above, beating their tambourines in time. They finish with the same poses as at the opening when Ted Shawn, as Osiris, enters upstage left. Osiris is the sun god, Lord of Life, and god of the Underworld. He wears gold-embroidered trunks with a high belt. Around his neck, partly covering his bare chest, is a wide golden bejeweled collar bearing the sun symbol. On his “clean-shaven” skull he wears a towering pyramid of a crown designed with alternating sculptured bands of green and gold. (For some programs, and always in the Orient, this tall, unwieldy headpiece was replaced by a silken jeweled cap with shoulder-length golden fringe and an embossed low crown rising from the brow.) He proceeds to the center of the backdrop, summoning Thoth and Horus to his side and gesturing for Isis to appear.

RSD enters downstage right. No longer the hard-working fellah woman, she now represents Egypt at the height of her glory. She wears a skillfully made shoulder-length wig with bangs: it is contrived of many cords of black braided silk, the tip of each plait wrapped in gold, and a narrow gold band encircles her head. An openwork golden collar spreads around her throat, chest, and shoulders. The same kind of black-and-white striped bands as those worn by the priestesses crosses her shoulders, wraps around her waist and hips, and falls into long sash ends to her knees. Nude fleshings cause her upper body to appear bare. Her ankle-length skirt of a thin, vivid emerald silk is accordion pleated.

She stands before Osiris and her judges. There follows a dance-mime judgment of her soul as she confesses to Thoth. Now without his wings, he advances with his recordings of her every action. She hands her red heart to Horus who, also now wingless, holds his scales. He weighs the heart against the Feather of Truth. There is a tense moment until the two are balanced. Isis then raises her arms in joyous vindication. Osiris joins her and they begin their Dance of Rebirth because she is from then on to live with him, the Lord of Life.

(RSD took gestures normally used to express certain emotions and tried to translate them into the gestures she imagined the ancient Egyptians might have used. While maintaining the two-dimensional profile as much as possible, she endowed her moving pictographs with easily recognizable human feelings. As she herself described the steps she evolved: “All I had to do was take the best poses, the most meaningful ones, and set those poses dancing.”)

These “dancing poses” constitute her duet with TS. They stand together, he visible behind her, facing right. One foot is flat on the floor, the other raised to knee level in back with pointed toes. The position of their feet and legs is precisely parallel. Their bodies are erect, their right hands held out flatly from an arm with bent elbow, their left arms down and back at sides, hands at right angle. They do a series of turns, she to one side of the stage, he to the other, heads up, hands raised high and flat. They rejoin to march imperiously with knees flexed at hip height, toes pointing down; one arm outstretched as if to command, the other bent upward behind their head. They turn ever more swiftly, and then stop at center stage where RSD kneels, facing forward, arms akimbo, pointed hands aiming at her waist. TS kneels behind her on one knee, facing to the right in profile, his other leg square up from a flat foot, both arms angled out from the shoulder, palms flat. The duet swells to geometrical joy when they break their pose and resume their dance. The lighting gradually blazes up like a golden sun over golden sands. The priestesses join in the celebration with rapid turns about the couple, their tambourines now laid aside. Their movements are freer, quicker, as they circle the stage in changing patterns.

All comes to a triumphant conclusion as wingèd Thoth and Horus return to their opening positions against the backdrop. The priestesses sit on each side facing center, feet tucked under knees, backs straight, right-angled hands once again holding their tambourines. In the middle stands TS, arms straight out at shoulder height, hands angled upright. RSD kneels before him facing front, her arms and hands in identical poses parallel to his. And with this final pictograph, the curtain falls.

(I was always amused by the fact that the music for this grand finale was on a Russian theme [The March of the Boyars] written by a Scandinavian used for an Egyptian ballet choreographed by an American. But then, how does one know what ancient Egyptian music sounded like?)

It is touching that after fifty more or less happy years more or less professionally and matrimonially together, RSD and TS chose to be photographed in a pose from their Dance of Rebirth during the celebration of their golden wedding anniversary on August 13, 1964. On that day, Miss Ruth (age eighty-seven) and Papa Denishawn (age seventy-three) were honored guests at Jacob’s Pillow where Jack Mitchell snapped them in mufti. There stands TS, his hair white and thin, with his left arm at a right angle behind his head, his right arm straight out and pointing slightly down, fingers tight together. And there before him stands RSD, with her white hair and beautifully made-up face, in the same position parallel to him — the two halves of Denishawn once again making a whole.

Ted Shawn remarked at the moment that they must have danced the Dance of Rebirth more than twenty-five hundred times — surely a distinguished record of endurance as well as of popularity.

Brahms Waltz Liebestraum

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1922

Music by Johannes Brahms (Waltz in A Flat Major) and Franz Liszt (Liebestraum)

First performance April 17, 1922, at the Academy of Music, Lynchburg, Va.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927; the Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928

Danced by Ruth St. Denis

These two great solos are described as a single unit because they were almost always performed together. The Brahms Waltz was followed without a break by the Liebestraum, and both convincingly gave the lie to Ruth St. Denis’s assertion that she was not a “music dancer.” For here oneness with music was primary, idea secondary, and it would require a poet at least as gifted as the dancer to describe how RSD illuminated the familiar compositions that accompanied her dances.

They were listed on programs under “Music Visualizations,” and they did indeed approach the definition Miss Ruth wrote for the short-lived Denishawn Magazine in the early ’20’s: “Music visualization in its purest form is the scientific translation into bodily action of the rhythmic, melodic and harmonious structure of a musical composition, without intention to in any way ‘interpret’ or reveal any hidden meaning apprehended by the dancer.” Seeing the Brahms-Liebestraum done fifty years later in the Pinska-Trisler revival, a Dance Magazine reviewer was to discover that “the dancing is so formally precise, the melodic forms so vividly and lucidly made physical, spatially as well as rhythmically, that one senses the genius that must have been manifest in the original performances.”

Like The Legend of the Peacock, the Brahms-Liebestraum originated when RSD spontaneously began to dance at a party. One can easily imagine her kicking off her slippers, standing up in her flowing chiffon evening dress, and beginning to move before the other guests in a little cleared circle when the pianist played the simple waltz, then continued without pause into the more complicated Liszt, as if he wanted to extend the magic moment.

The costume she eventually designed for her stage version of these dances might have been the duplicate of the gown she wore that night. It was floor-length and full, of pale blue chiffon gathered into a band around her waist, with a very long, wide scarf of the same washed-blue material fastened at the shoulders to drape across her back and down both arms. Her silver-white hair was worn as she had coifed it offstage for years: a soft, back-combed “dip” over the forehead, slightly bouffant sides, and a generous bun placed low on the nape of her neck. When the floods and wing lights came on in varying shades of blue, she walked on stage in silence, a spotlight of palest pink following her. Precisely when she reached the center, the Waltz began and with it a step that was to be repeated throughout.

With the fingers of her left hand barely touching her left shoulder, head thrown back, eyes looking to the right, she reached out her scarf-draped right arm. That arm rippled to its fingertips as she advanced in a calm, dignified waltz step, body erect, right foot accenting the beat. This step was immediately repeated to the left, always with head held high, movements kept smooth. There followed a series of small, controlled waltz turns where first the right hand, then the left, pushed down on one beat toward the knees, then rose up to the shoulders on the next, the scarf trailing and emphasizing every motion.

Although she seldom repeated the dance the same way twice, somewhere there would always be a slow St. Denis version of a pas de basque with head tilted and overhead arms swaying. Then a wide, erect turn, chiffon flowing out in folds but never revealing the legs. And finally a variation on the opening step when her long hands unfolded to “pat” the air at each side on specific notes of the music, first right, then left, before she moved slowly back to center stage as the Waltz ended.

At once — before applause could break the spell she had so artfully woven — the first notes of Liebestraum were heard. As subtly as the deepening blue of the lighting and the dimming of the pink spot to a violet shade, the mood changed from nostalgia to sorrow. Here again, movements were vertical, with the horizontal space filled by out-reaching arms and soft draperies. The upper body remained still while the dancer floated on half-toe to the rubato of the opening phrases. An arm’s extension, with its scarf, seemed to pass through the fingertips out across the stage. Miss Ruth’s face wore an expression of inexpressible sadness as she searched for her love.

At swifter moments in the music, the light billowing of skirt and scarf reflected her movements with a wavelike effect. She turned one way, then the other, touched by pain yet never bowed by it, always proud. She took a few tentative steps to the right, hand out as if to grasp a phantom. Disappointed, chagrined, she retreated with heartbreaking dignity. She turned to advance a few hesitant steps to the left, holding out her left hand with the same pleading gesture. Then, at last accepting rejection or intolerable loss, she turned away from the audience. On the closing phrases of the music, she faced left. She held out her left arm and raised the right with the scarf over her head to join the left hand. Reaching in vain for a beloved she would never again see, she put her head down on her outstretched arms and slowly disappeared into the wings. She was weeping all the tears of all the women who have ever lost their love.

And audiences wept with her.

There should be a pause here to take a deep breath …


[image: Image]

Ruth St. Denis in Brahms Waltz and Liebestraum, 1924.



Legend has it that Liebestraum was Miss Ruth’s dance of love for her husband, and that Papa always waited for her exit in the wings so he might carry her to her dressing room. This may have been true at one time, but I never saw it happen in the years I watched the dance from the wings myself. The only person inevitably awaiting RSD (with her ubiquitous old white fur slippers and a robe ready) was Pearl Wheeler. But what did it matter? No legend was needed to embellish the message of RSD’s marvelous twin creation, which even managed to affect the Ziegfeld Follies audiences who found Soaring and the Brahms-Liebestraum sandwiched on the program between something called The Blue Blue’s Stomp Dance and a tap dancer’s solo!

If only because RSD was so irresistibly contradictory, it would be out of focus to leave this description without mention of a humorous aspect. She had performed these dances so many times that she could do them without any loss of integrity even when her mind was miles away — as it frequently was. Indeed, it was during these very emotional solos that, as she floated past them like a vision, she often muttered instructions to backstage personnel who were standing in the wings.

We all knew this propensity of Miss Ruth’s for mixing the practical with the artistic, and none better than Charles Weidman. He created a hilarious but affectionate parody of this ability, at which RSD laughed as heartily as the rest of us whenever he danced it. Wrapped in a length of chiffon, wearing her outsize fur bedroom slippers, Charles would slap-slap in Miss Ruth’s slightly knock-kneed, ungainly offstage walk from an imaginary dressing room to imaginary wings. There, on an imaginary music cue, he would kick off the slippers and fall into character, swathing his head in the blue silk fabric and drifting like an angel around the stage — all the while calling urgently from the corner of a smile to the spotlight man, “Pink on me! Pink on me!” Needless to say, “Pink on me!” became a Denishawn byword.

Maria-Mari

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1922

Music: Italian folk song of the same name

First performance unknown

Added to one program of the Far East tour, 1926

Danced by Geordie Graham

To progress from Brahms-Liebestraum to Maria-Mari is truly to descend from the sublime to the ridiculous, from the creation of a great artist to a simple dance designed for pupils. This solo had been choreographed purely as a classroom exercise dance that many a Denishawn student took back to her home town, either to teach to her own pupils or to perform in amateur recitals. The only time it appeared on a professional Denishawn program, so far as I can discover, was when Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn arranged to do a special “Spanish Night” show in Manila on September 14, 1926.

That was an exciting program which American residents and Filipinos alike received with enthusiasm. It included Miss Ruth’s alluring Shawl Plastique to music by Granados, Ted Shawn’s fiery Flamenco Dances, the traditional Mexican Hat Dance done by Charles Weidman and Ernestine Day, and the ballet Cuadro Flamenco performed by the entire company. Geordie Graham asked TS if she might dance Maria-Mari. Although accompanied by Italian folk music, the solo did have a Spanish flavor and Papa therefore concluded it might logically be added to the program.
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Jane Sherman in costume for the classroom dance Maria-Mari.



The costume was conventional “Gypsy” as imagined by conventional thinkers of the day. A bright red silk bandana tied tightly around the head. A white silk blouse with short sleeves, bands of colorful embroidery at neck and arms. A full, ankle-length sateen skirt of orange, bordered by two rows of red and wrapped about the waist by a wide red sash. Dangling red beads, numerous bracelets, and a tambourine from which streamed bright ribbons.

The dance for which such a costume had been designed was exactly what might be expected. When the verse of the folk song begins, the “Gypsy” saunters onstage from the right in a white spotlight. One hand is placed on swaying hip, the other holds the tambourine. With a supercilious smile on her lips, she walks a few long strides diagonally toward the footlights while she surveys her audience. She stops. She tosses her proud head. She strides across stage in the opposite direction.

This thrilling pantomime continues until the chorus starts. Then the Gypsy girl goes into lively, noisy action. A fast pas de basque right (bang-bang overhead on the tambourine). A fast pas de basque left (bang-bang). Repeated. And a dashing run straight for the footlights (with a bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-bang-BANG!) as she drops into a pose on one knee, tambourine held high. The pas de basque with their musical accents are repeated, this time in a waltzing circle that covers the stage. Then she stops. She advances toward the audience on the left, begging with outstretched tambourine. When she receives no pieces of gold, she flounces away from the hardhearted onlookers in disgust, to repeat her begging on the opposite side of the stage.

No luck there either. With the rage of a temperamental woman scorned, she runs rapidly all around the stage, shaking her out-thrust tambourine to catch any coins that might be flung into it. Furious at the failure of this appeal, she throws herself with a quick step-step into a deep backbend in profile to the right, balanced on right foot half-toe, left leg extended, always with an appropriate tambourine beat. She repeats this to the left. Finally she spins in a swift turn with arms held out to sides, tambourine rattling. She stops. Once again she tosses her arrogant head, then runs off stage.

Obviously, this bit of choreography was hardly the most original or important of the Denishawn ethnic dances. But it was tremendously popular when demonstrated by pupils for their adoring relatives. And I write about it with a certain amused nostalgia because Maria-Mari was the first dance I performed in public. When my high school staged a dramatized version of Ivanhoe, all acting stopped midway into the second act to allow my fifteen-year-old Gypsy self to appear from the wings to dance for the gathered knights and peasants. My acrobatic histrionics were received with heart-stirring applause from my loyal classmates out front.

Dance of the Apsarases

(also known as The Three Apsarases and The Three Little Sisters)

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1922

Music by Brainbridge Crist

First performance May 15, 1922, at the Coliseum Theatre, London

Danced by Martha Graham, Betty May, and Dorothea Bowen

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ann Douglas, Edith James (later Ernestine Day), and Jane Sherman

In Vedic mythology, Apsarases are water nymphs and the favorite dancers of Indra, the great god of Indo-Aryans who brings down the rain. He is the ruler of Amaravati, a lower heaven that is often referred to as “Indra’s heaven.” There he is conceived as a sensuous divinity living in a paradise surrounded by Gandharvas, celestial singers and musicians, and Apsarases, celestial dancers who are often thought to be minor deities. But as with dancing girls attached to temples who are called devidassis (which literally means slaves of the gods), Apsarases are sometimes also considered to be divine courtesans of the gods, and even their actual consorts.

When Ruth St. Denis choreographed a dance for her Apsarases, she chose to portray the water nymphs performing for their king in his court rather than participating in other joys of life. With her natural emphasis on the good, the true, and the beautiful, she created three little goddesses who were the essence of innocence. To picture them you must imagine that you have wandered into a royal marble courtyard on a hot, bright day. The air is humid with the scent of jasmine and flame-of-the-forest blossoms, filled with the chuckle of fountains and of water running from one jade-green pond to another. Then you hear the faint tinkling of bells, and into the sunlight flutter three Apsarases brilliant as hummingbirds.

One in turquoise, one in emerald, one in jonquil, they each wore a brief silk choli trimmed with gold braid. Their saris were of a special gossamer silk, gold-threaded and gold-bordered. Instead of being wrapped in the traditional, body-hugging manner, the fabric was gathered into a belt around their waists to form full, light skirts that permitted free movement. The end of the sari with the widest border escaped from the left side of the waistband to extend up over the head and down to the right hand. The headsheet it thus formed was attached firmly to the middle of the smooth black wig each girl wore. The line from its center part back to the long black braid was accented by a golden, bejeweled headpiece. The sari was worn over ankle-length Punjabi pants of matching color, and belled anklets tinkled around each leg.

Into full white and yellow lights against a plain backdrop, the dancers entered from stage left in a semi-profile line, one behind the other. Each held the end of her sari out in her right hand, which also held the hand of the girl ahead of her. On small, bouncy tiptoe running steps, bells marking every beat, they proceeded straight across the stage. They might well have stepped out of a vividly colored Indian miniature, with their smiling faces, their heads coquettishly tilted, their dark-rimmed eyes regarding the audience. Always moving with the same quick little steps, bodies swaying, they moved in and out of various formations of three.

At one musical phrase, they dropped hands to hold out their saris on each side, like diaphanous pastel tents, and advanced toward the footlights in a line across the stage. With a swift ONE-two-three-four, ONE-two-three-four stamping step, they simultaneously shifted their heads sideways back and forth above stationary shoulders, first one eyebrow, then the other, flicking up and down flirtatiously. They clasped hands again, this time to form a tight circle back-to-back at stage center. Facing outward, they ran to the left, then paused an instant to throw their right legs up and out in an inward rond de jambe. The instant they brought their legs down before them, they dipped into a low backbend, each girl’s head just managing to avoid the knee of the girl behind her.

This pose was held, then the bouncy run, rond de jambe kick, and backbend were repeated several times before the dancers turned in place and reversed the combination with the left leg. The full skirts flaring out like butterfly wings from the brilliant circle, the exaggerated backbends, made a picture that resembled scenes from ancient temple carvings. At the conclusion of the dance, hand in hand in single file, the three little goddesses tripped off, each with a smiling, backward glance over the shoulder at the audience as she vanished stage right. Similar as this dance may seem to a nautch, its mood and effect suggested an ethereal charm that had nothing of the overtly seductive or venal about it.

On the programs of the 1923–1924 American tour, the first Stadium concert, and the Far East tour, the Dance of the Apsarases was listed just before Ruth St. Denis’s Nautch. When, therefore, RSD reluctantly agreed to risk performing some of her East Indian dances before an audience in which there would be a considerable number of East Indians, this was the trio that introduced her. I wrote from Rangoon, January 2, 1926:

Last night, for the first time in the Orient, we did our Indian numbers. We were scared, and so was Miss Ruth — or should I say “apprehensive”? I was especially scared because I had to lead in the three little East Indian sisters in the dance that comes before Miss Ruth’s Nautch. Well, for the first time since we have done that dance, we received applause that slowed Miss Ruth’s entrance! And they yelled for her Nautch Dance, then made us repeat the whole big finale. Hurrah for us!! I will never forget that roar of approval as soon as Ann, Edith and I made our entrance and began to do our Western-made dance in our Western-made costumes!

Indeed a moment never to forget, although the dance itself may long since have sunk into oblivion.

Betty’s Music Box

(also known as Three Little Maids)

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1922

Music by Carrie Jacobs Bond

First performance October 2, 1922, at the Temple Theatre, Lewistown, Pa.

Listed on the programs of the Far East Tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, and Jane Sherman

The trio Betty’s Music Box was as frothy as a strawberry ice-cream soda. It took its best-known name from the music to which it was danced, although it had nothing to do with a music box. A frivolous little number, it nevertheless charmed audiences when it was performed in 1923 by Betty May, Louise Brooks, and Martha Graham — if one can picture the great, austere Graham as a little maid delicious as a strawberry ice-cream soda. (Photographs prove she was just that.) And when Martha’s sister Geordie, Ann Douglas, and I did this simple dance in the Orient, it proved to be one of the most popular of all the numbers on our four programs. No one, from Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, and Doris Humphrey down, ever did understand why.

As already noted, Betty’s Music Box opened the suite of dances grouped under the title of In a Garden (to be followed by Weidman’s Pierrot Forlorn and the Moszkowski Waltz). Our costumes were the nearest to conventional ballet ones in the Denishawn repertoire — even including pink silk tights and pink satin, ribbon-tied, soft-toe slippers. The close-fitting dress bodice of pink satin had wide pink tarlatan flounces around its low neck and elbow-length sleeves. The enormous skirt consisted of four rows of pink tarlatan ruffles, each row graduating in fullness from waist to mid-calf, each ruffle edged with pink satin binding. (And how we loathed ironing those yards and yards of ruffles, particularly in the equatorial heat of Asia, as we were required to do!) On our own long-bobbed hair we each wore an open-crowned lavender tarlatan hat that was little more than a wide, round brim which was stiffened by wire at its edges to maintain its shape.

Into a pink (of course!) spotlight on the opening bars of music, the first girl enters from upstage right to the center of the black cyclorama. She holds the lowest ruffle of her skirt out to her sides as far as her arms can reach as she progresses downstage on half-toe with thirteen tiny mincing-twisting steps in double-time. Stopping on the fourteenth, she drops to flat feet and releases her hold on the skirt. Then, with both arms arched overhead, she does a slow, stylized pas de basque: stepping with right foot to the right, she draws her left foot up to the right, bends her body to the right, then steps right again into a hold on half-toe. The pointed left foot is placed behind the right calf when she drops flat on the right foot in a small plié, at the end of the musical phrase. This combination (let’s call it step-draw-plié, for lack of precise terms) is repeated to the left.

The dancer then proceeds diagonally downstage to her right with seven more mincing steps on half-toe, skirt again held out. She does a step-step preparation into a high tour jeté that lands her in a pool of tarlatan ruffles as she sits, arms out and down at her sides. The second girl enters when the opening melody is repeated and dances this entire combination down to stage left. But at the end of her tour jeté, she remains standing while the first girl rises to her feet just as the third girl makes her mincing entrance.

The three now tiptoe, twist-step toward each other. They meet in a line facing the audience at center stage to do the step-draw-plié all together, first to the left, then to the right. Next they mince-twist their way into a group downstage. There they mime the telling of a bit of gossip, the third girl to the first two. Each registers shock at what she has learned: one with mouth wide open, one with hand clasped to cheek. Then they tiptoe right down to the footlights, each girl shaking a forefinger at the audience as if she had just heard its members had done something wicked.

After another step-draw-plié combination, they suddenly all turn their backs, bend down, and flip up a large bundle of skirt behind them while each girl smiles naughtily over her left shoulder. (This always got a laugh.) Backs still to audience, they hold out their skirts as on their original entrance and tiptoe-twist upstage. There they do a final tour jeté to land down on the floor, facing front. Rising with arms overhead, they hold out their skirts, bow quickly, and skip offstage right. And that was the whole dance.

Betty’s Music Box frequently had to be repeated, one of the few Denishawn group dances ever encored. Considering its complete lack of drama or of sensational choreography, its popularity was a mystery. Yet even audiences as theatrically sophisticated as Tokyo’s responded with enthusiasm to the three little maids in pink. The wife of Koshiro Matsumoto, then Japan’s most famous Kabuki actor-dancer, and herself a skilled teacher of Japanese dancing, was delighted when RSD and TS presented her with a duplicate of our costume which Pearl Wheeler had made for her. And when we returned to Japan a year or so after our 1925 tour of that country, we saw Japanese dancers doing their version of Betty’s Music Box, complete with ruffled skirts and ballet slippers, but accompanied by a samisen!
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Charles Weidman, as Pierrot, joins the Three Little Maids of Betty’s Music Box in the Moszkowski Waltz. As photographed here in this first performance (1922), the Maids are Betty May, Martha Graham, and Louise Brooks.
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The Moszkowski Waltz photographed in performance at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, 1925. Charles Weidman is again Pierrot; but now the Maids are Jane Sherman, Geordie Graham, and Ann Douglas.



Waltz

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1922

Music by Moritz Moszkowski (Waltz, op. 34 #1)

First performance October 2, 1922, at the Temple Theatre, Lewistown, Pa.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Charles Weidman, with Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, and Jane Sherman

If Betty’s Music Box was a strawberry ice-cream soda, the Moszkowski Waltz was pink champagne. As exuberant and effervescent as Betty’s Music Box was coy and almost sedate, this group number was every bit as saccharine. But it was fun to watch and fun to dance.

After the spotlight blacks out on Weidman’s forlorn Pierrot, he leaves the stage. Bright floods and foots come up immediately as swift, gay music begins. We see the first of our three little maids enter upstage right. Although still in her Betty’s Music Box costume, she has removed her wide-brimmed hat the better to flit through the air, and she now wears a small wreath of roses on her hair and a broad smile on her lips as she waltzes in a swirl of pink ruffles.

She does a series of four fast pas de basque turns which carry her diagonally downstage to the right. There she runs four quick preparation steps into a high, wide, and handsome tour jeté and down into a sitting position on one bent leg, the other straight before her, arms out at her sides. Likewise sans chapeau, the second little maid repeats this combination to the left, also to end in a sitting position near the footlights.

But when the third rosy-wreathed girl enters, she brings with her a Pierrot considerably less dejected than when we last saw him. They too pas de basque waltz-turn and tour jeté down front center, where the first two dancers join them. There follow various simple patterns of waltz steps and pirouettes, of arabesques and tours jetés, of pas de basque and occasional pas de chat, as Pierrot dances with one flirtatious charmer after another. A mime of rivalry builds up among the three little maids when he begins to show his preference for one of them. Holding his long, ragged sleeves, the other two playfully tug him thither and hither as they try to attract his attention, all with bouncy waltz steps and all with outrageously exaggerated gestures. Pierrot joins joyfully in this game, his earlier sadness at being rejected by his love completely dissipated when he finds more than ample consolation in the arms of his three partners.

At last the first two dancers pause to watch with smiling resignation (and skirts held far out to their sides) when Pierrot captures the girl of his heart. She responds to his clownish ardor by rising archly into a high arabesque on left half-toe, right leg up, as he holds her close to plant a kiss on her chastely averted cheek. All four then celebrate their youthful high spirits in more waltzing turns around the stage and around each other, in and out of a spinning pink daisy chain, until this innocent little romp comes to its happy end.

Like many other dances on the four Denishawn programs presented in the Orient, this Waltz was utterly foreign to Japanese audiences. Yet Baron Ishimoto wrote in the Japan Advertiser the day after we opened in Tokyo:

The Denishawn Dancers convince the Japanese that America is now creating its own art, and moreover it has something very suggestive of the future. Whenever a historian tries to write a book on the relations of the United States and Japan, he cannot ignore the coming of the Denishawn Dancers in 1925 to Japan, because by their appearance on the stage of Tokyo the attitude toward America in respect to art has been completely changed.

Is it possible that even such a bit of fluff as the Moszkowski Waltz could have made a small contribution to better cultural understanding?

Dance of the Black and Gold Sari

(also known as The Red and Gold Sari)

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1923

Music by R. S. Stoughton (from his East Indian Suite)

First performance as a substitute number on the program of the U.S. tour, 1922–1923

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927; the Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928

Danced by Ruth St. Denis

In contrast to the spiritual qualities of Ruth St. Denis’s early East Indian dances (Radha, Incense), the Dance of the Black and Gold Sari was a solo of pure but lovely earthiness. Its every motion emphasized the physical charm that arises from absolute self-confidence.

Confident as she may have been in the integrity of her work, however, RSD had not intended to include her Indian dances in the tour programs planned for Burma or India. It was only upon the urging of our impresario, Asway Strok, that she agreed to do the Nautch and the Sari in Rangoon as a sort of trial balloon (the rhyme is fortuitous). She admitted to trembling when she stood in the wings before this first delivery of coals to Newcastle, but no one could detect the slightest tremor in her assurance once she stepped onstage. Her inimitable personality projected across the footlights so vividly that the audience almost tore down the theatre in their enthusiasm when the dances ended.

In Calcutta in January, 1926, Miss Ruth wrote in her diary: “My Nautch and Black and Gold Sari continue to be a riot.” That riot was repeated after their every performance for the five months we traveled from Calcutta to Bombay, from the Himalayas to Ceylon. Ted Shawn noted that they did not dare omit the Black and Gold Sari from any of the four programs performed on the sub-continent. And Doris Humphrey once observed that the only concert the Denishawners had to give in India was Miss Ruth doing a dozen repetitions of Sari and a dozen nautch dances. Perhaps a Calcutta newspaper reviewer best explained this popularity when he wrote, “The Dance of the Black and Gold Sari is as beautiful as it is enchanting. She has not only caught the Indian spirit, she is experiencing the joy of the spirit: and she is imparting that joy to her spectators.”

In a dance-drama called Bakawali, based on a Hindu love story by Lafcadio Hearn, to music by Ethelbert Nevin, and first performed in 1913, RSD did a dance in which she wore a black and gold sari. She writes in her autobiography that Bakawali was “a charming tale but with no genuine importance as a dance.” Yet from it came one of the most popular numbers she ever created.

The actual origin of the Black and Gold Sari in its final form was, however, purely accidental. Using the ebony, gold-embroidered sari she had worn in Bakawali years earlier, Miss Ruth was demonstrating for her California pupils the correct and complicated way that an Indian woman took a piece of material six yards long and thirty-nine inches wide and managed to pleat, tuck, and wrap it into a skirt and a head-covering. It so happened that music was being played while the teacher moved gracefully through the intricate dressing motions, and an observer exclaimed aloud, “Why, it’s a dance!” And a dance it immediately became.

But as with The Legend of the Peacock, which also had a happenstance beginning, RSD was not content merely to put on a sari to music and let it go at that. She changed the “teacher” into the character of a chattering salesperson who, the better to exhibit the beauty of her merchandise, models the sari for a prospective buyer.

To saucy, pseudo-“Oriental” music, the dancer enters in a white spotlight at upper stage left with an eager, quick little walk that is accented by the tinkling bells of her anklets. Her demeanor is modest, demure, almost humble. She is dressed in an unadorned dark choli with elbow-length sleeves and a straight black silk skirt worn over long, tight pants. Her black hair is parted in the middle and outlined by a plain gold headpiece from which dangle small gold earrings that match her few gold bracelets and anklets. She hold her arms out before her at waist height, and over them is draped the folded sari she has come to display.

She moves smoothly and swiftly downstage, pausing to put her palms together at her forehead in a salaam to the right, then to the left. Kneeling stage center, she carefully places the sari in front of her on the floor before also salaaming, with murmurs and smiles, to the “customer” (i.e., the audience). When she begins to pull out the folds of the black, gold-bordered material, she begins to chatter in St. Denis Hindi as she presumably calls attention to the qualities of the sari. This seductive double-talk is repeated throughout the solo, where appropriate (as was similar babble in several other RSD dances — the actress in her always refusing to be upstaged by the dancer).

Rising, she holds one end of the sari with both hands as she walks rapidly backward, pulling it out to its full length, the wide gold border last revealed on the floor. Here she stops, turns her back modestly on the audience, tucks the end she holds firmly into her waistband, and wraps the material around her as a skirt. Then facing forward, smiling, with great dexterity she pleats the sari over the outstretched fingers of one hand until she has taken in all but a few remaining yards. She twists coquettishly as she places these many pleats into her waistband at the front, thus completing the full skirt. She pulls the rest of the sari across her body and up over one shoulder, placing the final bordered yard over her head. She holds the sari out with her right hand, a completely dressed and very lovely Indian lady.
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Ruth St. Denis in Dance of the Black and Gold Sari, photographed backstage after the work’s Indian premiere, Calcutta, January 1926.



With this change of costume, her character becomes transformed. Her previous servility is replaced by an increasing confidence as she begins to experience the joy of wearing the glamorous sari. With challenging little stamping steps accented by her anklet bells, she moves diagonally downstage to the right in a ONE-two-three-four, ONE-two-three-four progression. Stopping, she removes the sari from her head and throws its length out almost arrogantly on the floor to show off its beauty. Talking now more boldly, she bends to pick it up and holds the wide golden-bordered end with both hands in a straight line over her head. With this as background, she does the Indian cobra side-to-side motion of the head, shoulders held perfectly still. With repetition, this becomes an impudent, almost wicked gesture. Forgetful of the “customer,” absorbed in her dance, she repeats the little bell-stamping steps.

She whirls into a large, sweeping turn as she holds the sari end out to one side. Her body bends forward, then slowly spirals erect during the course of the spin. Again she leans down low, turning smoothly and swiftly. But when she straightens this time she throws back her head voluptuously, no longer a simple salesperson but a being experiencing ecstasy. Coming out of the turn, she moves upstage with the rapid ONE-two-three-four, ONE-two-three-four steps. When she reaches the center, she does an odd, sudden small jump in place. At the very moment she flings the sari over her head, she sits abruptly with her back to the audience — an adorable, devil-may-care gesture that seems to say, “Well, if you don’t want to buy this sari, I’ll keep it!” Blackout.

Of all the praise heaped upon this solo, perhaps the most endearing and spontaneous was reported by the critic for The Englishman (Calcutta, April 5, 1926): “The Dance of the Black and Gold Sari showed in a most graceful manner the consummate artist that she is. Indeed, in the middle of the dance an Indian lady was heard to remark, ‘Why, she puts on her sari far better than I can!’”

Rabindranath Tagore, the Nobel Prize winning poet, came often to see this dance. He tried earnestly to persuade Miss Ruth to stay in India to teach its young people the spirit of their country’s dances, which had lost their dignity under British domination. Even though she had to refuse a place on the staff of his university, the renaissance of East Indian dancing to its present high level stems to a considerable extent from RSD’s performances throughout India in 1926.

Yet only two years after her acclaim by a great artist and a great people, Ruth St. Denis was called to task by Doris Humphrey about one of the very dances that had won her such deserved recognition. DH wrote to her mother on July 1, 1928:

I told them [RSD and TS] I thought they had impaired their art on the Follies tour this year…. Did I ever tell you what she did to the Black and Gold Sari? … it was exactly twice as fast, then she changed the sari to bright red, shortened the skirt several inches, had a new bright set of jewelry made, hung a wide strip of gold cloth on the drop as background, and simply tore through the dance. She calls this a necessary adaptation to environment, but I call it by a name not too polite.

Far from responding to this criticism with righteous indignation, Ruth St. Denis burst into tears at Doris’s words — perhaps because they forced her to realize, in more ways than one, how swiftly Denishawn was disintegrating.

Danse Américaine

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1923

Music by Dent Mowry

First performance October 15, 1923, at the Apollo Theatre, Atlantic City, N.J.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Charles Weidman

Danse Américaine was created by Ted Shawn specifically for Charles Weidman for the second Daniel Mayer United States tour of 1923–1924, which featured dances on American themes to music by American composers, among them a new solo TS had choreographed for Doris Humphrey, Pasquinade to music by Louis Moreau Gottschalk. This tour seems to mark the first time that Humphrey and Weidman appeared on the same Denishawn program.

After Xochitl and Pierrot Forlorn, Danse Américaine was the next important number given to CW. It was built around a mill town character who is the local dude, full of bravado, bluster, and braggadocio. He entered stage right with a cocksure swagger, hands in pockets, chest out. The white spotlight emphasized his skimpy suit of a too vivid shade of green, his pink-green-and-purple plaid shirt, his brown derby tilted over one eye, his tan bulldog shoes. There was little display of technique in the dance that followed: the story was interpreted by gesture and facial expression to appropriate music. And, with his unusual gift for pantomime, Charles immediately proceeded to populate the stage.

First he gathers a circle of cronies about him so he can show off his new clothes. Next he strides across stage to supervise a game of craps in progress. He superciliously joins the players and, after much shaking and cajoling of the dice, he rolls them out, scoops up his winnings, and saunters away.

Coming to a sandlot baseball game, he invites himself to be the next one up at bat. He removes his derby to reveal pomaded hair parted in the middle and slicked severely down. He takes off his jacket to reveal scarlet sleeve garters and matching suspenders. He picks up the bat and makes some mighty swings, his huge black eyes a-popping in their effort to see the ball, his wide mouth a-chewing away on a big wad of gum. He connects with a powerful hit, drops the bat, and speeds off around the bases, only to be called “Out!” as he slides into home plate. He argues violently with the umpire and is thrown out of the game.

Nothing daunted, he resumes hat and coat to venture into the intimidating area of girls. Passing a particularly pretty one, he tips his hat diffidently. To his amazement, she smiles at him, and after some hesitation he asks her to dance with him: he points first to himself, then to her, then holds out his right arm and twirls his left hand in a circle. When she accepts his invitation, they waltz a few awkward steps and turns, only to collide with another couple. The dude wants to start a fight but his partner calms him down. Walking to a different part of the stage with her, he offers to do a solo dance. This amounts to some clog, soft-shoe, and eccentric steps which the real audience invariably applauds. All puffed up by this applause, Charles begins to walk off the stage, forgetting his young lady. At the last moment he remembers her and rushes back to her side, full of elaborate apologies. With a grin that suggests he has something other than dancing in mind, he gallantly places the girl’s arm in the crook of his right elbow and, still apologizing, still explaining, he swaggers offstage with her.

The very first time CW danced Danse Américaine, he had to give an encore, and the solo remained tremendously popular throughout the Orient and American tours. In 1925 a writer for Dance Lovers Magazine said, “One of the first real American dances we have ever seen was Charles Weidman’s Danse Américaine…. There was something about it so different, so clever and so catchy that it seemed you must see it over and over again until you grasped every detail. Then you want to go home and try its popular sport steps yourself.”

And in 1963, John Martin, in his Book of the Dance, wrote that “Charles’s is by no means realistic pantomime when he gets through with it, for he takes actual gesture and reduces it to its very essence as movement…. [he] has a wonderful gift for observing and visualizing the vagaries of men and manners.” This astute evaluation could have correctly been made of the young Weidman in Danse Américaine forty years earlier.

Pasquinade

(also known as A Creole Belle)

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1923

Music by Louis Moreau Gottschalk

First performance October 15, 1923, at the Apollo Theatre, Atlantic City, N.J.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Doris Humphrey

In 1926, Doris Humphrey said, “I’m tired of darling little dances and I long for a good thick juicy beef-dance-steak that I can chew on hard.” While with Denishawn, she often had to appear in numbers for which she felt slight empathy. One such “darling little dance” was the polka she performed as the Ballerina in Straussiana. Pasquinade was certainly another. Both had been choreographed especially for her by Ted Shawn.

According to Webster’s definition, a pasquinade is a piece of satirical writing that got its name from Pasquino, a piece of Roman sculpture which in turn got its name from that of a witty cobbler or tailor whose house was near its place of discovery. At the end of the fifteenth century it was the custom to hang lampoons on the marble fragment. This is a heavy definition upon which to hang a decidedly lightweight dance. And truth to tell it was never clear precisely what was being satirized in Pasquinade: one wonders if Shawn himself knew the meaning of the title.

Nevertheless the solo deserves chronicling if only as an oddity. Humphrey was costumed in an elegant pink dress of an old-fashioned period. Its satin bodice was adorned with a rose-colored tulle boa; its skirt consisted of seven rows of tulle ruffles, from waist to ankle, which were drawn up into a voluminous bustle at the back. She wore pink satin strapped slippers with French heels. (In the photograph taken for the souvenir program of the first Daniel Mayer tour she is shown wearing a high-crowned, brimmed hat plumed with ostrich feathers, and she is holding a tall walking stick. On the Orient and 1926–1927 United States tours, however, the dance was performed sans hat and walking stick.)
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Doris Humphrey as a Creole belle in Pasquinade, 1923.



She walks on from upper stage left into a flattering rosy spotlight, pauses a moment, then, when the music starts, she begins a step combination that carries her diagonally downstage to the right. Right arm extended at shoulder height, left arm akimbo with hand on bustle, she steps out daintily on the right half-toe, then drops at once on the next beat to flat foot. She does the same step-drop on the left foot, immediately followed by four little steps on half-toe with a twist of the foot on each step, note by note with the piano. Again into right step-drop, left step-drop. But this time the phrase ends with a swift forward motion of the head, both knees bending. As she raises her head promptly to smile, almost winking, at the audience, she kicks up the left foot behind her as high as she can — a provocative movement that would have been considered quite naughty in the late nineteenth century. This entire figuration is repeated until she reaches downstage right.

Here she floats into a skittery polka step that is very fast and light and bouncy. It carries her in a large circle around the stage. She stops at the center footlights, both satin-slippered feet neatly together. She bends over to pick up a corner of her skirt with her left hand, holds it on her hip, and with her right forefinger shaking a “No! No! No!” at the audience, she glides swiftly backward on tiny half-toe twist steps that resemble pas de bourrée. The music next quickens with a repeat of the opening melody, to which the dancer responds with a balletic turn in place at stage center. On each beat, she does a rélevée on left foot, up then down. On each quarter of the turn, she flicks out her right foot as if to go into a fouetté (but does not, because the flick reaches little higher than her ankle). The dance continues in this merry style and mood to the exit stage left where (of course!) the dancer gives a final flirty toss of the head and a final flirty backward kick with the left leg.

This solo for a Creole belle (sic) was sometimes programed under the umbrella title of American Sketches, which originally covered five dances. Doris Humphrey made a charming thing of the fragile material, and audiences loved it even in such an incongruous place as Hyderabad in the heart of India, where we gave several special performances for the Nizam and his sons and his daughters and his many wives in purdah. This then-richest man in the world and devout Moslem was seen vigorously applauding what must have struck him as a titillating exhibition by a scandalous woman.

The Spirit of the Sea

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis as a solo, 1915: as a ballet, 1923

Music (for the ballet) especially written by R. S. Stoughton

First performance October 15, 1923, at the Apollo Theatre, Atlantic City, N.J.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, with Doris Humphrey, Ann Douglas, Ernestine Day, Edith James, and Jane Sherman

Originally as a solo that was very popular in vaudeville and concert, later as a ballet, The Spirit of the Sea was the first major creation of Ruth St. Denis’s that relied on neither an ethnic nor a religious background. It was the earliest expression of her deep feeling for nature; and, since she believed that women had a special affinity with the sea, it was only logical that she chose this for her theme. But she was not content merely to convey the impression of a wave or two: she wanted to create the illusion of the whole ocean. That she almost succeeded in doing so was a credit to her determination, her use of space and movement, her imaginative manipulation of material, and her exquisite taste in lighting (realized through the efforts of her brother Buzz).

In 1923, perhaps recognizing that she needed a little assistance in perfecting her vision, RSD expanded her 1915 solo, to music by MacDowell, into a ballet for the 1923–1924 United States concert tour, to music especially composed by R. S. Stoughton. She added a backdrop that showed low waves painted against a bright blue sky, and a wing on the left side of the stage resembling a cliff. At its foot she placed a three-foot-high flat-topped “rock” that was fixed in position and sturdy enough to bear a person’s weight. She also added Ted Shawn as a fisherboy and five girls as sea nymphs.

It is amusing to contrast the souvenir program note about this new ballet with Miss Ruth’s private version of its message. In the program, The Spirit of the Sea was described by her as “an elemental dance poem” and it read:

The spell of the Sea is laid more heavily upon some mortals than upon others. These know her as an incarnate being — a wanton mistress, a goddess, a sprite who plays like a quick and curving fish, a dread power, a lost beloved — never the same, but always clutching at one’s heart strings.

One such, a fisher-boy, feels the reality of this Incarnate Spirit of the Sea so strongly that he is never gay for long — breaking from the midst of his work or play to sit for hours brooding upon a high rock, gazing out over the breakers. Then to him She comes — the white foam is her hair — the long sweep of the wave, the draperies from her arms — comes “with crooked inviting fingers,” dances for him, embraces him, and recedes heartbreakingly to merge her divine form with the great abstraction of her material element. And who once has been loved by the Sea, has no heart for human maid.

With rather less hyperbole, RSD wrote in her autobiography:

On the program as well was a new Spirit of the Sea, in which Ted became a fisherboy, all roguish and brown, with black curly hair, who dragged in a net full of sea-nymphs. He climbed onto a rock and did all sorts of soul-yearning plastiques for the sea, at which point I swam in and distracted him still further. It was really a beautiful ballet, in the matter of the soft green light and the music by Roy Stoughton.

And this was what it was like in performance: TS, in brown body paint, wore only simple rust-colored loose shorts that seemed to have been made of sailcloth. They were tied around his waist by a length of rope. On his head was a close-cropped, curly black wig. The girls wore flesh-colored leotards (the famous “Soaring Suits”) with wigs made from hip-length streamers of ragged cotton cloth that had been dyed varying shades of green to represent different kinds of seaweed.

After a slow, quiet musical introduction, the curtain rises on a stage under bright blue-green lights. Immediately the five sea nymphs enter. They are playfully intertwining long strands of kelp in a plastique as they progress across the stage. Three of them suddenly look into the wings and run off, to return pulling the reluctant fisherboy, who trails a large net behind him. All the nymphs crowd curiously about him. With a quick gesture of lighthearted revenge, he tosses his net around them, laughing as he tugs them into a close group near the rock. There they escape from the net and begin to tease the boy. He chases them. They elude him. There follows a youthful play-dance until the nymphs stretch out on the beach as if exhausted. The boy has wearied of this childlike game. He sits on the rock, arms clasped around knees. Although the nymphs rise to tempt him again into play, he refuses. One by one the girls tiptoe offstage. The fisherboy is left alone to gaze out at the ocean, brooding as if he had heard the voice of an irresistible siren. The dark of evening increases.
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The Spirit of the Sea, photographed from the audience, Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, September 1925. Standing, I. to r., Ted Shawn, Edith James, Doris Humphrey; seated, Ernestine Day, Jane Sherman, Ann Douglas; reclining, far right, Ruth St. Denis.



On the first notes of her theme, the sea spirit raises her head of foam, silvery in a white spotlight, to face the audience from the prone position where she has been lying unnoticed beneath an expanse of sea-green veil at stage center rear. Slowly she rises from the voluminous folds of thin, glimmering silk patterned in artful streaks of dark and light green. Dyed in sea tones shading from emerald to olive, long streamers flow from her shoulders into trains that reach halfway across the stage on left and right. Over nude fleshings she wears a blue-and-silver net ankle-length shift with wrist-length tight sleeves. Her own hair hangs like a drift of spume over her back and shoulders. (RSD’s hair had started to turn white while she was in her late teens. She never dyed it.)

Now she raises her full, sensuous arms, the streamers following every motion like ripples on the surface of waves. She begins a gradual slow, small, rhythmical, almost hypnotic pendulumlike movement as she rises to her feet. The boy watches in fascination while the waves created by her arms and drapery swell ever larger and wider and higher as if about to crash upon the rock where he crouches. At one moment, they seem to cover the entire stage and even beyond, until finally they recede into calm.

Then the Spirit approaches the boy with inviting hands and tempting arms. She flirts with him in a brief, teasing little “fish” dance. Her mood changes. She comes close to him tenderly, calmly, moving straight across the stage to his rock, the draperies trailing behind her like the tide. She arches her body, head thrown back, as he bends to kiss her. She lifts her beautiful green arms to take him with her. But this is impossible. Sadly, she leaves him, drifting to the back of the stage where, after one climactic wave, she returns to her element. The fisherboy, who can resist the Spirit’s allure no longer, leaps from his rock after her and is drowned.

The rather hackneyed story cannot alone explain the impact of this work upon the audience. Obviously, the effect was obtained more by theatre than by dance. The set was important, as was the subtle, shifting lighting that created the illusion of clouds across the backdrop, of rising and falling waves. But it was the Spirit’s costume that determined the desired impression. RSD firmly believed that fabrics, scarves, skirts, and draperies had much greater significance than mere theatricality. The use of these materials for a dance, she contended, extended the movements of the body itself into space. The Spirit of the Sea might be considered the epitome of her belief in the importance of the relationship of body movements to costume.

Walter Terry in his book Ted Shawn tells how he once asked Miss Ruth what the difference was between her solo version of The Spirit of the Sea and the ballet. With the unquenchable humor with which she always pricked the bubble of her own pretensions, she replied, “Not much, dear. I was still the sea. Teddy was a fisherman. Somewhere along the line I drowned him. It was still my dance.” And so it was.

The Feather of the Dawn

(also known as The Hopi Ballet)

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1923

Music based on American Indian airs, especially written by Charles Wakefield Cadman

First performance October 15, 1923, at the Apollo Theatre, Atlantic City, N.J.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ted Shawn, Ernestine Day, Pauline Lawrence, and company

Just as Ted Shawn’s Cuadro Flamenco was the first full-length Spanish ballet presented to American audiences in small and large towns across the country, so his Feather of the Dawn was the first complete North American Indian ballet produced for equally wide distribution. As mentioned earlier, TS had long been fascinated by the culture of our native Americans. Xochitl was his initial exploration of Indian lore south of the border, and, three years later, Feather expressed his vision of the Hopi Indians of New Mexico.

He chose as his theme a Hopi legend which says that if a feather is blown into the air at dawn and is caught by a breeze to be carried out of sight, an auspicious day has begun. The Hopi youth Kwahu (TS) takes this sign as indicating the moment is right for him to propose to Kodeh, the daughter of the chief of the tribe. Choreographed to start as if at sunrise and to conclude at sunset, many tribal dances are performed during the course of this ballet “day”: Corn Grinding Song, Basket Dance, Dance of the Corn Maiden, the Eagle Dance, the Proposal Ceremony, the Blessing of the Bride, the Wolf Dance, and the assembling of the Hopi gods for the wedding. American Indian dances traditionally served to unite the members of a tribe or pueblo for a specific purpose: assembling for the hunt, fighting an enemy, celebrating an occasion, appealing to or propitiating various spirits of nature. TS compressed into this thirty-minute Hopi dance-drama his version of eight different rituals.

The set, costumes, and music for Feather of the Dawn proved costly. A two-story “adobe” dwelling, complete with real ladders to its first and second roof levels, dominated stage right against a cloudless blue desert sky, with the suggestion of another dwelling on the left. Many of the costumes were authentic, as were the moccasins and the baskets. The rest of the costumes were designed by Earle Franke, the artist who created the set and also meticulously copied the three-dimensional Catcinas (gods) masks from examples in the Smithsonian Institution. Charles Wakefield Cadman (composer of the popular song From the Land of the Sky-Blue Water) was paid $1,200 for the score TS commissioned him to write. It was based on Indian airs and rhythms.

Transportation of the heavy scenery proved too expensive for the Orient tour: a painted backdrop was substituted, but the masks made the trip. The practical set was used, however, during the long 1923–1924 and 1924–1925 United States tours. (For the three performances in April 1923, at the Manhattan Opera House, the program included six Music Visualizations and four major ballets: The Spirit of the Sea, The Feather of the Dawn, Cuadro Flamenco, and Ishtar of the Seven Gates — a good example of the typical lavishness and variety of Denishawn presentations.)

As for the Indian choreography, TS frankly admitted that his was, perforce, an adaptation rather than a literal rendition because, as he wrote in The American Ballet:

The Pueblo Indians have dances whose choreographic form is equal to anything the Russians have ever done, costumed with an understanding of color as great as that of Bakst, and executed with such technique, combining clear-cut execution, variety of movement and extraordinary rapidity and lightness, that the most superlative technician of all the ballet schools would have to admit defeat if he tried to learn these dances under the most favorable circumstances.

But TS did create sufficient authentic flavor to arouse the interest of the audience from the moment the curtains parted. Dawn is breaking over the pueblo, blue-grey streaked with rose. Kwahu stands facing the rising sun, his back to the audience. His brown body is bare except for ochre-red trunks cut extremely high at the hips and held up by a belt of large, oval, linked silver pieces. Necklaces of shells and turquoise fall over his chest. A narrow band of red material, with long fringes, is tied beneath each knee. On his feet are beaded moccasins: on his head a straight, black shoulder-length wig tied by a red band. An old woman (Pauline Lawrence) crouches against the adobe house. Wrapped in a blanket against the chill of early morning, she is watching him. Her grey hair is parted in the middle and drawn back into a bun. She wears an embroidered buckskin shift under the blanket. Kwahu mimes the blowing away of a feather, following its flight with his eyes until it disappears from view. As he stands, exultant, the crone hobbles up to him, grinning, nodding, assuring him this is a good day. He bows gravely to her and rushes off

The sun now fully illuminates the scene as the corn maidens enter, led on by Kodeh (Ernestine Day). They wear ankle-length buckskin shifts that are heavily embroidered in earth colors. Their feet are encased in moccasins. Except for Kodeh, their black wigs are identically dressed in a Hopi fashion: parted in the middle with two thick rolls of hair that curl around to cover each ear. These rolls look like large doughnuts, in the center of each of which blooms a bright yellow squash blossom. The girls sit in a row across the stage, placing their flat, woven baskets before them on the ground. Instructed and supervised by the old woman, they mime the grinding of corn and the singing of the corn song. When their baskets are (presumably) filled, they rise, place them on their heads, and perform a beguiling little dance as they wind in a line around the stage, their feet lightly stamping to a gentle but definite rhythm. They sit again near the house, baskets held in laps across primly folded legs, as Kodeh steps forward to do the Dance of the Corn Maiden.
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Ted Shawn in the Eagle Dance, The Feather of the Dawn.



Her costume is more elaborate and more colorful than the others’, although of the same basic design. As befits the daughter of a chief, she wears heavy turquoise and silver necklaces and bracelets. Her black hair is smoothly parted in the center and falls on either side of her face in braids whose ends are tightly wrapped in red material. Her dance is rapid, with marked stamping. She does several slow turns, feet always flat on the earth, first with head and body bent forward, then with body erect and head thrown back as she gives thanks to the sun for the ample corn.

At the sudden sound of an offstage drumbeat, she stops abruptly and shrinks back to stand with the other girls and the crone. They all stare expectantly at the wings, stage right, where Kwahu reappears, this time to do his Eagle Dance in honor of the sacred, highest-flying bird. Now the young warrior’s arms and hands are completely enclosed in an enormous pair of eagle wings made of real feathers. They are attached across his back, leaving his chest bare. He enters with swift, silent toe-heel, toe-heel, toe-heel steps. His body is bent forward at the waist. His arms hold the wings straight out before him and close to his face, hiding his head. When he reaches center stage, he stops, raises his head, and stands erect, the wings folded down in front of him. He holds this pose a motionless instant.

Then the wings begin to quiver. They slowly open and rise to shoulder height, full spread for flight. There follows a dance of speed and athleticism, combined with grace and ecstasy. The footwork is rapid. The jumping turns en l’air, with knees flexed and wings reaching out and overhead, alternate with body crouched over lightly stamping feet, wings out parallel in back. Great leaps across the stage, legs straight, toes pointed, wings outstretched wide, give the impression of a bird soaring through limitless space. His handsome head flung back to stare up into the sky, Kwahu spins on one spot with wings held out, first low, then shoulder high. He pauses. Head slowly bends to scan the earth below for prey as wings and body slowly sway — the eagle drifting and circling down far currents of air. Successful in his hunt, he stops dramatically, once again on the ground. He poses on high half-toe in semi-profile, both knees flexed and held tight together, body reaching slightly backward to the pull of upraised wings, head bent to regard his victim.

It was a moving performance. Perhaps TS was too modest when he wrote, “I have seen Hopi men do the Eagle Dance. There is no living white man today (and that includes all of the greatest of the Russian Ballet, as well as American dancers, including myself) who, after spending a year studying this dance, would be able to reproduce it. There was the most extraordinary rapidity of movement that I have ever witnessed.”

Following the ovation this solo invariably received, the rest of the ballet was almost anticlimactic. The maidens are led off by the crone, leaving Kodeh standing alone, head modestly bowed, hands folded. Kwahu removes his wings and proceeds to court the lovely girl. She accepts his proposal. Her father the chief enters, and the couple stand before him to ask his consent. He gives them his blessing and at his signal a medicine man leaps onstage. He is dressed in a black-and-white spotted long-sleeved body suit that flaunts a bushy tail. He wears a fearsome black-and-white mask with large canine teeth. In a combination of slinking, prowling steps and awkward, aggressive turns, he mimes the Wolf Dance as he stamps and claws and howls with raised head around Kodeh and Kwahu, now alone at center stage. His magic completed, he leads them to a ladder which they mount to stand on the roof of the dwelling.
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The Feather of the Dawn, finale: Louise Brooks, Ted Shawn, and members of the 1923–1924 Company.



From both sides of the stage then erupt bending, stamping, chanting figures which wear huge painted masks of vivid colors. Each mask’s shape and expression is different, to represent the Hopi gods, the Catcinas. Three of the figures tower above the others, their square, horned heads with round, staring eyes and feathered topknots resembling exotic cattle. They stand in the rear, their gigantic forms swaying from side to side in rhythm with the smaller, circling masked figures. The dance is lighted only by yellow-red foots and spots which project the grotesque shadows against the smooth “adobe” walls. The Wolf Dancer joins the celebration as the betrothed couple look down upon the festivities in their honor, which come to an end at curtain-fall in the blaze of the setting sun.

The Feather of the Dawn was exceptionally popular on the Orient tour. So much so that drawings copied from a photograph of Papa’s dramatic final pose in the Eagle Dance were displayed in East Indian bazaars, with accompanying text of explanation written in Urdu. And painted clay Hakata figurines in the same pose were on sale in Japan.

Ruth St. Denis said she thought Feather was one of the finest things Ted Shawn ever created. After having been out of the repertoire for close to four years, the ballet was revived for its last Denishawn performance at the third Lewisohn Stadium concert of 1929.

Adagio Pathétique

(also known as Death of Adonis)

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1923

Music by Benjamin Godard

First performance (before invited audience) summer 1923, at Mariarden, Peterboro, N.H.

First public performance October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N. Y.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ted Shawn

The classic solo Adagio Pathétique was created by Ted Shawn after his return from Europe, where he had been so moved by the art collections of the Pitti Palace, the Uffizi, the Louvre, and the British Museum that he resolved to put his impressions of antique sculpture into a dance. His Death of Adonis was a unique plastic work, so limited in movement that TS referred to it as a “sculpture solo.” He had been extremely careful in his choreography to avoid any similarity to certain vaudeville acts of the time where performers in white makeup and skimpy “Grecian” costumes simply held different poses between blackouts in what was called “living sculpture.” It should be recognized that in Adonis a present-day American choreographer for the first time tackled and solved the aesthetic problem of combining near-nudity with motion in a serious dance intended to be seen by large numbers of people.

Notable as it was to prove to be, Adagio Pathétique came perilously close to having its premiere canceled. TS was afflicted with a violent case of poison ivy over much of his body. In addition, the absentee owners of the art colony where he was to appear became alarmed by reports telephoned to them long distance by their cook, warning them that one of his rehearsed dances was obscene. Not having seen the solo themselves, they begged Shawn to withdraw it from the scheduled subscription program and suggested that he dance it instead before an invited audience of their presumably more sophisticated friends. The afflicted skin was camouflaged by body paint: the dance was done practically in private. And there and then it received the first of the unrestrained ovations that were later to greet it from every audience that saw it.

TS had chosen as subject for his dance the beautiful young Adonis of Greek mythology who was beloved by both Aphrodite and Persephone and who, according to legend, was killed by a boar when out hunting. At curtain, he was discovered onstage, immobile and completely nude except for a “fig leaf,” a close-cropped curly white wig, and a heavy coat of white paint. Even his face was entirely white, with no makeup to outline eyes or mouth. Against a black velvet drop, he was posed seated on a white “marble” tree stump at one edge of a large white circular pedestal, to which all subsequent movements were restricted. This platform raised the performer some three feet above stage level and was placed deep upstage center. The lighting was so dim, so faint a blue, and the dancer so motionless that during the opening six harplike arpeggios from the piano it seemed to the viewer that he had come upon an actual Greek statue in a garden on a moonlit night.

With the slow, plaintive melody, TS began to breathe visibly, then gradually one knee flexed, one foot lifted, and both arms arched above his head. Never static, he changed positions with the continuing disciplined fluidity that he had developed in a technique devised especially for this dance. Throughout the solo, he maintained the reverent mood of the opening as he moved from one to another of thirty-two controlled poses. Copied from famous statues of Adonis, they showed his awakening, his adventures of the hunt, and the finale when he was gored by the wild (albeit imaginary!) boar.
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Ted Shawn as Adonis in Adagio Pathétique: the opening.



Even in the still puritanical 1920’s, when this dance was performed in 150 communities from New England cities to Montana mining towns, it was enthusiastically received by both press and public despite the shock of its nudity. This unquestioning reception at that time bespeaks the good taste and artistic integrity with which TS conceived and presented his vision.

Recognizing that the cultural gap between West and East could create confusion, RSD and TS were honestly amazed when Adonis proved so popular on the Orient tour. Only Miss Ruth’s East Indian dances were received with equal enthusiasm in Calcutta, for example, where a critic for the Calcutta Statesman (April 6, 1926) wrote:

… First among these [brilliant solos], and probably first in the whole company’s repertoire, is Ted Shawn’s Adagio Pathétique…. This astonishing piece of rhythmic motion, wherein the use of the lower limbs is reduced to a minimum and the greater part of the effect produced by the swaying of the trunk, is artistic to the last degree. In three or four minutes, the dancer succeeds in conveying the whole of the tense tragedy around which the music is written.

In Tokyo, a Macho-Shinbun reviewer wrote:

After the opening night of the Denishawn Dancers our every expectation has been met and the hearts of all dance lovers are dancing with joy. We say at once that … Mr. Shawn is the finest male dancer we have seen. His body is beautiful and splendid, his dancing is thoroughly masculine. The great art of Denishawn should not be missed by anyone in Japan.

(Theatrical sidelight: Adonis was always placed early in a program because it required so much time to apply the white body makeup. After the dance, the paint had to be sponged off — usually in the large graniteware dishpan that was standard equipment in TS’s dressing room, because backstage showers were unheard of in most theatres in those days and in those places where he played. New facial and/or body makeup then had to be applied for his following dances or ballets. Since this procedure also took some time, TS’s next appearance was almost always scheduled after the first intermission.)

Cuadro Flamenco

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1923

Music arranged by Louis Horst from mss. of Spanish dance and folk music

First performance October 15, 1923, at the Apollo Theatre, Atlantic City, N.J.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, and company

One of the biggest hits in the Denishawn repertoire, Cuadro Flamenco gave audiences all over the United States their initial glimpse of Spanish dancing, years before it became familiar to them on stage, screen, or TV. It is hard to believe that such a short time ago, historically speaking, comparatively few Americans had seen the varied forms of this great dance art until Denishawn tours brought them Ted Shawn’s Seguidilla, his dazzling Flamenco solos, his Shawl Plastique (created for Ruth St. Denis to music by Granados), his Malagueña duet (which he performed with Martha Graham or RSD) and his full-length ballet, Cuadro Flamenco. With succeeding performances by Spanish artists in this country, it became evident that no matter how authentic their steps, Denishawn Dancers had not been endowed either by temperament or training with the ability to demonstrate the subtleties of Spanish dance. But they did create the genuine atmosphere of a night club in, say, the village of Triana across the Guadalquivir River from Seville.

As well they might have, for in 1923 TS went to Spain. There he not only saw all the dancing he could search out but he also took lessons from noted teachers in Barcelona and Seville. Twice a day for two months he struggled with the intricacies of the footwork and the castanets, and with the structure of the dance forms. He brought home everything he learned, to teach it in turn to RSD and the company. Miss Ruth confessed that the footwork was beyond her. As she once told Walter Terry, “Ted was a brilliant Spanish dancer but I got as far as accomplishing a zapateado uno and threw in the towel!” A zapateado is the name given to those incredibly swift heel beats, with knees kept slightly bent so as to maintain a motionless upper body, arms overhead, fingers sometimes snapping. Despite his large frame and considerable weight, TS was expert at this in his Flamenco.
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Cuadro Flamenco, 1923. L. to r., Ted Shawn, Martha Hardy, Pauline Lawrence, George Steares, Louise Brooks, Ann Douglas, Charles Weidman, Ruth St. Denis, Lenore Scheffer, Doris Humphrey, J. Roy Busclark, an unidentified girl, Theresa Sadowska, and Robert Gorham.



But in Cuadro he had cast himself as a bullfighter, and heel beats were unsuitable. The story he devised was simple yet theatrically interesting, as the souvenir program of 1923 tells it:

It is evening of the day of a great bull fight. The café life is just beginning to become gay. The gitanas are mingling among the men of the concert hall, and the flower girls are plying their trade. Lalanda enters in full regalia and is persuaded to recount his afternoon’s triumphs in the Plaza de Toros. Then the Cuadro Flamenco starts the night’s entertainment of singing and dancing. La Macarena comes on for her number. At the end Lalanda, who has been her ardent suitor, demands an answer. She tells him that in return for the most beautiful shawl in Seville she will marry him. He goes to the shawl merchant next door and returns with a bundle. He offers them one by one — the fifth and last wins her. The entire assemblage celebrate their betrothal in typical gypsy fashion.

TS’s bullfight outfit had been bought second-hand in Seville from a rich torero who was superstitious of ever again wearing a “suit of lights” he had worn when he had been even slightly gored by the bull. Because of a small, easily mended tear in one silken pant leg, therefore, TS got a bargain: a bright green jacket heavily embroidered in gold thread, matching tight knee-length pants also encrusted with gold, a scarlet-lined green cape with a wide collar of gold embroidery, a ruffled white shirt with narrow black tie, a wide black satin cummerbund, pink stockings, and ballet-type slippers — the whole topped by the flat, boat-shaped matador’s hat with its traditional pigtail attached.
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Ted Shawn and Ruth St. Denis in Cuadro Flamenco.



Also purchased in Spain was RSD’s costume of ruffled white ankle-length skirt, long-sleeved, tight-fitting dark red bodice, small red-and-orange embroidered shawl, and a tall carved comb which she wore in her high-piled black wig. Her silk stockings and high-heeled satin shoes matched the red of her bodice. At some performances she preferred to wear another authentic costume: a dusky crimson full long skirt consisting of many narrow ruffles, each banded by a darker shade of red; a black bodice with a single strap over one shoulder; a plain red fringed shawl; and a rather frizzy black bobbed wig, parted in the center and falling to her shoulders.

For the company, TS had bought accessories such as combs, shoulder shawls, and castanets. But the many-ruffled long dresses with their close-fitted waists and ruffled sleeves were copied by Pearl Wheeler from photographs, each of a differently patterned material and color. The men wore the Andalusian black mohair suit with brief jacket, cummerbund, white shirt, and narrow black tie.

The ballet unfolds against a black velvet backdrop. Upstage center is a raised platform large enough to hold four gitanas and a guitarist seated in simple chairs. When these are removed, there is sufficient space in which to dance. At each side of this platform stand chairs and tables with prop bottles of wine and glasses. At curtain rise, most of the company is discovered sitting at these tables, drinking, talking, laughing. Three flower girls carrying large flat baskets of blossoms on either their heads or their hips wander among the café customers as they try to sell their wares. Then the guitarist (Charles Weidman) begins to strum his real guitar but miming his playing. One flower girl (Pauline Lawrence) puts down her basket to venture center stage, where she does a slow little solo that momentarily captures the attention of the others, who applaud her. CW places his guitar on the floor and joins Ernestine Day for a vigorous duo which is interrupted by the dramatic entrance of Lalanda, the bullfighter.

With his cape held over one shoulder in the traditional manner, he struts around the café as if parading into the bull ring. When the ensemble applauds and throws flowers toward him, he raises a hand in acknowledgment. Then he flings off his cape, tosses his hat to a girl, and proceeds to re-enact his glorious fights of that afternoon. Everyone watches him intently. All lean forward as he poises with a pair of banderillos held high. They exclaim “Oh!” and “Ah!” when first he seems in danger, then runs to safety after a successful emplacement. The atmosphere grows tense when he makes a tight turn in place, feet together, body arched to one side as he swings out the imaginary cape and narrowly avoids the horns of the passing bull. Shouts of “Olé! Olé!” greet the Moment of Truth when he sights his sword over the outheld muleta to mime the killing of the bull, then marches in triumph around the ring.

As he goes by Ernestine Day, he playfully pulls the chair out from under her. She tumbles to the floor, rises with furious gestures, and Lalanda seizes her to dance a fierce but brief duet. Bored, he pushes her aside, sits at a table down front left, and calls for a drink. The four gitanas (Doris Humphrey, Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, and Day) clear the platform of chairs and take their places for the Sevillanas (or, more properly, seguidillas).

This foursome is the most authentic dance in Cuadro. As TS had learned in Seville, the footwork consists mainly of quick little steps with arms held one arched overhead, one rounded at waist level. Each girl plays castanets throughout the formations of many shifting floor patterns and changing of partners as the dancers circle the restricted space. The frequent accent of stamping feet is sometimes broken by a small hop in place when one leg is flung out to the side in a miniature jota step. The two couples advance toward each other, bodies bending in to the center of the close group they form. Then they retreat and separate to turn rapidly or stop with a suggestion of a fouetté that swings their skirts out in a colorful whirl. Whatever steps they perform, their arms and hands move constantly — now both overhead; now one high, the other behind the back; now one arm across the waist, the other held straight out to the side. It is all quite quick and brilliant and receives not only the staged applause of Lalanda and company but the real applause of the audience.

When the four gitanas resume their seats, fanning themselves and laughing, La Macarena, the most famous dancer of Seville, enters. Here RSD does a charming solo, head always kept arrogantly high, upper body erect, arms rounded. There is some foot stamping. There are some coy, low kicks with flaunting of skirt. There are some swift renversé turns. There are some alluring backbends. These are greeted by “Oles!,” but she ignores the entranced ensemble to flirt outrageously with the bullfighter. He watches her every move, and at the end of her dance, he rushes onto the floor to kiss her hand and demand an answer to his proposal of marriage.

RSD points to various shawls draped hither and thither around the stage, miming that only when Lalanda brings her the most beautiful shawl in all Seville will she consent to marry him. TS rushes offstage. Flower girls circulate. La Macarena saunters from table to table, chatting with the customers. In a short time the bullfighter returns with a large bundle which he places at RSD’s feet. One by one, he pulls out four-foot-square, deeply fringed and heavily embroidered shawls, each different in color and flowered pattern. (For the 1926–1927 United States tour, RSD and TS bought twelve of these shawls in Hong Kong — from where most “Spanish” shawls have always come.)

One by one, La Macarena disdainfully rejects them. Then Lalanda draws out the most gorgeous of all the shawls. Overcome by its beauty, she permits him to wrap it around her shoulders. She turns proudly this way and that to exhibit it to the ensemble. Then the happy couple stand at the center of the platform while everyone else whirls around at stage level to celebrate their betrothal. The curtain descends just when the company freezes into a tableau, all eyes on the embracing bullfighter and dancer.

Ishtar of the Seven Gates

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1923

Music by Charles Tomlinson Griffes, discovered, selected, and arranged by Louis Horst

First performance October 15, 1923, at the Apollo Theatre, Atlantic City, N.J.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, Doris Humphrey, and company

In a New York Times interview on May 15, 1977, Martha Graham (at age eighty-three) had this to say about Ruth St. Denis: “Miss Ruth was a great and sincere performer. She was always decorative but she was more than that. She had a luminosity, an inward orientation. It’s different from power. It’s the goddess image.” Although this was not intended to be taken literally as applying to her work, perhaps it is true that “the goddess image” remains the most universal impression of RSD. Certainly, young dance historians and critics, who have never seen her, continue to reinforce this impression in their writings about her. Yet of all the dances she choreographed, very few solos feature goddesses: Radha (India), Kuan Yin (China), Kwannon (Japan), and Pelée (the volcano goddess); and only two of her full-length ballets, the Egyptian (Isis) and Ishtar (the Babylonian Aphrodite).

RSD considered Ishtar one of her most important achievements, ranking it with Egypta and Radha in personal satisfaction. The kind of semireligious dance she most wanted to do, she said that “Ishtar was the desire principle of creation, that living power that manifested itself first in human love and passion, and then in the ramifications of those energies of love which are expressed in the combativeness of war, in the imagery of the arts and the illumination of religion.”

Following her custom of studying the arts of a country in order to realize her theatrical vision of a particular story, she searched through Abyssinian-Babylonian histories and art reproductions to discover the color and background she needed for the Ishtar set and the authentic gestures and costumes for the dancers. In her efforts to be accurate, she even studied very tiny coins of the era to locate the design of a headdress. She later claimed that because so little was known of Babylonian culture at the time, Ishtar was the most difficult of her ethnic-spiritual ballets to stage.

Ishtar was also one of the most ambitious Denishawn dance-dramas. It enacts the ancient Babylonian legend of Ishtar, the mother goddess, goddess of love and of war, the most widely worshiped deity in the Babylonian-Abyssinian religion, who descends through the Seven Gates into the Underworld in search of her lover, Tammuz. He is the god of agriculture, flocks, and vegetation, personifying the manifestation of spring and summer (the equivalent of Adonis in Grecian and Phoenician mythology). During winter, he is held captive in Hell by the Queen of the Underworld. To reach him and bring him back up to earth for spring’s return, Ishtar must pass through seven gates, at each one of which she is stopped by a warrior guardian at the command of the Underworld Queen and compelled to forfeit some jewels before she can proceed down to the next step. When she reaches the depths, she struggles with the Queen and overpowers her.

Then she orders that the Water of Life be brought to the bier where Tammuz, surrounded by attendant maidens, lies sleeping. Ishtar sprinkles the water over their bodies and they all come slowly to life. When Tammuz rises from his bier, Ishtar summons him and together they mount the steps, bringing spring up to earth. Back in her temple, Ishtar performs the Three Dances of Generation for Tammuz: Love; Hunting and the Arts of Music and Dance; and Spiritual Regeneration. With summer now coming to a close, she and Tammuz dance their Love-Death. Tammuz descends once again to the Underworld: Ishtar resumes her jewels and mounts to her shrine: the lights of the temple dim, and the drama ends.
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Ishtar of the Seven Gates, opening scene. Ruth St. Denis, center; Doris Humphrey, left; Ted Shawn, right, on bier; with members of the 1923–1924 Company.



In order to achieve the effects she wanted, RSD’s artistic reach often exceeded her practical grasp, and never more so than with the single set of Ishtar. It was so designed that, depending upon the lighting, it became either the Underworld or Ishtar’s temple. Directly stage center and as far to the rear as possible was a tall arch, through which rose seven steps to the shrine of the goddess. Each step was grooved to accommodate a practical filigreed iron gate. As Ishtar descended, one by one the gates swung open to allow her to proceed to the next lower step after she had paid her forfeit. This arch was decorated with vivid colors in archaic designs against a midnight-blue background.

In profile on each side loomed enormous painted wingèd guardians twenty-five to thirty feet high. Their men’s bodies had birds’ heads: each held what seemed to be a lemon in one upraised hand, a pouch in the other. Four seven-branched candelabra, with lighted candles, stood before the shrine, and four tall incense burners were spaced across the back. Flats of huge, cutout figures emerged from both upstage and downstage wings on either side: they had feathered bodies, horses’ legs and hooves, and black-bearded men’s heads topped by high, squared-off crowns. On one side of the stage down front stood the low, square throne of the Queen of the Underworld. It was black-sided, crimson-fronted, and its edges were outlined in gold. On the opposite side was the plain bier upon which Tammuz lay.

When this elaborate set was transported to Atlantic City for the opening of the 1923–1924 tour, it was quickly discovered by an astounded management that it was far too expensive, too heavy, and too complicated for stagehands to assemble and disassemble on one-night stands. The costly flats and real gates had to be discarded: a trompe l’oeil backdrop incorporating some of the same enormous figures had to serve. Ishtar’s seven steps became two: her shrine was a painting. The rest had to be left to imagination. There is a poignant note about this in RSD’s autobiography:

I have given my art to a world intent on other things: I have not harmonized with the forms and rhythms of my day, and so have paid a terrible price of poverty (everything I did cost to produce so much more than I really got paid for) and a terrible thwarting: there never was a time or place where what I really wanted to do could be done adequately.

But inadequate as it may have seemed to her, the substitute scenery managed to be effective, particularly owing to Miss Ruth’s skilled use of a special blue-green light she devised to differentiate the Underworld from the sunshine of the earth and her temple. In the first scene, this ghoulish light completely reveals only the fore part of the stage and a hint of the outsize decorative figures. Doris Humphrey, as Queen of the Underworld, sits majestically on her square throne, an arm resting on each of its arms. (As she wrote in her autobiography, “This latter role had been given to me. Highly dramatic and dark, it was the sort of challenge I had never undertaken before. I sat on a throne swathed in black cheesecloth [sic] and a jet crown.… Heretofore, all the dancing I had done was lyric, so I was anxious to make a success of my dramatic part.”) Beneath her crown she wears a stiff black shoulder-length wig. Her upper body, in a flesh-colored leotard, is adorned only by narrow jet bands crossing her shoulders and outlining her breasts. Transparent black material wraps around her waist and forms a long, full train.

Charles Weidman and George Steares, as Guardians of the Gates, are faintly visible in the background. They wear dark, patterned robes that reach from one shoulder to the floor. The black hair of their wigs falls to their chests straight down on either side of their faces, and on their heads perch high, flat-topped cylindrical crowns banded by gold.

Tammuz (Ted Shawn) can barely be discerned as he lies on his side asleep under a large black veil on the bier. Sitting posed in somnolent attitudes about him are four maidens. Each wears only nude fleshings with a long black veil falling from a band around her head to her feet.

Gradually a brighter blue light comes to focus on Ishtar, who is seen poised upstage in her shrine at the top of the seven (sic) steps. Over fleshings, she wears an ankle-length gold-sequined chiffon shift that is split to the hips on each side to permit movement. Three belts heavily encrusted with varicolored jewels encircle the shift at chest, waist, and hips. A blue fringed scarf is attached to either side of the lowest belt. It can either be worn as a train or caught up over each arm. The goddess’s hands and feet are bejeweled, and the tall square crown she wears is encrusted with rubies and emeralds and diamonds. From it hang large brilliant earrings that touch her shoulders. (When this crown is removed as a forfeit, it is seen that she wears a simple long black bobbed wig.)

The action closely follows the legend. Ishtar begins her descent. She is stopped at the first gate when the Underworld Queen commands her wardens to demand a forfeit. Ishtar hands them her crown. On the next step, she forfeits the widest belt with the scarves attached, much to the anger of the Queen, who is now pacing fiercely back and forth. By the time each of the gates has opened and her descent is completed, Ishtar wears only the simple golden shift. She faces the Queen on her own ground and they engage in a stylized struggle: circling around the stage, grasping wrists, thrusting bodies from side to side, twisting backward and forward, until Ishtar is finally victorious and the Queen retreats offstage.

At Ishtar’s command, one of the wardens brings her the Water of Life, which she sprinkles on the sleeping Tammuz and his attendants. They awaken. The girls rise slowly to move in a stately walk around the god who rises to free himself from the veil. Ishtar gestures for the attendants to depart and they glide, with black trains trailing, offstage. Tammuz stands erect. He wears brief green-gold trunks cut high at the thighs and held up by an extremely wide golden belt. His head is covered by a golden cap with heavy, thick, shoulder-length golden fringe and a gold band around his forehead. He and Ishtar meet, center stage, in a duet of respect and tenderness. Then the lights lower as Ishtar leads Tammuz by the hand toward the steps that will bring him — and spring — back up again to the earth.

The lights black out for a long moment. When they come up, bright golden, the set is the same but the Queen’s throne and Tammuz’s bier have been removed. Ishtar and Tammuz are standing on top of the steps of the shrine in a white spotlight. On either side of the shrine, candles glow from the four candelabra and incense rises from the four holders. Two priests (Geordie Graham and Grace Burroughs) dressed in black robes and black conical crowns kneel before the candelabra. Two pairs of warriors and amazons enter from left and right wings. The amazons wear gold leotards and gold-bobbed caps similar to Tammuz’s. The warriors wear gold leotards and high, square-topped gold headdresses. (In the Orient company, we had only two male dancers to play the part of warriors, Weidman and Steares. The other two soldiers were danced by Edith James and Mary Howry, the tallest and thinnest girls. Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, and I were three of the amazons, with Doris Humphrey, no longer Queen of the Underworld, filling in as the fourth.)

In the radiant light, these eight dance a dignified ceremonial figuration to welcome the return of Ishtar and Tammuz. Then the strange, joyful music subsides: the lights on the celebrants lower as they move, four to each side of the stage, to lie flat on their faces; the dark-robed priests rise, each to carry two candelabra to place them far upstage, where they then stand motionless in profile.

Tammuz kneels at one side of the shrine, facing forward, and a rosy-golden spotlight focuses on Ishtar as she steps down to stage level and begins her Dances of Generation. The Dance of Love is gentle, rather slow, yet seductive as, to soft music, the goddess turns before her lover; her hands and arms ripple sensuously; an occasional deep backbend suggests abandon. As the music becomes martial, her personality changes, her movements quicken. To interpret Hunting, she mimes the use of bow and arrow, the stalking of the prey, the kill; to interpret the Arts of Music and Dance, she mimes the use of the harp, the tambourine, the krotali (finger cymbals), all the while dancing more swiftly with wider turns and outflung arms and legs. When she begins the Dance of Spritual Regeneration, the lighting changes to a violet-blue that dims the entire scene. A blue spot illumines her shimmering figure as Ishtar weaves with stately reverence in and about the four tall incense burners, finally to stand behind Tammuz with her hands held in a gesture of blessing over his head.

The music flares up into a vibrant melody signifying the end of summer. The lights change to hot yellow, orange, and reddish shades as the warriors and amazons rise to watch Ishtar and Tammuz perform their Love-Death Dance. This is a duet of sensual motion, with the two bodies never far apart. Their arms and legs move parallel and in unison as Tammuz holds Ishtar almost as a ballroom dancer holds his partner, his right arm about her waist, his left elbow up high and back in profile. She holds her left elbow back similarly, her right arm extended to rest on his left shoulder. Her supple body sways backward as her left knee bends to his bending right knee, her right leg stretching far behind with pointed toe on the floor, his left leg reaching forward in the identical line. They turn and bend together, then, for an instant, separately — only to come together again and move with long, gliding steps around the stage as if one could not exist without the other.

The warriors and amazons bring this idyll to an end with the announcement that Tammuz must return at once to the Underworld. They circle the stage in mock warfare, now the amazons victorious over the warriors, now the warriors victorious over the amazons, as the golden couples leap and turn before Ishtar and Tammuz watching from the shrine. At the conclusion of their dance they pose in profile, expectantly, while the two priests bring Ishtar, one by one, her crown, her belts, her jewels. As she resumes each precious item, she mounts higher and higher through the seven gates into her shrine. Slowly Tammuz stretches out before her, face down, as he symbolically returns to the Underworld for the duration of winter, and the temple lights go out.

Ishtar was acclaimed in the Far East: its color, drama, and spiritual message seemed particularly appealing to the audiences there. Yet despite its obvious popularity, curiously, Ruth St. Denis was still rethinking and analyzing her creation even after having performed it countless times in two and a half years. An entry in her Journal dated June 7, 1926, Singapore, indicates how she studied:

Ishtar, the seven stages of love — Physical love — attraction — maternal, birth and family — Emotional love — Poetry — art — romance — Spiritual love — unity — understanding — fearlessness — comradeship — Mystical love — inner ecstasy — illumination — etc.

The descent into Hades — to bring Faith! The wrapping of the bonds of deadness.

The entry may also indicate significantly what this great artist felt about love on a human, personal level.

Hoop Dance

(also known as Scherzo Waltz)

Choreographed by Doris Humphrey, 1924

Music by McNair Ilgenfritz

First performance October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N. Y.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Doris Humphrey

The Hoop Dance was undoubtedly Doris Humphrey’s most famous solo during her Denishawn days. In the middle of one of the long, tiring tours across the country, she suddenly had an inspiration for a dance with a big hoop. Keeping her idea secret, she searched through a small Midwestern town until she found a carpenter who promised to make her a wooden hoop of the proper size, gild it gold, and ship it to her within two weeks. After it arrived, she inveigled the stage manager to have it carried among the regular pieces of Denishawn luggage. He also unpacked it for her when she could find an hour or two before performances to work onstage alone.
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Doris Humphrey in a 1924 studio photograph of Hoop Dance or Scherzo Waltz, which she invariably performed in a “Soaring suit” only. The inscription reads, “Charles, with ever increasing affection, Doris.”



The more she experimented with the unwieldy prop, the more she discovered the different dimensions it added to the body. When she had solved the major problems of the technique required to handle it, she was ready to set her idea to music. Confiding her need for the right composition to Louis Horst, who was then the Denishawn musical director, she was delighted with what he found. And therein lies a digression:

Around 1913, Ruth St. Denis had discovered a young composer with the unlikely name of McNair Ilgenfritz. He proved to be a most sympathetic accompanist, and one day when RSD was improvising to his Scherzo Waltz, her first nonethnic dance was born. Calling it “a comic little number,” she devised a costume that consisted of a pale, free-flowing tunic with jewels on each shoulder and at the V of the neck. Around her head she wrapped a loose turban of matching silk. This permitted her prematurely white hair to be revealed to her public for the first time. The dance was premiered at Ravinia Park outside Chicago, but it was so inconsequential that it did not long remain in the St. Denis repertoire thereafter.

Louis Horst, however, remembered the music. It proved to be exactly what Doris needed for her new solo. After she completed the choreography, she showed the Hoop Dance to RSD and Ted Shawn: they immediately added it to the program for the next tour. From then until DH last danced it during the United States tour of 1926–1927, it remained a star Denishawn attraction. It also became the inspiration for many works by sculptors, painters, and dance imitators. It was so popular in the Orient that when we played the return engagement through Japan on our way home a year later, we found postcards showing short, square-bodied Japanese ladies doing their hoop dance. They were pictured wearing what looked like baggy underwear, and they seemed to be using what Doris called “a very wobbly hoop.”

But Humphrey’s own hoop was steady, and she wore flesh-colored silk leotards that made her boyish body appear nude. She was a breathtaking sight when she stepped onstage into a wash of golden light as she rolled the huge golden hoop that encircled her vertically. (It stood well over her head in height, being at least six feet in diameter.) Her shoulder-length hair fell softly around her face. She moved deftly and precisely, toes always pointed, arms softly arched, body controlled as she maneuvered the hoop in rhythm with the music.

Now she rounded her back as she bent the knee of the leg on which she stood, raising the other leg with its bent knee, one arm paralleling the upper arc of the golden wooden circle as she held a faunlike pose on half-toe. Now she stepped lightly in and out of the hoop as it rolled majestically across the stage. Now she lifted it in both outstretched arms, upper body arched, head thrown back, as she poised in profile, again on half-toe. Now she daringly rolled the hoop away from her, skipping to catch it exactly on the correct beat before it either lost its momentum and toppled over, or disappeared into the wings. Now she placed it flat on the stage, dancing within its ring like a child at secret play.

Picking up the hoop, she held it outlined in both arms high overhead at the same time she went into an arabesque. Then she balanced the hoop on the stage with one hand while she did a deep backbend within its circle. Again raising it overhead with both arms, she did a long, fast turn on half-toe, ending with another arabesque. She repeated the backbend and resumed the opening faunlike position she had held within the hoop at the start of the dance. The total effect of everything she did was elfin without being the least coy.

The design of the solo — every step, every combination — obviously had to be determined by the limitations and demands of the outsize hoop. Yet whether it was held in balance or creating its own motion, the dancer’s movements in, around, and with it managed to be wonderfully varied and original. There was not one vulgar moment of playing to the audience. The dance had a singularly impersonal integrity as the golden figure and hoop moving against the black backdrop became a magical happening which any viewer felt fortunate to witness.

The apparently effortless technique DH devised to handle the hoop so that it would do what she wanted it to do within the artistic confines of what she wanted to express — this was formidable. Especially when the stage flooring was uneven, or, as often happened in foreign theatres, slanted toward the orchestra pit. Her victory over the difficult prop presaged the determined Humphrey of the future who conquered other equally formidable technical problems in order to say what she wanted to say in her own terms.

In 1935, the famous hoop was broken up into sections, each one autographed by Doris Humphrey, to be sold for a benefit. Thus ended its career as one of American dance’s best-known props.

Valse à la Loie

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1924

Music by Frédéric Chopin (Waltz # 14, op. posth.)

First performance October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N. Y.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ann Douglas and Geordie Graham

In an interview with dance critic Walter Terry (Saturday Review, September 23, 1971) Ted Shawn discussed his theory that American modern dance sprang from Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis, and, possibly, Loie Fuller. This inclusion of Fuller among the seminal matriarchy might come as a surprise. Although she was an American (born in Fullersburg, Illinois), her fame in Europe, and especially in France from 1882 on, was far greater than in her native land. But she did help both Isadora and Miss Ruth when, as young revolutionary dancers, they came to the Continent, and each of them admired her tremendously. Duncan called her a “luminous vision” and “an extraordinary genius,” describing her work as “the sorcery of light, color and flowing form.” RSD not only paid her the ultimate compliment of imitating her use of materials and lighting but she also created Valse à la Loie in tribute to her.

Fuller was not a great dancer per se, but she devised imaginative and original ways of manipulating silks beneath shifting colored lights which brought a new dimension to movement. She would often achieve her effects by swirling around the stage in enormously full skirts that erupted into whirlpools or waterspouts. At other times she held long, thin sticks under a huge circle of fabric which she wore as a closed cape. She waved these sticks up and down like the wings of some prehistoric bird while she skipped and turned under brilliant lights. Her fascination with the possibilities of moving color and shapes led her to experiment with chemicals on her costumes, and mirrors to emphasize her lighting palette, which was such an essential part of the illusions she created. But it was principally her use of materials and scarves and skirts that entranced the young St. Denis and was to leave its mark on many a Denishawn composition.
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Valse à la Loie, with Doris Humphrey (l.) and Geordie Graham, photographed at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, 1925; probably a lighting rehearsal with Humphrey acting as understudy for Ann Douglas. To the best of the author’s recollection, borne out by every printed program she has seen, Douglas always performed this dance with Graham. This photograph is therefore a rarity.



Including, obviously, Valse à la Loie. How pin down this fragile butterfly of a dance with mere words? Perhaps by asking you to imagine, if you can, a Rorschach test in vivid colors and in constant motion, each side of every “blot” identical, yet every “blot” itself different and suggesting different things to the onlooker. The two dancers wore floor-length silk circles closed around their necks and completely covering their arms. They used no hidden sticks, as Fuller had, but the movement of their unseen limbs lifted the length and breadth of the light fabric up into jagged flames or out into exaggerated, fluttering petals.

On the introductory bars of this loveliest of Chopin waltzes, one dancer rushes in from upstage right, the other from upstage left. They meet at the center with a leap up into the air that creates a fountain-spurt of silk. There follow many swift skips and turns, with resultant flaring of fabric, each girl the mirror image of the other, all under lights that rise or fall and change from the reddish shades of active flamelike figurations to the bluish-violet shades of contemplative, waterlike effects.

During the tender, slow middle section of the music, the dancers work across stage in parallel, rather than opposing, movements. They take a step, slowly extend the other leg, another step, slowly extend the other leg, a little run, then throw the circle of silken material high and forward like a great breaking wave. Repeating this step-extension combination in the opposite direction, they throw the silk backward as they themselves bend deeply back. This peaceful moment is interrupted by fast, fortissimo chords, to which the dancers respond with a quick turn with upflung fabric, twice repeated. When they resume the calm combination, they move this time away from each other with the step-extend, backbend-and-throw, to return to center stage before the rapid opening theme is repeated.

The dance ends with its original forms and colors, concluding in a wickedly fast undulating turn that spirals from low to overhead until the two dancers meet face to face in a high jump straight up off the floor on one of the final four chords, then fall flat on the stage lying in opposite directions, each in a pool of shimmering red silk at blackout.

Always the material was the focus, seeming to have a life of its own that demanded its own specific rhythms and designs, followed its own laws of gravity and motion. Viewers ceased to be conscious of the physical presence of the dancers, as if the twin silken shapes they created were moving of themselves. This effect was achieved by the artistry of Ann Douglas and Geordie Graham, and they were the two who always performed this beautiful Valse à la Loie from its premiere in 1924 until the end of the 1926–1927 American tour.

Album Leaf and Prelude

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1924

Music by Alexander Scriabin

First performance October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N. Y.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ernestine Day and Charles Weidman

This duo was neither widely known nor frequently performed. But it is of considerable interest because the starkness of its mood contrasted sharply not only with most of the Denishawn nonethnic dances of the period but also with the pas de deux of classic ballet. Under the influence of Louis Horst during the years he was musical director for Denishawn, Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn were often far in advance of most other contemporary American choreographers in their choice of music. The Album Leaf was a dramatic example of a piano composition that was unfamiliar to the majority of the audience, wedded to dance movements that were equally unfamiliar to them. Its strange choreography and music no doubt shocked those who had expected to see Denishawn dancers tripping the light fantastic with scarves or garlands.

This dance, however, lacked both props and story. It relied on no ballet steps or “Grecian” prettiness. Its technique was as modern for its day as was Scriabin’s music: powerful, unromantic, with a pronounced rhythm, and what struck the innocent ears of the pre-Cage ’20’s as cacophonic harmony. The mood it created was as bleakly black-and-white as the costumes worn by Ernestine Day, in a brief white tunic, and Charles Weidman, in an identical black tunic. Both dancers had dark eyes and hair: their facial makeup was pale: they were lighted by a white spot against a black cyclorama.

Responding to the assertive opening melody, they entered together from stage right with a thrusting, bending step which produced the effect of opposing forces moving as one. The unspecific drama of this strong music visualization seemed to arise from a concept of the struggle of the sexes (insofar as this subject could be hinted at on the concert stages of that period). While the two figures progressed across the stage with knees flexed and feet flat to the floor, their hands were gripped in a gesture that could be interpreted either as intensely possessive or intensely angry. Their bodies leaned forward together, then backward apart, but whatever the step they never separated into two distinct entities nor moved into spatial relationship as individuals.

At moments, they reflected in movement the gentler aspects of the dependence of man upon woman, woman upon man. But the duet closed with the identical aggressive steps with which it had begun, the struggle of the two dancers as unresolved at their exit as at their entrance.

A frequently used Denishawn symbol was the Yang and Yin with its flowing line enclosing the figures of a man and a woman. In his choreography for Album Leaf and Prelude, it seemed as if Ted Shawn had translated the eternal unity of male and female of that symbol into harsh, geometric forms that perhaps more accurately expressed his personal feeling about the sexes in the modern world.

The Crapshooter

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1924

Music by Eastwood Lane

First performance October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N. Y.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Charles Weidman

For the third Daniel Mayer United States tour of 1924–1925, Ted Shawn programed a group of dances under the title of Five American Sketches. It consisted of four new works — The Crapshooter, Around the Hall in Texas, Gringo Tango, and Boston Fancy: 1854 — and his 1917 solo Invocation to the Thunderbird. For the Orient tour, this section was sometimes enlarged under the heading of American Sketches to include Doris Humphrey’s Pasquinade and Ruth St. Denis’s A Legend of Pelée.

Following the success of Danse Américaine, TS choreographed a similar solo for Charles Weidman in The Crapshooter. Charles earned a laugh the moment he entered the white spotlight in this opening number of the Americana dances. With his know-it-all strut of the small-town sport, he elaborated upon the character he had developed in the earlier solo. He wore a tight-fitting brown suit, a white shirt with a black tie, and bright yellow-tan, blunt-toed, high buttoned shoes. His trousers ended short of his white-socked ankles, the sleeves of his jacket stopped well above his wrists, and a too-small brown derby perched at a ridiculous angle atop his black, brilliantined hair. No one who ever saw him thus attired could ever forget the tough yet endearing figure he made.

In describing the costume, one has almost described the dance. Its emphasis was on the personality of a smart aleck who boasted he could win against all comers. Once again, Charles populated the empty stage around him as he pranced and preened along the street. He assembled his cronies for a game of craps. Precariously, in his tight pants, he got down on his knees in the circle of his fellow-players. He placed his derby on the ground beside him, shook the dice close to his ear, then rolled them out so convincingly that the audience saw the imaginary ivories as clearly as they saw the imaginary companions.

When he won his bet, he swept up the money from the ground and pocketed it in one triumphant gesture. Putting his derby back on, he rose, dusted off his knees, and paraded around the admiring girl onlookers like a rooster among his hens. Then he knelt to play again, first looking over his shoulder to spot a possible passing constable. Cradling the dice in his cupped hands, shaking them, talking to them, he finally rolled them straight toward the footlights with outstretched hand. Balanced on his right knee with his left knee bent upward to support his left hand, his open mouth and wide eyes mimed a yell for the right number to come up. When, in spite of his arrogant confidence, it failed to do so, his chagrin was painful but funny.
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Charles Weidman in The Crapshooter, in performance at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo, 1925.



He pulled his pockets inside out to prove he had no more money. He begged to be allowed a chance to recoup on credit. Refused, rejected, he shrugged his shoulders, cocked his derby over one eye, and swaggered off, undefeated in defeat.

Throughout this dance, as in all of his pantomime, Weidman demonstrated that basic secret of performing comedy which Charlie Chaplin knew so well: he took everything dead seriously, never allowing the audience to suspect for an instant that he was aware of being a comic creature. The believability of the character he thereby created, and his total involvement in the game, were the elements that made this dance such a perceptive comment on one aspect of our society. His achievement was greeted by laughter and enthusiastic applause whenever and wherever Charles danced this solo all over the United States and the Far East.

Around the Hall in Texas Gringo Tango

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1924

Music by Eastwood Lane

First performance October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N.Y.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ted Shawn with Ann Douglas (Around the Hall) and Ernestine Day (Gringo Tango)

Around the Hall in Texas and Gringo Tango are described together because they always followed one immediately after the other. They provided glimpses of the Far West to the Five American Sketches, and they represented Ted Shawn’s desire to capture the picturesque cowboy in dance before his tradition either vanished entirely from the national scene or was preserved only on film. This aim was realized some years before cowboys became the accepted heroes of musical comedy and ballet productions such as Oklahoma, Rodeo, and Billy the Kid.

TS’s American cowboy was larger than life and twice as vivid. With his deep-tan facial makeup, black-outlined eyes, scarlet lips, and slick, gleaming hair, this vision of the rugged West might be considered pure camp if he were resurrected onstage today. At the time, however, he was the first of his kind that dance audiences had seen and they welcomed him as a valid theatrical representation who evoked only the laughter Ted Shawn fully intended he should.

He wore neat high-heeled boots beneath outrageously exaggerated tan leather chaps that flared almost two feet wide above them. A leather belt slanted around his hips. His long-sleeved, dark blue cotton shirt plunged to a deep V at his throat. It was adorned with an outsize crimson neckerchief tied under the collar at the back to loop into a triangle across his chest. His ten-gallon Stetson was worn at an arrogant tilt.
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Ernestine Day, Ted Shawn, and Ann Douglas at the end of Around the Hall in Texas and Gringo Tango.



There was only a hint of satire in TS’s gum-chewing entrance in a white spotlight onto a bare stage. He swaggered, thumbs thrust into his belt, slightly bow-legged, to an imaginary bar in the imaginary dance hall. Placing a foot on the nonexistent rail, he called for a drink and tossed it back in one gulp. Then he turned his attention to a pretty hostess who entered and approached him.

This hostess was danced by Ann Douglas. (A young dancer from Seattle who had worked days as a typist in order to pay for her dancing lessons at night, she first appeared professionally in the TS dance-drama Julnar of the Sea when it toured the Pantages vaudeville circuit in 1919. She later joined the Denishawn Company for the 1923–1924 United States tour. Sleek, self-possessed as a cat, she had large hazel eyes, auburn hair, golden skin, and a slim, long-waisted body.) From her blonde pompadour wig to her silk begartered stockings and her high-heeled, high-buttoned fancy kid boots, she could have stepped right out of a Grade B Western movie. She wore a brief, full, scarlet circular skirt over pleated silken petticoats, topped by a close-fitting pink satin sleeveless bodice — everything gleaming with gold braid.

The cowboy bought the hostess a drink and had another himself. Then he threw aside his hat, and the two began a fast, wild parody of the “ballroom” dances of the period. When this developed into a strenuous “bunny hug,” the hostess flashed out of the cowboy’s arms to spin into a solo cancan with many high kicks, many twirlings of one leg at knee height while hopping on the supporting foot, many flirtatious glances at her partner who meanwhile was whooping it up on his own with loud stamping and clapping in time to the music.

This rough-and-tumble interlude came to an abrupt stop in the middle of a fast turn when the cowboy saw the Mexican girl walk in. Rudely abandoning his blonde charmer for the dark-eyed siren, he swaggered over to make a new conquest as the rejected hostess flounced angrily off stage. After a few moments of conversational passes on the part of the cowboy and mock hauteur on the part of the Mexican girl, the Gringo Tango began (“gringo” being the well-known contemptuous term Spanish-Americans applied especially to Americans).

Here Shawn’s partner was Ernestine Day. (Ernestine had studied dance in her home town of Arkansas City, Kansas, and had then been sent by her loving family to the New York Denishawn School. Taller than many Denishawn dancers, she was a beautiful brunette with wide-spaced dark eyes, a charming smile, tiny hands and feet, and a lovely figure. Her devotion to dancing was absolute, her talent obvious, and she was selected to join the Company for the latter half of the 1923–1924 United States tour.) She wore black silk stockings with black pumps, a floor-length full black skirt, and matching blouse shaped around her waist by an embroidered sash from which silk fringes flowed down over her hips. A red scarf was tied around her head, one end falling over one shoulder.

The tango that the cowboy and his Mexican girl performed was — a tango. But not the suave Rudolph Valentino kind with smooth glides and controlled dips and slow, sensuous swayings. The exuberant American outdoorsman and his fiery partner could never be that contained; theirs was a “gringo” tango. They bounced and swooped about the stage, with Ernestine sometimes flung into a deep backbend, and sometimes spun out into a turn. Together again, the partners stamped their feet emphatically at the conclusion of the characteristic abrupt half-turns where one leg is bent up behind at knee height only to swing forward at once into a long step. As they progressed, each held the other around the waist, opposing arms straight out ahead, hands clasped, cheek melting into cheek, eyes staring directly before them.

An especially deep dip brought this little two-dance drama to a finale. The hostess returned to claim her man. TS picked up his sombrero and clapped it back on his head. Then, as he placed an arm possessively around each girl, the trio exited laughing.

Boston Fancy: 1854

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1924

Music by Eastwood Lane

First performance October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N. Y.

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ted Shawn and Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman and Pauline Lawrence, George Steares and Geordie Graham, B. St. Denis and Jane Sherman

The Boston Fancy was one of the most popular group numbers Ted Shawn ever choreographed. It was dated 1854 because that was the year his grandmother had been married: he intended to re-create in dance a New England party of that period. The Boston Fancy was (is?) an actual square dance which TS incorporated into his stylized version along with other country dances with equally fanciful titles: the March and Circle, the Lady of the Lake, Hull’s Victory, the Trip to Nahant, to name a few. The music was especially written by Eastwood Lane, the American composer whose works TS had already used for The Crapshooter, Around the Hall, and Gringo Tango. He gave Mr. Lane some simple tunes he had collected from old-time fiddlers, then outlined the design of the dances as he was going to choreograph them.

It is not entirely incorrect to call the Boston Fancy a miniature ballet because it was fleshed around the beginning, middle, and end of a skeleton story, and its patterns were deliberately structured to emphasize several little dramas in what otherwise would have been no more than the faithful reproduction of a square dance. Familiar as American audiences were later to become with stage and film representations of similar material, in 1924 the Boston Fancy was theatrically unique in its use of particular regional folk themes. Because of this dance, many critics of the day hailed Ted Shawn as a choreographer of great originality.

If one recalls daguerreotypes of the mid-nineteenth century, it is easy to imagine the costumes. The four men wore high starched collars and flamboyant bow ties; checked or Paisley vests; knee-length coats of somber hue; plain or plaid trousers: and high buttoned boots. (These outfits were tailored by Brooks after styles pictured in a copy of The Gentleman’s Magazine of Fashions for the mid-1800’s.) They plastered their hair with brilliantine until it lay slick against the skull from a straight side part. Charles Weidman glued on long bushy sideburns for extra effect, and Brother St. Denis chose to affix a moustache.

TS had Pearl Wheeler copy a dress for Doris Humphrey that he had preserved from his grandmother’s trousseau. The other girls wore duplicates of dresses that were illustrated in Godey’s Lady’s Book of 1854. Each was a different style and color, all were belaced, beruffled, and topped by close-fitting buttoned bodices with wrist-length sleeves. The girls wore white pantaloons beneath the floor-length full skirts, and black shoes. Each adapted her own hair into some resemblance of the coiffures of the period, one with spit curls, one with a pompadour, one tying up her locks into a bun on top of the head, one framing the sides of her face with long false curls.

Each of the eight dancers was assigned a specific character which he or she developed in his or her own way. This permitted a display of individual initiative in pantomime which made the dance challenging to do and kept the repeated performances from becoming boring. TS was the Lord of the Manor, the handsome host of the party who runs the show, the cynosure of all the girls’ eyes. Doris Humphrey was his wife, demure and dignified, a sword of steel in a silken scabbard who kept her husband very much under her control. Charles Weidman was the local cutup, showing off for the girls, flirting, playing practical jokes, whispering naughty things into shocked yet willing ears. Pauline Lawrence was his rather plain but brazen wife, plump as a pigeon and out to attract every man. George Steares was a tall, awkward, shy schoolteacher type, Very good-looking but inhibited. Geordie Graham was his wide-eyed, impossibly innocent, gullible wife, talkative and easily shocked. B. St. Denis was a gruff older businessman, clumsy but kindly, determined to have a good time. And I was his bashful wife, much too young for him and thoroughly enjoying the release of dancing.
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George Steares, Geordie Graham, and Charles Weidman ready to sashay into Boston Fancy: 1854 —in 1925.



At curtain rise, TS and DH are welcoming their guests as couple after couple enters the stage. The pairs greet each other with bows, handshakes, and kisses: the girls admire each others’ dresses, the men stand in a hearty clump. Then the fiddle begins to tune up and partners form for the first set. There is much bowing and curtseying as they all find their places and the dance starts.

The patterns and steps of the sets that follow are all authentic, but they are spiced with humorous interruptions. Each man dances with every girl before the little ballet is over, and this provides an opportunity for several dramatic episodes. George clumsily steps on Doris’s toe: she stops dancing to hop on the other foot while rubbing the hurt one, all the time furiously scolding a humiliated George for his awkwardness. Buzz spins me so vigorously that he lifts me off my feet in a wide whirl. When he puts me down, I stagger dizzily into Papa Denishawn’s arms: he sneaks a kiss on my cheek and I lightly slap his face, then hang my head in embarrassment. Charles hugs Geordie far too close for propriety as he whispers something wicked in her ear. She promptly faints and all dancing stops as we gather around her limp body to fan her with handkerchiefs until she revives. Pauline deliberately drops her hankie before TS during an intermission: he picks it up and swirls her ardently into the next set until Doris sashays by to seize him firmly by one ear and pull him back into her arms.

This light-hearted horseplay in the midst of strict formations made Boston Fancy highly enjoyable for both audience and performers. It ended with an exuberant finish that suddenly froze into four stiff poses held by the four couples spaced across the stage down front as the curtain fell.

Shawn once said he thought he could claim a little credit for the fact that Henry Ford the First began to encourage the preservation and performance of American country dances after several sold-out Denishawn concerts in Detroit’s Orchestra Hall, where the Boston Fancy had stopped the show.

Be that as it may, this particular American square dance was often encored in the Far East, its appeal apparently reaching across the years and across the chasm of cultural differences to tickle the funnybone of audiences around the world.

The Vision of the Aissoua

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, 1924

Music especially composed by R. S. Stoughton

First performance October 6, 1924, at the Academy of Music, Newburgh, N. Y.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926

Danced by Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, Pauline Lawrence, and company

Although The Vision of the Aissoua had a short life as a complete ballet (1924 United States tour, 1925 Orient tour), it had a long history, originating in 1914 in the first duet Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn ever danced together. This was the Arabic Suite choreographed by TS to music by Anton Rubinstein and Victor Herbert. RSD had hired the gifted young male dancer from Denver for her tour of the southeastern states, where she had never before appeared. The program consisted of solos for RSD and TS, TS duos with his then-partner, Hilda Beyer, and the epochal Arabian dance. (Nota bene: RSD and TS were married on August 13, 1914, at the end of this tour.)

Almost ten years before he was to see authentic North African dances, TS had created a duet which was so ethnically correct in spirit if not in detail that much of it was retained for the full-length ballet he and RSD choreographed after his trip to Algiers. (Only the costumes changed significantly. Originally, RSD had worn a soft silk skirt of pink, yellow, and turquoise, with a band of gold cloth about her breasts, as she danced her impression of an almeh — an Egyptian singing-and-dancing girl. TS had worn full white pants, a white burnoose hooked at the throat but open over his bare chest, and a high, bulky white turban for his whirlwind dance with scimitar.)

The ballet they created together was, of course, The Vision of the Aissoua. “Aissoua” is the name of a Moslem sect of dervishes. These were traveling monastic groups, rather like friars, some of which specialized in “howling,” some in “whirling,” and some in “dancing.” TS’s Bedouin of 1914 became the dervish of 1924. But far from obeying vows of poverty and chastity, he flourished amid luxuries suitable for a sheik and he dreamed of the perfect woman.

In keeping with the change to the more authentic, RSD now wore a costume TS had bought for her in North Africa. This consisted of a red-gold lamé shift that sheathed her body from bare shoulders to knees, where it ended in a very full, floor-length ruffle trimmed with gold. Around her waist was tied a scarlet sash adorned with large disks carved in gold. She wore a wig of thick, loose black hair that fell down her back and shoulders, and on top of this an elaborate high, ostrich-feathered headdress from which hung a black, gold-striped transparent scarf reaching to her knees. TS made his first appearance still ferociously whirling a scimitar, but now he wore just the knee-length, ballooning white pants sashed by a wide embroidered belt and tied with a long rope of woven camel’s hair. On a short, curly black wig he wore a red fez that had red tassels hanging from its top.

Instead of having to raid ten-cent stores in search of anything that even faintly resembled Arabian jewelry, as Miss Ruth and Papa Denishawn had had to do in the old days, the Denishawn company was now loaded down with the enormous ouled naïl coin necklaces, pins, bracelets, and diadems that TS had brought back from Algiers. These were distributed among the six dancing girls (Doris Humphrey, Geordie Graham, Ann Douglas, Ernestine Day, Edith James, and Jane Sherman). Over fleshings, we wore full, transparent, varicolored chiffon that draped from the top of our headdresses to our feet, leaving only our faces fully exposed through a graceful loop of the fabric. The focus of the costume was the headpiece: an adaptation of the real thing, it was high, square, and completely covered our hair. A fringe of gold coins framed the forehead. (These coins represented the “bank account” of successful dancers who later retired to become ouled riches.) Earrings dangled from each side of the headdress, and short, curled, brightly dyed ostrich feathers sprouted from its crown.
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Ted Shawn in his dervish solo, The Vision of the Aissoua, 1924.



Pauline Lawrence (as hostess for the gathering) was dressed in a loose gold caftan and a thick gold turban from which hung white blossoms. Three girls costumed in differently patterned caftans and varied headgear sat in the background. They held small drums with which they would later keep time to the dancing. Charles Weidman and George Steares made elegant Bedouins indeed, in their white caftans topped by a dark red or a brilliant orange burnoose. Their tall turbans had been fashioned of white material wrapped around a papier-mâché foundation and circled by camel’s hair rope. B. St. Denis wore an unadorned pale caftan and a red fez and carried a large tambourine.

The set was simple but effective. A single large silk square embroidered with a design of arches and stylized flowers, in hot desert colors, hung stage center against the black cyclorama. A two-foot-high platform carpeted by richly patterned rugs stood before this hanging. Deep pillows, covered with vivid satins and woolens, were placed on the stage before the platform.

The scene opens in bright lighting upon the ensemble seated on the rugs and cushions as if in an Algerian teahouse or the oasis tent of a wealthy sheik. The girls are chattering, examining each others’ jewelry, and flirting with the two Bedouins. Brother St. Denis, in his role as waiter, brings tea in small cups to the men. Pauline rises to do a semilascivious little dance in which she manipulates a large silk handkerchief, now floating it in ripples through the air, now holding it coyly across her face beneath her dark eyes. She stops when Ted Shawn enters with a dramatic leap from stage right. Everyone shrinks toward the back to give him plenty of space for his frightening solo.

The dervish brandishes his three-foot-long, slightly curved scimitar. He leaps and turns with pounding feet as the waiter and the three drummer-girls accompany his steps with beat of hand drums and tambourine. He runs about the stage, weapon perilously slashing right and left. Stopping dead center, he pauses with weight on left flat foot, knee flexed, the right leg outstretched far to the side, that foot also flat on the floor. His body arches to the right as he holds the sword in his right hand overhead, the tip of its bare blade gripped in his outstretched left hand. Then, still holding the sword high in both hands, he begins a wild spin on one spot, head flung back in blind ecstasy, red tassels swinging out from his fez. As the music climaxes to a sound like clashing cymbals, the dervish circles the stage in a series of balletic spiral leaps, the scimitar alternately touching the floor or flashing through the air with each turn. To the applause of all, he ends in a victorious, trancelike pose, then leaps off stage. (The real dance of the Aissoua expressed such violent religious fanaticism that the French government had prohibited its performance by the time TS visited Algeria. He had to see his authentic dervish dance in a lonely hut on the outskirts of Biskra.)

The six dancing girls now rise to do a deliberate dance in groups of two. Except for the suggestion of a wriggle of the hips and midsection, their bodies scarcely move. In pairs, two dancers side by side advance toward the audience. Then they face each other and turn away, face each other and turn away. This is repeated until they turn their backs on the audience and retreat upstage, still side by side in twos. Throughout this otherwise simple formation, their hands are moving in and out, circling before their chests, wreathing their heads — always with swift, fluttering movements of fingers that constantly drift in toward the face and away again.

This dance seems to appeal greatly to the watching Bedouins, who are soon joined by the dervish. TS has changed his fez for a small white turban and put on a full white burnoose over his baggy pants. He lounges with the two other men on the cushions, sipping tea. He is surrounded and fawned upon by the girls at the finish of their dance.

Suddenly he sits upright, pushing the dancing girls away from him as he closes his eyes. As if the vision he sees has been realized, RSD enters to become at once the center of attention. She saunters to the middle of the stage, hips and skirt swinging, eyes flashing above an inscrutable smile. She stands perfectly still during a vamp of the music; then, with the melody, she raises her arms to the sides, arched, and begins a subtle shoulder movement to the cool, metallic beat of the krotali attached by elastic to the third finger and thumb of each hand. The hips slowly move from side to side, and, with her weight on the right foot, her left toe reaches out in a slight but regular tapping. Her braceleted arms ripple from shoulders to fingertips as the krotali maintain their exotic tinkling with every gesture. During her whole solo, RSD keeps up this beat of the small bronze cymbals to accompany every step she does.

She smiles at TS when she passes him with a slinking, suggestive glide that is interrupted by an unexpected low kick which flings out the full ruffle of her skirt. Now the dance picks up speed with a ONE-two-three-four chassée nautch step alternating with half-turns that end in a stamp of the foot and an outflung hip, first to the right, then to the left. After a sustained spiraling turn, she pauses to bend backward, then straightens to flip an end of her scarf beneath the entranced eyes of the dervish. There follows a danse du ventre which brings the men to their feet. Drums and tambourine in the background pound out the suggestive rhythm while the dancing girls clap and giggle appreciatively. The dervish can stand it no longer. He rushes down from the platform to sweep his vision into his arms. He pulls her back up to a place in the middle of the company. There she stands, triumphant, beautiful, and arrogant, hands on hips, the enchanted dervish gazing at her with adoration. The curtain falls.

What RSD and TS managed to achieve, in essence, was the re-creation of some of the dances Shawn had seen in North Africa in 1923. But in doing this, they varied the often monotonous steps so that their choreography would hold audience interest through rhythmic variety and a combination of mystery, sensuousness, and romance. Except for their two solos, The Vision of the Aissoua displayed little exciting dancing per se. But put together as a brief, colorful theatrical drama, it did make a good show.


Chapter Three
From 1924 to 1926

A Legend of Pelée

(also known as The Dance of the Volcano Goddess)

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1925

Music by Clifford Vaughan

First performance September 1, 1925, at the Imperial Theatre, Tokyo

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927; the Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928

Danced by Ruth St. Denis

As has been mentioned, Ruth St. Denis had an admirable if often self-destructive penchant for extending her reach beyond her grasp. Some of her visions were impossible to realize. Others, even when they achieved physical form, failed to approximate the ideals in her mind. Perhaps nowhere in her repertoire is this failure better demonstrated than in her solo A Legend of Pelée. As Ted Shawn remarked about her Spirit of the Sea, “Ruthie was not content to be just a wave, she had to be the whole ocean,” so in Pelée she had to be a whole volcano. The name comes both from the Hawaiian “Pele,” for the goddess of volcanoes and of volcanic fire, and from “Pelée,” the volcano in Martinique which erupted in 1902 and killed forty thousand people. RSD was inspired by the many legends about Pelée wherein the natives of Martinique ascribed the qualities of goddess to the volcano, and she attempted to portray her various moods.

To realize this particular impossible dream, RSD designed an enormous circular silk covering that fitted closely around her neck and was provided with slits through which she could release small scarves. When stretched from neck to stage, this grey-green material represented mountain sides: it constituted the entire costume. With her theatrical artfulness, Miss Ruth figured out how these yards and yards of silk could be made to assume the shape of a volcano. Against a plain backdrop as sky, she placed a platform with six wide steps. Here she stood with the material reaching (seemingly) to the farthest corners of the stage. It completely hid the platform and covered her arms and body. Her crown of white hair emerged from the cone thus formed to become the snow-capped top of the volcano. In the green-blue lighting, the mountain of silk she had created appeared very tall and breathtakingly convincing. The first sight of it when the curtains parted invariably drew applause.

With the faint rumblings of the left hand beneath the piano melody, the volcano began to “breathe.” A slow, slight billowing of the scarf from its apex out to its farthest edges rose and fell when RSD’s hidden arms moved under it. The cool lighting subtly changed to warmer tones as the billowing swelled more definitely. A hand suddenly fluttered a narrow red scarf like a flame that warned of power deep within the heaving earth. Quickly another flicker shot out near the peak of the cone, caught by spotlights that flared from orange to crimson, then back to green and blue. Another flame, still another, as almost imperceptibly the dancer descended from the heights to stage level, the lighting so arranged that the abandoned platform was never exposed to view.

Moving from a mood of serenity to one of violence, RSD manipulated the huge veil into flowing lava illuminated by flashes of lightning. As if rocks were thrusting upward, she forced the silk into soaring, jagged shapes against an olive-green sky. In vigorous movements that carried her from one side of the stage to the other, she contrived a believable volcanic “eruption.” Then, havoc wrought, the goddess mounted the platform under lights now dimming again to shades of green. She resumed her peaceful opening pose, a single shaft of red glow focused on her white hair from a spotlight in the foots, and the curtains closed.

Pelée was a solo that, for all its exciting theatrical nuances, was received with mixed feelings, probably because there was so little dancing in it. It was also a solo that was tremendously fatiguing, and Miss Ruth always came off stage exhausted at its end. (She was nearing the age of fifty when she first performed this dance.) I sensed that her extreme fatigue stemmed as much from her disappointment in the dance as it did from her physical exertions, mighty as they were. And I became convinced of this when watching her night after night in the Ziegfeld Follies as she played to unresponsive audiences. It was not long before Pelée deteriorated into furious stomping around the stage, into contemptuous flinging of the scarf with scant attention to mood or plan. Midway through the tour RSD refused to do it any longer, substituting her Red and Gold Sari in its place. I often wondered if she ever had the heart or the strength to perform it again.

The members of the company used to call the enormous Pelée scarf Miss Ruth’s “volcano sheet,” and I well remember one occasion when it was used for a different purpose. In the sere and hellishly hot center of India in May 1926, at a place called Secunderabad, some East Indian poets and musicians arrived at the theatre one afternoon to give a concert especially for the Denishawn Company. With her wonderful instinct for the appropriate, Miss Ruth had arranged for the yards of soft green silk to be spread out over the drab grey of the floorcloth which covered the stage. In the center were seated the poet and his sister poet, he in white cotton shirt and dhoti, she in a black and gold sari with an orange choli, orange flowers in her hair, hennaed hands and feet. In their perfect English they sang their poems to the music of three sitars while we all sat around them in our cotton dresses and bare feet. I believe such moments were closer to Miss Ruth’s heart than the violence of Pelée, no matter how skillfully achieved.

Straussiana

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1925

Music by Johann, Josef, and Eduard Strauss

First performance July 14, 1925, at Lewisohn Stadium, New York City

Listed on the programs of the first Stadium concert, 1925; the Far East tour, 1925–1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, Doris Humphrey, and company

Straussiana should not be described without first recalling the Lewisohn Stadium for those who may not have known it. Located on the campus of the City College of New York at 136th Street and Convent Avenue, this structure (now, alas, destroyed) was a beautiful landmark of the arts. Constructed originally for college track and field events, it was an enormous semicircle of masonry seats rising in tiers to an impressive colonnade, like an outsize Greek theatre. It earned its greatest fame when, in the early 1920’s, some genius had the inspiration to erect a temporary stage on the athletic field and invite the New York Philharmonic Orchestra to give concerts there through July and August.

For twenty-five cents a seat (ten cents additional if you rented a cushion to soften the stony impact) one could hear some of the world’s best music performed by some of the world’s best musicians under the leadership of distinguished conductors. Tables and chairs for the affluent were placed at ground level where, for a slightly higher-priced ticket, they could enjoy nonalcoholic beverages while they listened.

An unprecedented step was taken for the summer season of 1925. Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, and their company were engaged as the first dancers to be part of the Stadium concerts. This unusual event took place on July 14. Every seat was filled, breaking all records for the biggest audience in Stadium history to that date. To purchase tickets for the following night’s performance, lines of people formed around four city blocks by late afternoon. (Historical note: The Denishawn Dancers were invited back to appear at the Stadium in 1928, 1929, 1930, and 1931 — this last marking the final performance of RSD and TS together with their company.)

Straussiana was especially choreographed by Ted Shawn as the finale for the first Stadium program. One might well suspect that it was created and programed in order to win over a large, new dance audience whose reactions could be unpredictable. For breathes there a concert-goer with soul so dead that he is not enraptured by the strains of the Blue Danube drifting through the air of a warm, starry night — particularly when they are played by a great orchestra like the Philharmonic?

Whatever the motive behind the creation of Straussiana, the ballet was a charmer. It was always warmly received, whether it closed a program, as at the Stadium, or opened one, as in the Orient and the following United States tour (when it was last danced in Carnegie Hall in April 1927). Primarily a mood piece, it had only a fragment of a story line. The setting was a park in Vienna at the time of the popularity of the Strauss music. A painted backdrop indicated greenery, a distant lake, white birch trees. A few small tables and chairs were in place upstage. It was late evening, just before audience and performers left the nearby theatres and the Opera. The lighting was appropriately dim blue, with a hint of street lamps from the wings, and spotlights upon the dancers when they appeared.
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Ruth St. Denis as the haughty prima donna, Ted Shawn as the ardent hussar, in Straussiana, 1926.



With the slow opening bars of Tales from the Vienna Woods, the curtain rises on the empty stage. On the melody, three barefoot peasant girls enter from left downstage wings (Geordie Graham, Mary Howry, and Jane Sherman). They are waitresses enjoying a moment’s peace before clients fill their tables. Costumed in brightly flowered ankle-length yellow silk dresses, with full skirts and close-fitting bodices, they wear straw blonde wigs that are parted in the middle, with thick braids twisted over each ear. They move robustly and happily in a waltz-turn, waltz-turn and a high tououououour jeté, waltz-turn, waltz-turn and tour jeté clear across the stage. When the melody is repeated after the first eight bars, three “ladies of the evening” (Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, and Edith James) enter to join the peasant girls in the same step combination. They each wear a wig of a different color coifed into ringlets over their ears and on top of their heads, all entwined with flowers. Their dresses — one pale yellow, one royal blue, one deep rose — have tight waists with off-the-shoulder necklines, and their full long skirts end in three rows of wide ruffles of a contrasting color. They wear silk stockings with satin slippers that match the shade of each dress. The pattern of their waltz is pretty and gay as the six girls intermingle with swoops and spins and more tours jetés. It concludes when the three “ladies” sit at a table, the three waitresses standing near them.

At the change from waltz to polka tempo, Doris Humphrey enters with her old, doddering “protector” (B. St. Denis). Prima ballerina of the Opera, she has obviously just left the theatre in full regalia: classic ankle-length white tutu, satin bodice, high-curled red wig wreathed with flowers. She wears silk tights and soft-toed white satin ballet slippers. Her escort is elegant in formal white-tie evening dress and top hat. The couple is quarreling when they come onstage. In exasperation, the ballerina pushes the ancient fool into a chair at the table with the “ladies.” They immediately begin to tease him, much to his delight. To celebrate temporary freedom from her companion, the ballerina skips into a very swift polka. With the traditional one-two-three-hop, one-two-three-hop, she flits around the stage, toes neatly pointed, arms arched, head high. She pirouettes on one foot, does several rapid little leaps, pauses in an arabesque or two, repeats the polka gallop, and finishes with a low bow. Her protector comes to kiss her hand, but she thrusts aside his attentions to retire to a table where she sits alone, fanning herself with a kerchief. (This was an exceedingly tiring dance and Humphrey never liked it. She wrote home January 28, 1926, “I am dissatisfied with all my dances. The polka — is the polka, you know. Never could do it.” Nevertheless, she made an enchanting ballerina.)

Now the strains of the famous Radetsky March herald the entrance of two handsome hussars and their handsome Captain (Charles Weidman, George Steares, and Ted Shawn). They wear calf-high kid leather boots, fawn-colored tights patterned from waist to mid-thigh in stripes of braid, and a close-fitting befrogged jacket, over the left shoulder of which is tossed a short, matching cape. This uniform is topped by a golden-braid-draped, tall, square, visored hussar’s busby with chinstraps. The three men enter in a file, one behind the other, from stage left. Their arms are folded over their chests as they advance in a pas de chat march step, Charles leading, Papa in the middle, George bringing up the rear. All jump forward and to the right, knees high, two-three step-step, jump forward and to the left, two-three step-step for a total of seven combinations. On the eighth, having reached center stage, they face the audience and extend arms out to sides to touch each others’ shoulders, continuing the pas de chat in place. There follow march formations and other step combinations with military overtones. The dance concludes with an approximation of the kazatsky — booted feet shoot toward the footlights, first one, then the other, as the men sit straight up over their bended knees, arms folded. At the final chords, the hussars stand erect and salute the audience.

Now (very much out of breath!) they join the “ladies” at the tables as the waitresses flutter about taking and bringing orders. This activity comes to a halt when Ruth St. Denis enters to pose for a moment grandly surveying the scene. She is the prima donna of the Opera, bewitching in a full-skirted black velvet gown over ruffled white petticoats, white silk stockings, black satin slippers. Her black wig is swept simply back into a large bun wreathed by pearls. She wears a white silk embroidered fringed shawl and is adorned with an extravagant necklace of pearls. She walks tall and gracious among the company, greeting the men who rise to kiss her hand, staring down the staring “ladies,” nodding to the curtseying waitresses.

When she sits at a table, the Captain of the Hussars at once approaches her. With a low, heel-clicking bow, he too kisses her languidly offered hand. He asks her to dance. She refuses with a bored shrug of the shoulders. He draws himself upright in pique: he argues with her: he is again rebuffed: he finally flounces away to sulk at a table on the opposite side of the stage.

Then, to the dreamy opening phrases of the Blue Danube, the prima donna rises and moves to center stage, the cynosure of all eyes. Head thrown back, she begins to float in a circling waltz step, her wide skirt swirling, her arms extending invitingly. No longer able to resist her, the Captain rises and comes to her with an obvious show of respect. Haughtily at first, she permits him to take her in his arms and they waltz together with great dignity. Little by little she draws him more closely to her as they circle the stage. Pair by pair, the others join them — B. St. Denis with Ann Douglas, George Steares with Ernestine Day, Charles Weidman with Edith James — Doris Humphrey sometimes by herself, sometimes with CW and Edith. In the background, the three waitresses also waltz, and while everyone dips, sways, and turns around the pivot of the waltzing RSD and TS, the curtain falls.

As the souvenir program note concludes, “One feels they are going to dance through the night into day.”

At the Spring

Choreographed by Doris Humphrey, 1926

Music by Franz Liszt

First performance October 23, 1926, at the Shuraka-Kan Theatre, Kobe, Japan

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Doris Humphrey

At the Spring was one of the last solos Doris Humphrey choreographed while she was with the Denishawn Company, and she attempted its creation at a difficult time in her life. She was tired from almost four continuous years of touring and teaching, with little opportunity for time off in which to regain her physical strength or indulge in calm, creative contemplation. The many months of performing, studying, sightseeing, rehearsing, and traveling in the Far East had been particularly hard on her: she was painfully thin, she had been afflicted with boils (as had the entire company), and in the sweltering heat of July in Singapore, where she began work on Spring, she had a siege of dengue fever that left her debilitated. In addition, for most of the six months her mother accompanied the tour, Doris had been emotionally exhausted by some distressing scenes with that rather demanding lady. And even dancing had lost its recuperative powers through the constant repetition of the same old repertoire.

Nevertheless, she approached work on her new solo conscientiously as she endeavored to find ways of inserting significance and vitality into what was basically not much more than another costume idea. Considering the conditions under which it was conceived, it was small wonder that this dance failed to ignite many sparks during its brief performing life.

On September 15, 1926, in Manila, I noted in my diary that “Doris’s new solo, At the Spring, is going to be beautiful. She’s wearing a silver ‘Soaring Suit’ and a seaweed wig with crystal drops, to look like water, and she has a large green veil to play with. She’s supposed to be the spirit of the spring.” There is little of any importance I can add to this adolescent description. The solo did prove to be beautiful as it was danced by the slender, silvery figure with long green hair in blue-green underwater lighting. But there was little fresh or experimental in the technique or the manipulation of the veil. Nor did Doris reveal particularly deep feeling for whatever meaning lay beneath her simplistic representation of a water sprite.

DH was her own best critic when she admitted in a letter to her family written on January 28, 1927, “The Spring misses — people don’t understand it, and the movement isn’t interesting enough if you don’t.” The failure of this dance must have reinforced her growing conviction that time spent in the Orient had been wasted so far as her own work was concerned. One has only to compare the few dances she managed to create in the Far East with her earlier creations to understand why she came to believe this.

Choeur Dansé

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1926

Music by Vladimir Stcherbatcheff

First performance July 15, 1926, at the Victoria Theatre, Singapore

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, and Geordie Graham (later Jane Sherman)

Was ever a Denishawn dance so blithely conceived as Choeur Dansé? Here was unhackneyed music with an interesting rhythmic pattern, here were three lovely dancers with whom to work out that pattern, and here was Ted Shawn rejoicing in green, cool, beautiful Ceylon while he put music and dancers together to realize his concept.

Choeur Dansé means a danced choir, and from this literal translation Papa developed a terpsichorean antiphon where the tallest member of the trio (Ernestine Day) danced (sang) the melodies while the two shorter dancers (Ann Douglas and Geordie Graham) danced (sang) the responses. Deceptively simple when thus described, the dance was so alluring that it was warmly received from its very first performance.

The three girls wore the Denishawn chiton, their natural long-bobbed hair unadorned and free-flowing. The lighting was rosy-golden: the mood playful, carefree. As in the Second Arabesque that RSD had choreographed years earlier, the effect was that of figures from a Grecian vase come to life for a delightful moment in the sunlight. In contrast to the Tanagra trio who moved delicately to the Debussy music, however, Shawn’s dancers were childlike and impish. They gamboled with disciplined joy, the two always partnered against the one as if in a chase or a game of follow-the-leader.

Immediately on the opening chord, “Teenie” Day sprang from the left wings. With a neat, small leap that ended in a single turn, she covered a short distance on the stage. There she held a pose on half-toe, knees slightly bent, head tilted under arched arms while, on the responding one-two-three-four staccato chords, Ann and Geordie instantly followed her into view. One behind the other, they held hands at waist height and also linked overhead as they hopped tiny steps on half-toe, with flexed knees, moving in profile as a single unit.
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Ann Douglas, Ernestine Day, and Doris Humphrey demonstrating a pose from Choeur Dansé on the veranda of the Victoria Theatre, Singapore, July 1926. This is a rare photograph because Humphrey never appeared in performance in the part danced, until 1927, by Geordie Graham or Jane Sherman.



This little combination was repeated four times until the group reached center stage. There, at the end of the fourth musical phrase, the pair separated to take places on either side of the central dancer. As she put an arm about the waist of each, they joined their outside hands in front of her, raising the arms closest to her to form an arch above her head. The three held this pose on high half-toe for a moment. Then they broke again into two versus one while moving into different antiphonal figurations that strictly followed the musical structure. All too quickly, it seemed, the faunlike pair hopped offstage in pursuit of their elusive leader as the brief dance ended.

Choeur Dansé was the kind of dance that made no demands on the intellect of an audience, but it did give them great kinesthetic, aural, and visual pleasure. It was also a pleasure to perform, as I learned when Geordie Graham injured an ankle in Manila in 1926, and I went on for her after one rehearsal. During my stay with the United States tour of 1926–1927, I continued in Geordie’s part to enable her to appear in Danse Sacrée, which was programed immediately before Choeur Dansé. I never failed to enjoy every performance.

Apparently its creation was equally enjoyable. Ted Shawn noted that when he choreographed it, the trio came through without any necessity to rework it, adding that similar light pieces often took form without effort yet managed to be effective. And Choeur Dansé’s appeal is enduring in its modest way: not only was it taught for years to hundreds of Denishawn pupils, it is also occasionally found on programs of Denishawn revivals. And, for all one knows, it may still be taught in those studios that are the descendants of the descendants of the original Denishawn schools.

The Cosmic Dance of Siva

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1926

Music especially written by Lily Strickland Anderson

First performance September 17, 1926, at the Grand Opera House, Manila, P. I.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927; the Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928

Danced by Ted Shawn

Of the several “statue dances” created by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn (Kuan Yin, Adonis, White Jade), Siva might be considered the greatest if only because its theme had a wider scope and its execution was more difficult. It may well have been the most important solo TS choreographed up to this point in his career.

Shawn had seen images of the dancing Siva in the Boston Museum and the Musée Guimet in Paris long before he went to India. He knew that, as one of the Hindu trinity of gods, with Brahma and Vishnu, Siva is the creative principle expressed through this Cosmic Dance. And in a chapter on religious dancing in his early book The American Ballet, he had quoted Havelock Ellis: “The ecstatic Hindu dance in honour of … Siva … [was called] ‘the clearest image of the activity of God which any art or religion can boast of.’”

In Hindu theology, Siva, as Nataraja, Lord of the Dance, performed this Cosmic Dance in five movements: Creation, Preservation, Destruction, Reincarnation, and Salvation. In order to express this concept in theatrical dance terms, Shawn studied hundreds of sculptures and paintings of Siva and was taught Indian dance during the five months he was in India on the Far East tour. Using the plastique technique he had evolved so successfully for his Adonis, he expanded the slow, controlled motion of that earlier dance to include swift, vigorous, authentic movements based on the painted and sculptured forms he had closely observed.
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Ted Shawn in the opening pose of The Cosmic Dance of Siva, 1926.



His first task was to find suitable music. By happy coincidence, RSD and TS met in Calcutta a composer whose published works they had used for other dances. Lily Strickland Anderson had lived in India for several years, and she accepted a commission to write the Siva score.

Next TS had to assemble a costume that would resemble the god’s attire. Piece by piece, as he discovered them in bazaars around the country, he collected over $200 worth of silver chains, necklaces, bracelets, and ornaments. He instructed a silversmith to solder these together so that they formed a wide belt which he wore low on his hips over the briefest of flesh-tan silk trunks. To this belt were appended short lengths of chain that provided a suggestion of covering against total nudity. A narrower belt wrapped tight beneath his ribs; the slim chain that passed from this belt up over his right shoulder represented the sacred thread of Brahma. A broad collar of a necklace covered half his chest. Bracelets gripped both wrists, and a band of silver bells circled each ankle. On his head he wore a towering silver crown shaped like a taller bishop’s miter. Attached to each side of this, intricate carvings fanned out like ears. Scanty as it was, the heavy silver costume weighed close to forty pounds. It was worn over a coat of dark brown body paint.

TS planned to open his dance while he stood in a huge upright metal ring painted dull gold, from which sprouted carved shapes representing the flames that always enclosed Nataraja statues. This ring, easily six feet in diameter, was made to order in an Indian foundry. When completed, narrow, wavy strips of metal representing the element Water crossed its upper third: at their center a solid circle representing the Sun provided the background for Siva’s head. Beneath the waves extended a beautifully carved pair of arms, the delicate hands just touching the outer circumference of the ring.

When in position to begin the dance, TS held in his right (real) hand a drum that had been made of two (real) human skulls joined together at their tops. The bottom halves had been sawn off and the resulting oval holes were covered by tight-stretched animal skin. Around the middle of the hourglass shape thus formed was wrapped a length of hide from which dangled another length that ended in a firm knot. When the drum was shaken from side to side, the knot was flung from one skin-covered skull to the other, producing a weird sound and a rapid beat. (Indian beggars carried a similar instrument. TS was to use his for twenty-five years of performing Siva.)

The mighty ring of flames was placed far back from the footlights at stage center. It loomed above a three-tiered wooden platform, also painted dull gold. The lowest tier was a three-foot-high rectangle roughly six by six feet in size. The second tier was a four-by-four-foot platform one foot high and decorated with leaf-shaped carvings. On top of that reposed a circular form some three feet in diameter whose foot-high sides were sculptured into close-set petals. Off center to the right of this crouched a foot-high wooden figure of an implike creature. This represented the ugly dwarf of mythology who rushed out of the sacrificial fire to attack the god. But Siva crushed the dwarf under his foot and continued his triumphant cosmic dance. It was on the flattened back of this creature that TS stood. The entire solo was done on the three platforms: the dancer never descended to the stage.

In the silence before the curtains part, the ominous vibrating rattle of the drum is heard. With its crescendo and the opening bars of music, the scene is revealed. Against a pale green backdrop illuminated from directly beneath by a bank of lights hidden by the platform, Siva is silhouetted in his ring of flames. As the drumbeat swells still louder and faster, a spotlight from the foots brightens to focus on the god who is seen balanced on his right foot with right knee bent. The left leg is raised waist-high and gently flexed across his body to a pointed toe at the ring’s rim. His head proudly facing forward, his body erect, his left arm crossing his chest with hand pointed down, he continues with his right hand to rattle the drum. Behind him, the pair of carved arms creates the startling effect of a four-armed man. Six feet above audience eye level and at a distance that lends chilling mystery, the god Nataraja is finally enveloped in a golden glow. The world has been created.

There follow poses and movements that bring to amazing life the ancient sculpture of India. First, TS relinquishes the drum (which is hung on the ring). Then he stands on right half-toe with right knee sharply bent, the toes of his left foot pointed in almost to touch the opposite leg as the left knee bends at a sharp angle. His body arches to the right, with right arm out at shoulder height and left arm raised with flexed elbow and hand extended at a right angle. Next he poises an instant as if to contemplate his creation, weight on left foot, left hip thrust out to side, right leg slightly relaxed at the knee, head high, both arms raised with bent elbows at shoulder height, the hands held palms out as if in offering.

When the god progresses from Creation to Preservation, he descends to the next platform. He stops here to pause in difficult balance on left half-toe with left knee extremely flexed, right foot bent in under the body to touch the left calf, arms moving from sharp inward flexing out to the rim of flames and back again.

All poses flow one into another with fluidity and with delicate finger movements one would have imagined impossible in such a large man. Palms of hands pressed upright together overhead, he executes a salaam that is particularly associated with Siva. With the three middle fingers of each hand turned in to palms, straight thumb and little finger extending out, he places the right thumb at his mouth, the left thumb to touch the little finger of the right hand in the classic position of Krishna playing his flute. While stepping from pose to pose, from high platform to one ever lower, his hands assume the lotus position. And as especially dramatic exclamation points, they are held out at shoulder height, forefinger and thumb forming an “eye,” the other fingers fanning out, while his neck moves rapidly and smoothly from side to side in the sliding shift of a cobra’s head. Sometimes this neck shift is done with arms held out, sometimes with hands touching overhead in the Siva salaam, but always with motionless shoulders.

At the dance of Destruction, TS has reached the lowest and largest tier of the platform. The front spot turns red, as do the lights on the backdrop. The dancer’s body becomes a twisting flame. His movements grow violent. The feet stamp as if to obliterate all matter, their anklet bells ringing out above the music. In this genuinely terrifying moment one might easily believe he is seeing the destruction of the universe by a redeeming god.

Gradually, steps and poses of tranquility follow the violence of destruction. Lights change from red to blue when Siva moves upward through many lives in Reincarnation, his movements measured, his hands and arms undulating and pausing with infinite grace. Ideally, this section was performed in a cloud of incense. From his experience in helping TS stage this solo, Barton Mumaw recalls the necessary mechanics:

There was a trough like a small rain gutter all across the front of the basic platform. This was filled with live charcoal just before the curtain went up — and it was difficult to have it at just the right point of smoldering for if it was too much burned it didn’t last until the Illusion (or Reincarnation) section, and if it was not burned enough it didn’t ignite the incense. There were two small scoops of incense placed at center [of the trough] and Ted grasped them — they also had to be arranged just right so they didn’t heat up and burn his fingers. He spread the incense out across the front, and as the smoke rose you could see his head and arms darting in and out of the rising smoke. And his movements within the smoke caused it to swirl and add to the sense of other-worldliness.

This complicated procedure often meant that the incense effect had to be omitted from some performances of Siva.

For the final dance of Salvation, TS rests on one knee and draws a deep, visible breath. His arms ripple as he rises and soon his whole body is rippling, snakelike, until he falls swiftly forward onto one knee again. Slowly, then, he rises to stand tall on both feet, arms overhead. Dramatically, he begins a deliberate step-stamp!, step-stamp! as he mounts from the very lowest platform to the highest, each stamp reverberating on the wooden flooring like a drumbeat with bells. The lights shift to the original green on the backdrop while a yellow glow suffuses the figure of the god. Continuing his eternal dance with promise of Nirvana, he reaches the dwarf figure upon whose back he steps with great authority. Swinging his left leg back into a modified arabesque, keeping both knees bent, arms out and head erect, he balances an instant. Then he slowly brings the left leg down and across his body to resume his opening pose, still balanced on his right foot, as the curtains close.

After having seen from the wings the world premiere of Siva, I wrote my mother from Manila in September 1926, “Teenie and I were so thrilled watching that we were both trembling.” And audiences did tremble. The impact of this dance was so powerful that one could almost smell jasmine and marigolds as well as dung fires and bodies burning on the ghats — almost hear the thrum of sitars above the raucous voices of the bazaars, the murmured words of poets and sages as clearly as the whines of beggars. Here a few minutes of choreography revealed the contradictions that make up India: its contemplation versus its violence, the subtle beauty of its art versus its often vulgar manifestations. This revelation transformed The Cosmic Dance of Siva from mere excellence into an emotional experience. I can well believe that, as he claimed, Ted Shawn really did ask Siva before every presentation of this solo to take possession of his human body to express the beauty, rhythm, and power of the god’s being.

One year after its first performance, the power of Siva was put to a severe test when the Denishawn Company went on tour as featured artists in the 1927–1928 Ziegfeld Follies road show. While everyone fully expected TS’s incendiary flamenco dances to receive their customary “Olés!” and “Bravos!,” Siva, with its message from a totally unfamiliar culture, was an unknown quantity. To make matters worse, it was programed after a tap dance entitled The Kickiekick performed by twelve chorus girls, and just before the speciality act of the blues-singing comedienne star. Nevertheless, Siva stopped the show at every performance of the forty-week tour.

As it continued to do right up to its last revival at Jacob’s Pillow in the ’50’s. Long before Shan-Kar introduced authentic Indian dances to American audiences, Ted Shawn’s Cosmic Dance of Siva, together with Ruth St. Denis’s Nautch, had paved the way for our country’s acceptance of this Hindu art form.

A Javanese Court Dancer

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1926

Music by Clifford Vaughan

First performance September 17, 1926, at the Grand Opera House, Manila, P. I.

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ruth St. Denis
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Ruth St. Denis as the epitome of A Javanese Court Dancer, 1926.



Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, and their Company all agreed that, except for Japanese theatre dancing, the Javanese dancing we saw in a rare performance of a festival called a Wayang Wong represented the peak of Far Eastern dance art. Based on this extraordinary experience, RSD choreographed a shadow puppet drama for two girls and a man, and her own Javanese Court Dancer.

We were fortunate to be invited by the Sultan of Djokjakarta to see, in his palace, a dance festival that was given only once every three years for himself, his large family of many wives and children, his court, his people, and certain selected guests. As I described the scene in a letter of August 7, 1926:

The royal pavillion was of marble, open at the sides. The dancing had been going on since dawn on a marble floor before the Sultan. The gamelan orchestra of about 50 pieces — flutes, drums, fiddles, and great gilt gongs [from small to enormous] — sat in rows behind the dancers, with singers and prop men…. Some forty or so of his favorite wives sat behind the Sultan and his beautiful sons and daughters sat to the sides. Each wife was dressed in a brown batik sarong, tiny beaded slippers, turquoise blue satin jacket with diamond and gold buttons, and diamond earrings. Their hair was pulled straight back off their ears and coiled in two loops at the back. These loops were held up by real blue flowers and small, jeweled pins.

The golden-skinned daughters of the Sultan, called serimpi, were all trained from childhood to become dancers who performed only before their father and his court. Since they did not dance in public, we did not see their work. But the Wayang Wong drama (which continued from sunrise to midnight) was filled with enough dance thrills to last a lifetime. All the roles were played by handsome, slim, technically amazing young men, with and without masks, in and out of mock battles staged so masterfully they seemed real. The music to which they moved was “moonlight and running water,” as one musicologist has described the sound of a gamelan orchestra. And Ted Shawn wrote of it in his Gods Who Dance: “If I were to imagine music in heaven, this is what would seem most celestial to me…. It flows and ripples swiftly along, whereas the movement of the dance is the slowest bodily movement I have ever seen except that of the Noh dances in Japan.”

It was an ambitious undertaking for an Occidental woman — tall, heavy, close to fifty years old — to attempt to make herself into a little Oriental princess — short, excessively slender, very young. One who had been taught almost since infancy the intricacies and subtleties of Javanese dance and had, moreover, inherited her physical and artistic abilities from generations of ancestors. Miss Ruth recognized the difficulties she faced and worked hard to overcome them. I well remember watching her choreograph A Javanese Court Dancer on the large open second-floor veranda of our theatre in Singapore. The temperature was in the high nineties, the humidity unbearable. Without makeup, Miss Ruth’s face was gleaming with perspiration. Her hair was skinned back into a bun on top of her head, and she had tied any-which-way a brief, worn cotton dressing gown about her upper body. Around her hips and legs, trailing over the stone floor, was wrapped the length of batik that was the most important item of her costume. With Pearl Wheeler scrambling on hands and knees to arrange the line of the material, RSD moved tirelessly from pose to pose while she blocked out steps to music heard only in her mind as she struggled to realize an ideal she treasured only in her memory.

But when, fully made up and costumed, she stepped onstage into a yellowish spotlight that made her white skin glow golden, there moved one of the beautiful royal serimpi. Her eyes and brows were lined to slant upward and out: her expression was inscrutably dignified. A black wig duplicated the satin-smooth loops RSD had seen on the Sultan’s wives. A fantasy of golden flowers sprouted on thin wires to form a kind of tiara above her head, and golden earrings hung from her ears. Her shoulders and arms were totally bare except for a delicate gold filigree necklace around her throat. A tight-fitting brown velvet bodice was banded with gold and accented by a large jeweled pin in its center. From a gold belt draped two long, narrow blue-tan-and-brown batik scarves. The close-wrapped, floor-length sarong was of diagonally striped tan and brown batik: its long train became an essential part of the dance.

This was not so much a dance as a slow, stately, slightly bent-kneed walk to the purling music. From the moment of her entrance, stage left, Miss Ruth’s magnificent arms and hands compelled attention, and they remained the focus of the solo. Her long, unadorned fingers arched back until they seemed to touch her wrists. And, most unusual among Westerners, her elbows thrust up into the double-jointed angle typical of many Oriental dancers. As she progressed across the stage before the backdrop of batik, she placed her left fingers lightly on her hip with elbow well out and down, her right arm with upthrust elbow out at shoulder height, one fold of the scarf over it. With each step she brought a foot forward on its heel, toes upright, then swiveled the foot in place before precisely putting it down flat on the floor and out at a right angle to the leg.

When she reached stage center, she knelt to make an exquisite salaam with palm pressed to palm, upright, before her face, and elbows out to sides — this salaam presumably to her Sultan and father as her only audience. After she rose to resume her stately walk — torso erect, head high, knees flexed, feet articulated — she would at times gently kick the long train from front to rear, from side to side, using this mild action as an accent to the exceedingly slow motion. As the music picked up speed, she moved in a fast walk around the stage, using small steps and keeping knees always slightly bent. She occasionally flicked the end of one scarf over an arm, then flicked the other. Once she paused, scarf draped over elbow, to touch her head with her left hand while looking out toward the extended right arm with its upward-arched hand. Then came another swift little walk, during which she waved the two scarves from side to side in figure eights. Throughout, she rippled her incredible arms, posed with her incredible hands unfolding fluidly. And when she knelt in a final salaam (this time to her real audience), one had been given a true glimpse of the art of Javanese dancing.

Yet despite the undeniable beauty and fascination of this representation, there was a curious lack of that theatrical-spiritual impact which was inherent in most RSD solos. Perhaps her preoccupation with authenticity took precedence over her drive to communicate the essence of a culture, and perhaps this preoccupation diminished the dance. It is safe to say that, except for White Jade, none of the dances Miss Ruth choreographed after her fifteen-month direct experience of the Far East ever realized her creative aims as well as did those solos she choreographed long before she visited the Orient.

Certainly these later dances were never as enthusiastically received by audiences as were her earlier and undoubtedly less authentic works — odd as this may now seem.

Danse Sacrée et Danse Profane

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1926

Music by Claude Debussy

First performance July 15, 1926, at the Victoria Theatre, Singapore

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ruth St. Denis (Far East), Geordie Graham (U.S.), and Ted Shawn

Danse Sacrée et Danse Profane were two music visualizations in one that Ted Shawn choreographed while he was in the Orient. It was the work of a man who bore the burden of too many responsibilities — creator, performer, writer, ofttimes business manager and paymaster, traveler and sightseer, student of native dance, buyer of sets, costumes, props, and music, husband of a world-famous artist, and father confessor to the homesick, weary, and often ill members of his company. Even his fertile creativity was depleted by the demands made upon him thousands of miles away from home. I believe these dances reflect this.

For Danse Sacrée, Miss Ruth is garbed in a long, flowing white robe tied at the waist with a golden rope. Covering her hair she wears a stylized white wimple. A large white scarf bordered by golden embroidery hangs over her head and down her arms. She looks vaguely like a religieuse or, perhaps more accurately, like a statue of the Madonna. When the solo begins, she is discovered onstage center posed on a low platform, head tilted, eyes downcast, a sheaf of white and golden lilies in her arms. Tall white candles stand at each side. (The pose, costume, and lighting might have come straight from the Radio City Music Hall’s Easter production, had they not been presented many years before that annual institution became famous.) Leaving the platform, she moves with slow grace to manipulate the trailing scarf and the flowers into one contemplative pose after another. As she continues to walk through her walled garden, there comes a moment when she stops to kneel, placing the lilies on the ground and folding her hands in prayer. Then she rises to resume her meditative stroll, lips moving as if she were reciting a breviary. When she bends to pick up the flowers, she suddenly hears a sound that startles her. Alarmed, she runs offstage left, dropping one lily in her haste to escape.

The music changes to the staccato menace of Danse Profane. Ted Shawn enters right, moving in profile with a stealthy, smooth step-hold: step-step-pause, head quickly turning right-left. He is completely wrapped in a brown monk’s robe which he holds close to his body with right hand on left shoulder, but his black wig is styled in a secular Renaissance bob. Despite this religious dress suggestive of a Franciscan friar, his stealth and his facial expression both clearly indicate that he is an intruder in the cloister. As he crosses the stage, repeating his furtive entrance combination of steps, he discovers the lily that had been dropped by the nun. Picking it up, he flings aside his disguise to reveal his true self.

From waist to toe he wears sleek black tights. They are adorned with a gold belt. His doublet is also black, with long tight sleeves. Gold bands the low neckline and forms a checked pattern ending in tassels, while round golden puffs of material encircle the upper arms.

Not much real dancing is done to strengthen the impression, made by the original entrance, of a malicious outsider invading a secluded holy place. For some reason, Miss Ruth returns. TS tries to seduce her with his worldly charm. But the good triumphs over the wicked at the end, as RSD resumes her opening pose on the platform and a rejected, repentant TS falls prostrate at her feet.

Papa Denishawn always threw himself vigorously into this hammy impersonation of evil incarnate, but Miss Ruth never seemed to respect these dances nor to enjoy doing her solo. Her attitude toward them may have been later reflected in her autobiography where she wrote, “Some strange element within myself never really came alive except when it was identified with the Orient.”

When Danse Sacrée et Danse Profane were programed for the 1926–1927 American tour, Geordie Graham danced the RSD role. The dances were not received with enthusiasm then, and if they were to be presented today they might quite justifiably arouse laughter. I fear they did not really deserve any more respectful reception when they were first performed in Singapore in 1926.

Singhalese Devil Dance

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1926

Music by Clifford Vaughan

First performance October 24, 1926, at the Shuraka-Kan Theatre, Kobe, Japan

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ted Shawn, Charles Weidman, and George Steares
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Charles Weidman, Ted Shawn, and George Steares in Singhalese Devil Dance, 1926.



In the Far East, it came as a surprise to all of us that two countries with a calm and contemplative Buddhist culture provided the most vigorous dancing we saw. In Burma, young girls were predominantly the most active although men also participated in strenuous performances (see A Burmese Yein Pwe). In Ceylon, we saw few women dancers but the men — especially those called “Devil Dancers” — were amazingly athletic.

The Denishawn Company was fortunate to be booked to play the hill town of Kandy during the week of festivities surrounding Wesak, or Buddha’s birthday, and it was there we saw many festival dancers. Ted Shawn hired the group he thought the best, and in the luxuriant open park near our hotel, they not only performed for us but for three hours every morning they patiently taught TS, Charles Weidman, and George Steares the rhythms and steps upon which Papa Denishawn later built his Singhalese Devil Dance.

The term “devil dancer” is applied to those especially trained men who perform at the behest of relatives when a member of the family falls seriously ill. The name was given to them by Christian missionaries who disapproved of this practice. The Singhalese believe that there are eighteen classifications of disease, each caused by its own evil spirit. Masks representing these eighteen spirits are worn by the dancers as appropriate to the disease. Each has its own distorted face. Some represent animals, but none has anything to do with the Devil as Westerners use that word. If the dancers accept payment for their services (usually flowers or fruit) it means the patient is cured: if they refuse payment, it means he or she will die. As late as 1926 it was known that even Christian Singhalese under treatment for a serious illness by European methods would secretly hire devil dancers, believing more in the efficaciousness of their performance than in modern science.

The dancers we saw in Kandy did not wear ceremonial masks for the demonstration of their art, but the dances they showed us were the same as if they had been masked. The men and young boys were handsome, muscular, and obviously full of the physical joy of dancing. They all wore a costume of similar design, which TS later acquired for his devil dancers. A full white cotton skirt, ankle length, was worn over long cotton pants. It was topped by a series of three ruffles, edged in red, which extended from waist to hips. A wide red belt adorned with silver ornaments was tied tightly beneath the rib cage. The upper torso was bare except for a patterned, beaded harness that hung from shoulders to waist, and silver bracelets around wrists and biceps. A plain turban wrapped the head, its ends left loose. Large, heavy silver anklets filled with lead shot and shaped to the foot, often a pair on each leg, provided a clanging accompaniment to the stomping and leaping steps.

The technique of their movements was difficult for Shawn, Weidman, and Steares to acquire. There were countless variations of unfamiliar steps, and rapid, complicated changes of rhythms which they found hard to follow. The basic body characteristic was a continual use of a deep plié in second position. Poses were held momentarily in this position, arms flexed at shoulder height, head tilted, body upright. High leaps off the ground were achieved with the legs still bent in the plié, arms outstretched straight to the sides. Swift turns started and ended with the plié, while advancing or retreating stamping steps maintained it. The drummer, who frequently participated in the dance, held his three-foot-long, two-ended instrument horizontally across his open, bent knees, his widespread feet flat and pointed out. Whether with both feet firmly on the ground or when he was negotiating a turn en l’air, he never for an instant ceased the precise, swift, varied, and complex beat upon which the dance depended.

All movements were done in unison. Many of the combinations of steps were performed in a straight line facing the audience as the men moved forward, then backward to their original places. At most exciting times the group (numbering from three to thirty) would circle the drummer with leaps and turns and clanging of anklets, as remarkable in their way as Nureyev circling a stage at Lincoln Center.

With Clifford Vaughan doing an admirable job at noting down the intricate rhthyms and melodies, TS managed to capture the essence of this exotic dance material. He bought the costumes in Kandy, as well as the masks his trio wore — these making the dancing even more difficult. Each mask was different: all were outsize, vividly painted in reds and greens, blues and gold. One had staring eyes, bulbous nose, grinning mouth, and huge distended ears: another had a solid scarlet face, wide white lips, enormous slightly crossed eyes: the third, also with large eyes, had a pig’s snout and a cat’s whiskers and earlobes that reached to the shoulders. Every face was topped by a carved crown different from the others, from which trailed lengths of hair on each side of the mask. The three figures made a formidable impression when lighted only from front spots and foots, their threatening shapes shadowed behind them on the backdrop.

For all its weirdly beautiful authenticity, the Singhalese Devil Dance had a brief Denishawn life: it was performed only during the 1926–1927 United States tour. That was not, however, the last audiences saw of this dance. After the breakup of Denishawn it was included in the programs of Ted Shawn’s Men Dancers, beginning with the 1935 American tour, through the 1935 London engagement and the two 1936 United States tours. And in 1958 at Jacob’s Pillow, TS presented the National Dancers of Ceylon. Leading them was Guneya, the most distinguished dancer of that country. In looking over snapshots B. St. Denis had taken of the men who had taught Ted, Charles, and George the Devil Dance in Kandy thirty-two years earlier, Guneya identified himself as one of them.

Allégresse

Choreographed by Ted Shawn, 1926

Music by Christian Sinding

First performance October 23, 1926, at the Shuraka-Kan Theatre, Kobe, Japan

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927; the Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928

Danced by Ted Shawn, Doris Humphrey (Ernestine Day for the Follies), Charles Weidman (Demetrios Vilan for the Follies), George Steares, and six girls

Ted Shawn started working on Allégresse during the Orient tour. It was ready for dress rehearsal on our return engagement in Shanghai, and it premiered in Kobe shortly before we embarked for San Francisco. There, with only a few weeks of vacation-cum-rehearsals, the 1926–1927 tour under Arthur Judson’s management began. Allégresse had been specifically choreographed for this tour, where it was programed at the end of a Music Visualization section. (It was also one of the three ensemble numbers selected for the Ziegfeld Follies tour in 1927, the others being Soaring and In the Bunnia Bazaar.) The role of the central dancer was created for Doris Humphrey.

Allégresse, literally defined, means cheerfulness, joy, glee — and with this in mind, TS built a bacchanale to end all bacchanales. Only Bacchus with his bunches of grapes was missing. Set against a black velvet cyclorama, the dance begins with the entrance of two faunlike creatures wearing leopard-printed silk fleshings. Whether intended to be fauns or leopards, they move like brisk little animals as, with high hops on half-toe and flexed knees, they lead in a line of hand-holding maidens. These wear ankle-length transparent violet chiffon chitons over nude fleshings. Their hair is unbound. With rounded arms they tiptoe and float in and around the teasing, gamboling fauns — all in a lighting that is bluish yet rosy, like a sunset seen through trees. With a change in the music to a vaguely martial theme, this light brightens. Girls and fauns pause in plastique groups at each side of the stage as from the right appears the pièce de résistance of this idyllic banquet.

Ted Shawn, Charles Weidman, and George Steares enter bearing overhead in upraised arms an enormous flat circular basket mounded high with exotic flowers of tropical hue. The men wear nothing but a coat of tan paint and the briefest G-strings allowed by law (these also leopard-patterned). On their heads are wigs of dark, thick, close-cropped curls. Marching like a human tripod, they carry their colorful burden to stage center where they pose an instant. Then, on a musical crescendo, the figure of Doris Humphrey emerges startlingly from the pile of blossoms as she rises from her hiding place to sit upright, arms widespread in an exultant gesture. Her “vegetable platter” (as Pauline Lawrence once called it) is lowered to the floor and DH steps out from it to join TS.

She wears a flesh-colored leotard with a wisp of orange chiffon over it. An essential part of this costume is an elegant reddish-gold wig that fans out over her shoulders and well below her waist in a Lady Godiva effect. While Charles and George join the fauns and the maidens in the background, Doris and Papa dance a bacchanale of real abandon. It is alive with embraces and deep backbends, with kisses and sensuous turns, with her tours jetés to escape his pursuit, with his leaps to recapture his elusive bacchante.

Inevitably, the rest of the company join the fun and games. The fauns caper a goatish duet. CW and George flirt, dance, whirl, leap, and fling the willing maidens around the floral centerpiece, as white and brown limbs fly out from a swirl of violet chiffon. TS and DH outdo themselves in amorous acrobatics while girls, boys, and fauns circle about them with their own acrobatics. At a given moment of swelling chords, the three men stoop and raise the flower basket overhead, the golden-wigged heroine poised like a statue atop. With the ensemble grouped around and the whole lighted from the foots as if it were a pagan fountain in Nero’s Rome, the concluding pose is held downstage and center until blackout.

TS was very pleased when John Murray Anderson, a then famous producer of Broadway musicals and revues, admitted he had caught Allégresse four times when it played New York City. He reported to Ted that he had never seen a more beautiful presentation. It was also a matter of satisfaction to TS, as choreographer, that this number was received with the greatest enthusiasm by every audience that saw it in the Follies.

To be candid, however, Allégresse was not among Denishawn’s most impressive creations. What I remember vividly about it was that moment offstage in the wings when the three men, on a grunted signal from Papa, hoisted the basket overhead for their entrance, as they tried to keep it on an even keel so as not to spill Doris on her head. And the company always held its collective breath as the same maneuver had to be repeated onstage in full view of the audience, when a miscalculation would certainly have earned more laughter than applause. But, mirabile dictu, this fiasco was always successfully avoided.

A Burmese Yein Pwe

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis and Doris Humphrey, 1926

Music by Clifford Vaughan

First performance July 15, 1926, at the Victoria Theatre, Singapore

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Doris Humphrey, with Charles Weidman, George Steares, Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, and Jane Sherman: Pauline Lawrence and Mary Howry as musicians

Those who remember seeing the Doris Humphrey of the ’30’s and ’40’s may find it impossible to picture her as a Denishawn Egyptian, Hopi Indian, or Aztec maiden. And of all the exotic characters she portrayed between 1920 and 1927 none was stranger than her little Burmese soloist. As she wrote home in 1926, “Then I’m going to do a Burmese solo with a ballet [for the upcoming American tour] — that’s just for fun — but I think it will be cute. The Burmese dancers were so cunning, by far the best in the Orient. I guess I told you that I have a complete costume — even to a real cheroot.”

When American audiences across the country saw the St. Denis-Humphrey Burmese ballet in 1926–1927, they were seeing this kind of dancing in its theatrical entirety for the first time. Like the Chinese, Javanese, and Japanese productions RSD and TS also brought back from the Far East, the Yein Pwe was more a re-creation of an actual event than the choreographing of an impression, an idea, or a message, as had been the case in their earlier works on Oriental themes.


[image: Image]

A Burmese Yein Pwe in dress rehearsal, Victoria Theatre, Singapore, July 1926; Doris Humphrey (c.) with (l. to r.) George Steares, Ann Douglas, Jane Sherman, Mary Howry, Pauline Lawrence, Charles Weidman, Geordie Graham, and Ernestine Day.



Miss Ruth and Papa did their homework conscientiously. They saw many pwes in Rangoon: TS visited the home of Burma’s leading dancer, U Po Sein, to watch his dancers perform and to take lessons in the technique of Burmese dancing: and Po Sein so much admired the work of the Denishawn company that he engaged his own sewing people to make the costumes Pearl Wheeler had copied for us to wear in our version of a pwe. When it came to staging the Burmese ballet, therefore, little of group design or individual movement really remained for RSD and DH to choreograph. It is accurate to say that a description of the Denishawn Yein Pwe is a description of a Yein Pwe as performed in Rangoon. And vice versa.

And what, forsooth, is a Yein Pwe? It is a festival of dancing, with spoken dialogue and songs, accompanied by a small orchestra. It is performed on many occasions, from the deeply religious to the purely social. These festivals are joyous to the point of bawdiness: loud to the point of earsplitting. They provide an amazing display of acrobatic feats and are as sparkling as a carnival. And they incorporate an astounding dance technique that one would never in his wildest imagination expect to have originated in a serene Buddhist land.

Against the black cyclorama, our two “musicians” sit in a shallow semicircle in the rear surrounded by their instruments: black and gold gongs from tiny to huge — a cradlelike arrangement of boards and bamboo played like a xylophone — various sized drums — flutes, woodblocks, bells, and even a whistle that sounds exactly like a Boston traffic cop’s. Pauline Lawrence led her merry band in the clanging, booming, banging, and shrilling that almost drowned out Clifford Vaughan’s piano when the ensemble provided background music (sic) for DH’s solo. The effect was authentic if not precisely harmonious.

Charles Weidman and George Seares, as the clowns or “loobyets,” open the ceremonies with a humorous duo. They greet the audience with a fast “Burmese” spiel in which they (presumably) explain the reason for this particular pwe — a Buddhist initiation, a birthday, whatever. Then star performer Humphrey leads her four dancing girls down to the footlights where they kneel and bow to right, to left, to the audience, the palms of their hands before their faces as they bend to the floor. When they retire upstage, the pwe is ready to begin.

But the costumes must be described before it is possible to picture what was to follow. Each loobyet wore a wrapped skirt that was so full its voluminous folds had to be tucked into a belt. These skirts were made of changeable Burmese raw silk in flaming colors. Long-sleeved, full, white cotton shirts were worn over them. Thin bright silk handkerchiefs were tied, turban fashion, around the men’s long black hair, the ends flowing down to the shoulders. But even these gorgeous peacocks paled before the girls.

From top to toe the Burmese dancer was such an Oriental anomaly that nothing had prepared the Denishawners for her appearance. Her ebony hair was worn in a lacquered circle five or six inches high smack on top of a head of shorter hair cut in a Dutch bob. From this topknot hung cascades of jasmine blossoms or strings of brilliant beads. Necklaces of gold or tinsel formed a bib for the colored silk bodice which intentionally flattened the breasts. This was worn under a perky white jacket of thinnest starched muslin. It had long, tight sleeves, and where the side seams met, rattan or whalebone stiffened the outer ends of the material into a flyaway “pagodalike” shape that was edged with ruffled lace. But the key to the dancing lay in the skirt the girl wore. It was made of black material from waist to hipline. Then came an ankle-length section of close-fitting heavy silk in one or another sensational shade of green or pink — of gold or blue — of orange or cerise or purple. Sometimes this silk had a varicolored plaid pattern. Sometimes it was embroidered in silver threads that caught the light as the dancer moved. The skirt ended in still another section of material, neutral in color, that spread out on the floor in a miniature train.
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A Burmese Yein Pwe, 1926; Jane Sherman in costume and pose for the finale, photographed on the balcony of Victoria Theatre, Singapore.



It would seem to be so impossible to move in this tight, formal costume that one would reasonably expect to see only static posturing. Imagine the astonishment, then, when the music quickens and a little dancer throws herself into a frenzy of side bends, elbows shoulder high at right angles to her body, hands arched backward — into deep knee bends to a squatting position where first one foot shoots out, then the other, in the nearest imitation of a Moiseyev cossack — into swift turns that melt crazily into backbends where the head skims the floor — into jumps high into the air, incredible body twists from one side to the other, and jazzy pounding of bare feet. All done in those snug skirts that bind the legs from hip to mid-calf — all in a blur of color and light and the most raucous music this side of a calliope — all with rhythms that change so frequently and rapidly there is no hint of monotony.

This most difficult, most strenuous, most physical dancing of the Orient had an unbroken history of nine hundred years, so of course there was much more to it than acrobatics. No matter how athletic the step, slim arms swivel in acute yet delicate angles. Boneless hands ripple backward impossibly. Long narrow fingers flutter like bird or butterfly wings. And throughout, the dancer’s expression remains smiling, bold, impish, eye-to-eye with the onlookers as she responds verbally and laughingly to the ribald cries of the loobyets who yell encouragement for her to perform ever more difficult feats. No hint of the inscrutable East here! Everything is as extraverted as a three-ring circus and equally amazing.

And this was the Denishawn Yein Pwe. We had to wear the skirts from the first day of rehearsal simply to learn how to walk in them before we ventured more ambitious movements. Mightily as we strived, our Western bodies never achieved the peak of Burmese acrobatics, nor did our Western hands begin to equal Burmese suppleness. But we managed a passable copy of the real thing nonetheless.

Humphrey’s solo truly captured the spirit of a pwe as she incorporated the most complicated athletic steps she could do. She added the touch of “smoking” a thick green Burmese cheroot. She manipulated two small silver paper fans tufted with purple feathers. She was impertinent and charming as she alternately flirted a short bright scarf and retied it around her waist. Her little Burmese artist was a hit with every audience during the 1926–1927 United States tour.

Following her solo, the four dancers did a group number, then joined DH in the finale. This concluded with all five twirling a pair of painted paper parasols while kicking both feet to one side and bending bodies in an arc over them, elbows high, heads tilted. Doris ended to the shouts of the loobyets and the clangor of the “musicians” as she did a sensational backbend in profile to the audience while she whirled her two parasols in time with the rapid cacophony.

In spite of its enthusiastic reception, this dancing was so physically exhausting that DH never enjoyed doing it. Nor did she seem to respect its content. After having performed the Yein Pwe for only six weeks on the road, she wrote home that “the Burmese is Oriental applesauce.” She may have sensed that this ballet demonstrated how far inspiration had deteriorated into ultra-realism as the great days of Denishawn approached their end. And she may also have begun to feel that the time was nearing when she must break out of the Denishawn chrysalis if ever she were to try the wings of her own development.

General Wu Says Farewell to His Wife

Choreographed by Mei-lan Fan, arranged by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, 1926

Music by Clifford Vaughan

First performance July 15, 1926, at the Victoria Theatre, Singapore

Listed on the programs of the Far East tour, 1926; the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Charles Weidman, Ann Douglas, George Steares, Ernestine Day, and company

Programs and books differ as to the title of this Chinese ballet, some listing it as General Wu’s Farewell to His Wife, but I prefer the name by which Ted Shawn called it. Confusion also exists about who actually choreographed the American version of this classic (although there is no question that its origin is in the famous Chinese dance-drama as interpreted by the great actor-dancer, Mei-lan Fan). Some sources credit Ted Shawn alone. Program notes of 1926, however, say that “Miss St. Denis produced the adaptation and condensation, in which she was aided materially by Mr. Charles Weidman.” The truth is that this hour-long dance-drama was condensed into a ten-minute Denishawn ballet through the combined efforts of RSD, TS, and CW. Like the Burmese Yein Pwe, it was one of the rare Denishawn ballets in which neither Miss Ruth nor Papa appeared.
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Charles Weidman, Ann Douglas, George Steares, and Ernestine Day in General Wu Says Farewell to His Wife. Photographed from the audience, 1926.



In November 1925, when we were booked to play three all-too-brief days in Peking, North China was enduring another battle between bandit generals. RSD and TS very much wanted to see China’s leading dancer, Mei-lan Fan, but because of these unsettled conditions, he was not then performing in public. To our joy, however, he did graciously arrange to dance especially for us. The night after our first concert, our sets were struck and Chinese scenery put in their place. When we had removed makeup and got dressed, we went out front to sit in the best orchestra seats of the elegant little Pavillion Theatre, where we watched Mei-lan Fan and his company present an hour of dance selections from General Wu, complete with costumes and makeup. Miss Ruth said she had never seen hands as marvelous as Mei-lan Fan’s nor dancing so filled with beauty and grace. It was an unique experience, and from it came another Denishawn ballet.

The story goes as follows: The General returns to his home to announce a terrible defeat in battle. His Wife, who has been rowing on the lake and gathering flowers in the garden, tries to comfort him. She calls her handmaidens to dance for him. But the General is not to be diverted: he attempts to return to what will be his certain death. Whereupon the Wife seizes his sword, dances with it, and commits suicide rather than outlive him for one moment.

Throughout, Chinese theatrical conventions were observed. The property man, in black trousers and slippers, with a white shirt, was supposed to be invisible as he moved around the stage rearranging chairs, removing props, holding up a lantern for light, waving a long wand decorated with leaves to suggest a tree. (George Steares won much laughter and applause for the way he performed this part.)

The four handmaidens doubled as musicians offstage in the wings: Pauline Lawrence played the woodblock, Mary Howry a gong, Geordie Graham a smaller gong, and I a cymbal. We wore simple mandarin jackets, pyjamalike pants, slippers, and small black jeweled headdresses that covered our hair. The costumes for the three leading characters — the General (Charles Weidman), the Wife (Ann Douglas), and the Mother-in-Law (Ernestine Day) — were far more elaborate. Ann’s role was the one Mei-lan Fan himself had danced (it was customary at the time for male actors to play female parts) and she wore a costume that he had given to RSD. It is difficult to describe. A pair of extremely long chiffon sleeves fell over her hands to the floor. Her pale yellow kimonolike gown had a wide embroidered belt from which hung a long panel and a brief red-and-gold overskirt. Her wig was styled in a fashion often seen in ancient Chinese prints: smooth all around the head with a high, glossy topknot decorated by pearl ornaments of tassels and flowers. She wore dainty satin embroidered slippers.

The General was gorgeously Peking-opera-style military in a long scarlet gold-encrusted mandarin coat, from the shoulders of which at the back protruded two small brilliant silk banners on their staffs (representing his battle flags). His tall, rounded headdress was all of pearls and scarlet pompoms and from its center arched a pair of pheasant feathers. His trousers were black, as were his felt boots with their high white soles. He carried a six-foot-long spear that flaunted a curved blade on a barber-pole-striped staff. His face was covered with white paint, shades of red outlining exaggerated slanted eyes, and his full black beard fell from chin to waist. His Mother was equally gorgeous in a dark blue full-length mandarin coat and a towering pearl-and-pompommed headdress.

The ballet was done at half-stage depth. For background two three-foot-wide, vividly embroidered red satin panels reached from ceiling to floor at each side. Above them hung large paper lanterns. With spaces between it and the panels for entrances and exits, a similar twelve-foot-wide panel filled center stage. An ornate porcelain container stood near this. Two black-and-gold-lacquered square Chinese chairs were used as props.

(I cannot imagine how they found the time or strength to do it, but in our three days in Peking, Miss Ruth and Papa managed to make copious notes on the ballet at a three-hour session with Mei-lan Fan: to buy all the wigs, costumes, headgear, footwear, stage settings, and props: and to arrange for Clifford Vaughan to purchase the instruments needed for accurate sound effects in the score he would write.)

At the opening, the Wife is seen center stage. She occupies the two chairs which face each other parallel to the footlights, their seats touching, their backs to the wings. She sits on one chair, her legs and feet resting outstretched on the other. As she slowly, gracefully, dips then pushes back the painted wooden paddle she holds in both hands, we realize that she is supposed to be in a boat. On a nearby “bank” stands the property man with a lovely flowering “tree.” This pantomime continues a few minutes until she stops paddling to mime, with hand raised to forehead, that she is weary. Whereupon she gets out of the “boat,” and the property man shuffles to the rear where he places his “tree” and returns with a bamboo pole that he hands to the Wife. While she walks through her garden, he removes the chairs and paddle to one side, then picks up a lantern to light the way as he accompanies her. When she comes to the porcelain container, she thrusts the end of the pole through its handle, places the pole over her shoulder, and continues her walk around the stage to pick blossoms which she puts into the container.

With a sudden musical crescendo, the General enters between the panels stage right. Banners flying behind him, he seems to be riding a horse. He dismounts with high, wide, flexed knees, takes three long strides, and stands before his wife, booted feet flat and far apart, spear upright in his right hand. The moment he stops, his head moves in that curious circling of the neck, used so often in Chinese dance, which comes to a full halt with an authoritative jerk of the chin. Hand outheld, spear upraised, he strides ferociously from pose to pose, miming the story of his battle and defeat. The Wife listens in horror as she wipes away her tears with a long sleeve. Clapping her hands, she summons the four dancers to distract their master from his melancholy mood. With a display of fluttering fans, they do a brief dance in a single line. The General slumps in a chair provided by the ubiquitous property man, his Wife beside him. Then he rises and sadly waves the dancers off. He tells his Wife he is resolved to return to the battle and certain death. Entering at these words, his Mother reacts with terror. Both women beg him to stay home as they try to hold him back. To no avail. Then, just as he is leaving, his Wife seizes his sword. He stops in amazement at her act of daring.

The solo that Ann Douglas does with this weapon follows the traditions of Chinese sword dance which are based on the ancient and honorable art of self-defense. Its firm but flexible forms consist of swift graceful movements, some athleticism, many abrupt stylized poses. The dance begins rather slowly, with thrusts of the sword as at an enemy, a swinging of the blade overhead, and some pauses. There follow a few turns, the long sleeves making wavelike patterns as they trail out from the dancer’s arms, the sword twirling among them. She makes a small leap to land on one foot in a pose where the sword is held parallel to the ground over her head, the other leg maintained bent at knee height, its foot at right angles. More turns, and another pose as the Wife kneels on one knee looking back over her shoulder, sword held overhead in one hand, the other hand out before her. She rises.

Then, in a surprising flash, the single sword becomes two, one in each hand. Now the steps quicken, the music crescendos, the turns become more rapid, while all the time the swords are manipulated up and down and overhead and around in a constant glitter of polished blades that surrounds the dancer’s slender figure. She whirls through the air in a tiny tour jeté, swords encircling her. She pauses. She whirls back again to the General in another tour jeté. Then, avoiding his reaching hands, she runs to center stage and into a very swift, flat-footed turn. She keeps the swords in breathtaking silvery motion around her until, with an abrupt stop in a dramatic pose with one sword arched over her head, the other before her waist, she stabs herself and falls dead as the curtain descends.

General Wu Says Farewell to His Wife was a literal translation from the Chinese to the American dance idiom, and so one might question how “creative” a ballet it was. One cannot, however, question how well it was performed, particularly by Ann Douglas, who showed astonishing skill and verisimilitude. When Miss Ruth and Papa decided to risk adding it to the program on our return engagement in Hong Kong, it was received with great enthusiasm. General Wu was last performed only eight months later at Carnegie Hall in April 1927.

Whims

Choreographed by Doris Humphrey, 1926

Music by Robert Schumann (Grillen)

First performance December 6, 1926, at the Philharmonic Auditorium, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Doris Humphrey with Charles Weidman, Pauline Lawrence, Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, Mary Howry, and Jane Sherman

Doris Humphrey and Charles Weidman were in the same Denishawn companies from 1922 to 1927, but they appeared together only in ensemble numbers such as Cuadro Flamenco, Ishtar, Egyptian Ballet, Voices of Spring, Vision of the Aissoua, Xochitl, Boston Fancy, Straussiana, and the Burmese Yein Pwe. In light of future developments, it is curious to note that although CW was assigned duets with other dancers — notably Martha Graham, Ann Douglas, and Ernestine Day — he had none with Humphrey. And of the nine dances Doris choreographed during her Denishawn period, Weidman appeared in only two: Sonata Tragica (1923) for herself, CW, and six girls, and Whims (1926) for herself, CW, and five girls.

During the Orient tour, as Doris writes in a letter, “Mr. Shawn asked me to collaborate with him on the music visualizations for next year, which I’m tickled to do. I plan to revise Grillen [Whims] … and [create] a solo to a thing of Liszt [At the Spring].” Whims was a strange experimental group dance on which DH had worked earlier but which had not been performed as part of any regular program. To some of us who were among the five on whom she worked out her revised ideas, its nonethnic simplicity was a welcome relief from the exotica in which we were then immersed.

Similar in concept to the Album Leaf and Prelude that Shawn had choreographed to Scriabin music in 1924 (see p. 111), this dance visualized strong music in stronger dance terms than had yet been widely developed or explored in the United States. With its even more absolute rejection of formal ballet steps, it approached the technique that later became familiar as early American “modern.” Doris may have felt, however, that her ideas were not fully realized in this creation: Whims was performed only as an opening number on one of the four programs for the American tour of 1926–1927. It was never, to my knowledge, included later in the Humphrey-Weidman repertoire.

As the title indicates, this dance reflected changing moods. But these were the caprices, the vagaries of children rather than of adults. Doris and the five girls wore what she called “the blue silent dance slips,” which were simple tunics. Charles wore a similar tunic. All seven of us wore bright orange sandals that had been made to order in Shanghai. Footwear was part of Denishawn costume only when essential for ethnic dances such as Spanish, Amerind, Japanese, and Chinese, or for period and character numbers like The Crapshooter, the Boston Fancy, Valse Directoire, or Straussiana. To wear low-heeled leather sandals with hard soles for a music visualization was a shocking defiance of tradition to which Pearl Wheeler took particular exception. But it was my impression that Doris demanded this anomaly — these props, if you will — in order to emphasize the universal noisy and often rowdy antics of children at play.

In bright lights against a black background, on the initial upbeat of the music the six girls were pulled on by Charles in a close-knit group from downstage left. Doris led this group, with one hand in CW’s, the other held behind her by two dancers whose hands were in turn held by the couple behind them, theirs held by the girl who brought up the rear (in this instance, myself, chosen because I could do the deepest backbend). The first steps pounded out on the sandal soles accented the opening musical phrase of loud, staccato chords. Bending forward in a tight clump, to resist the strength of the only boy, the girls moved thus: And — a one, two, three, four, five, six (quickly and emphatically stamped as they advanced). On seven, the dancers crouched as low and as far forward as they could. On eight, they swiftly reversed their weight and position to fling themselves into an extreme backbend, knees flexed, hands still gripped as they impelled CW back toward them. This combination created a dramatic tug-of-war that was both visible and audible. It was repeated when Charles again pulled the ensemble across stage as if by his own irresistible power.

The rough, boisterous mood of this entrance softened with the softer mood of the next musical theme. The group broke into smiling, relaxed pairs and trios, each with its own interests and games, its own rhythms and steps. Here was an enactment of youthful fantasies of love by DH and CW — there a gentle, mocking teasing of the romantic duo by several dancers — here a moment of sudden religiosity as one girl mimed a pious walk and prayer, the others soberly regarding her, then falling to their knees.

These patterns changed with the musical patterns to weave an over-all impression of children as they drift from organized team play into their own dream worlds and back again. For at the end, the strenuous tug-of-war was resumed when the original group re-formed and Charles pulled it across the stage to exit.

Because I was always part of this odd and difficult dance, I never saw it either in rehearsal or performance. Although Doris reported after its premiere that it had “a good spot in the middle of the show [and] it went most comfortingly well,” it always seemed to me that audiences were as puzzled by its unfamiliar technique and its ambiguous meaning as we dancers were. Whatever the reasons, Whims never received the acclaim that other Humphrey creations invariably evoked.

Momiji-Gari

Choreographed by Koshiro Matsumoto, arranged by Ted Shawn, 1926

Music by Clifford Vaughan, from Japanese scores

First performance December 6, 1926, at the Philharmonic Auditorium, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the U.S. tour, 1926–1927

Danced by Ted Shawn, Charles Weidman, George Steares, and company

Momiji-Gari, or A Maple-Leaf Viewing Party, is a famous Japanese dance-drama. Created some one hundred years ago, it became so popular that it has been frequently performed in Kabuki theatres ever since. Not long after Ted Shawn saw it when we were first rehearsing, then performing in Tokyo, he determined that he would adapt it as a ballet for the 1926–1927 Denishawn season. It was sheer luck that Momiji-Gari was playing the five weeks of our Tokyo stay, and that Japanese plays begin at 3:00 P.M. and run until midnight. Thus TS was able to catch Momiji at the Kabuki-za Theatre every day before he himself appeared at the Imperial. But it was more than good luck when he met the gifted star of the drama, the distinguished actor-dancer Koshiro Matsumoto, who agreed to teach TS his own role as well as other important sections of the ballet.

For four hours every morning during thirty-six days, the Denishawn Company took lessons in Japanese dancing, either outdoors on the roof of the Imperial Theatre or in several of its many rehearsal rooms, and always accompanied by samisens: TS working with the great Koshiro himself: Charles Weidman and George Steares learning their parts with teachers of the Fujima School: the girls taught by Koshiro’s wife, Madame Fujima. Dressed in simple kimonos, we tried to absorb the fundamentals of Japanese technique while we learned the dance we would do in Momiji — the art of moving gracefully in kimono, the gliding steps on flat, toed-in feet, the body sway, the sitting on folded legs, the bowing, the handling of long kimono sleeves, the manipulation of fans, the dancing to baffling rhythms.

(At least thirteen years earlier, Ruth St. Denis had taken lessons in Japanese dancing from the wife of a poor photographer in Los Angeles. The woman was a former geisha, and when she changed from her worn kitchen kimono into her treasured, brilliant, long-sleeved dancing kimono, she began the difficult process of transforming the tall American into the little unassuming creature that RSD became most convincingly in her first Japanese dance, O-Mika. Miss Ruth admitted that after six weeks of aching muscles, she was properly humbled because, until that experience, she had thought there was nothing much to Japanese dancing except costumes and the waving of a fan. Subsequently she always told her pupils, “If you will master to any degree the art of Japanese dancing, everything else you do will be better done.”)

Despite our brief training, Papa choreographed a literal version of Momiji condensed from its original fifty minutes, as had been done with the Chinese ballet. He began its rehearsals some time during the thirteen months between our first Tokyo engagement and our return to that city, when officials of the Imperial Theatre had ready all the costumes, wigs, and props necessary. On the last days before we sailed home from Yokohama, he rehearsed his solos for hours under the critical eyes of Koshiro. He practiced over and over applying the intricate, elaborate facial makeups he would wear, and he repeated the required quick change of complicated costumes and wigs that occurred midway in the ballet until he could do it in record time. (It should be pointed out that their invaluable, generous, and expert help was extended to the Denishawners by Koshiro and his wife without a red sen of payment.)
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Ted Shawn in his double role in Momiji-Gari, 1926: l., as the Demon; r., as Lady Sarashina.
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Ernestine Day costumed and posed for the ensemble dance in Momiji-Gari, 1926.



“Kabuki” literally means song-dance-drama (Ka is singing, Bu is dancing, Ki is acting.) Anyone familiar with Kabuki theatre will recognize from the story of Momiji the kinds of dancing we performed. A General (George Steares) comes upon a picnic party at a mountain spot famous for the viewing of autumn red maple leaves. He presents himself to the princess, Lady Sarashina (TS), who invites him to join her and her ladies-in-waiting. Plying him with drugged sake, she and her ladies dance for him until he falls asleep. Then Lady Sarashina and her companions disappear. In a dream, the General sees the Mountain God (Charles Weidman) who has come to warn him that the princess is really a demon in disguise. The God succeeds in waking the General just as the Demon (also TS) rushes in to attack him. But the General uses his magic sword to rout the Demon, who escapes to safety in a tree.

The set was simple: at the rear a rock for the General to lean upon while he sleeps: a few foutons [cushions] for the ladies to sit upon: a low, crimson-leafed maple tree behind which were hidden practical steps so the Demon could climb it. The only problem with the props proved to be the fragility of the fans used by TS and the girls. So many were broken during a performance that hundreds of replacements had to be on hand throughout the tour. One single musical prop, if it can be called that, added greatly to the authenticity of the music Clifford Vaughan had composed: a pair of square woodblocks about a foot long. At the opening of every Kabuki drama, with no music playing, these were clacked together offstage with growing speed and intensity as the curtain rose. Called “ki,” the instruments were used to announce the beginning of a play, to provide accents to the action throughout, and to signal the end.

As might be expected, the costumes were of Japanese gorgeousness, lavishness, and ingenuity. The handsome geisha wigs had been individually molded to each head on malleable copper forms by the skilled wig-makers of the Imperial Theatre. Rounded piles of glossy lacquered hair and glittering ornaments were then attached to the form. (The considerable weight of this edifice helped us Westerners acquire the pliant neck and eloquent head movements typical of Japanese dancers.) Lady Sarashina and her attendants wore the traditional Kabuki makeup for ladies (and worn by male stars portraying ladies): pure white face (with the natural eyebrows and lips blocked out); slanted eyes thinly outlined in back; slender, delicately arched eyebrows drawn high up on the forehead; tiny vermilion cupid’s-bow mouth. According to custom, this masklike face was never disturbed by a smile or a frown. Every emotion was expressed solely by the eyes. In their glances, in the variety of their movement, they alone managed to convey flirtation or deep love, joy or sorrow, anger or laughter.

Clack –––– clack ––– clack –– clack – clackclackclackclack — the curtain is going up. Lady Sarashina is seated near the maple tree in bright, sunny lighting. She wears a scarlet satin long-sleeved kimono richly embroidered with gold and brilliant colors. A wide gold obi wraps her waist and reaches the floor at the back. Her gleaming ebony wig is dressed in a high pompadour surmounted by a pearl diadem. Spotless white tabis cover her feet. Around her sit or stand her attendants costumed in pastel silk kimonos, simple obis, geisha wigs, and tabis. One girl mimes filling the Lady’s cup from a sake bottle, another brings her food. Clack — clack — clack. The General enters. He is impressive and handsome in full pleated pants and haori coat, a samurai sword stuck in his broad belt. His face is a mask of painted large black eyes and distorted down-turned red mouth: his wig is a samurai’s topknot.

Lady Sarashina rises and bows, inviting him to join the picnic. He sits on a fouton with his back to the rock while girls flutter around to bring him refreshments. But it is Lady Sarashina herself who serves him sake with a half-folded golden fan tilted toward his mouth as if helping him drink from a cup. Then, as her attendants kneel, she begins a slow, seductive solo. Feet always flat and toed in, knees slightly bent and touching each other to assure a gliding walk, she circles before the General, plying him with wine even as she dances. She flirts with her eyes, she flutters her fan. Hands hidden within the sleeves, she holds first one then the other out to the side, then brings it up across her mouth in a gesture that is indescribably coy. (Ruth St. Denis said that TS was nervous about performing the part of Lady Sarashina even though of course he knew that all the great male actor-dancers of Japan played female roles, as they had for centuries. He need not have been apprehensive: despite his height and bulk, he created a thoroughly believable and attractive Japanese woman.)

When the General begins to nod, Lady Sarashina sits beside him, gesturing her attendants to dance while she gives him still more sake. Eight girls in two groups of four do a little dance. Each girl holds a slender bamboo pole. They all stamp, hop on one foot with the other slightly raised off the floor, pole overhead, as their heads weave side to side in time to the music. They walk smoothly in two small circles, waving the poles in figure eights. Then they put down the poles to form a line across the stage. They stop to pose with a tilt of head. Hands hidden in sleeves, they bring them up to faces as if to suppress a smile. Then each girl unfolds a small fan she had carried in her obi. They step-hop, step-hop as they wave the fans before them or flutter them to imitate butterfly wings. Then all pause, facing the audience, get down on folded knees, and bow heads to the floor. By this time the General is sprawled deep in a drugged sleep. Lady Sarashina quietly but swiftly ushers her party offstage left.

Clack — clack — clack: the over-all lights dim to a green-blue as the Mountain God enters in a white spotlight, making a broad leap from stage right to land in a pose on two flat feet. He wears full white pantaloons tied beneath each knee, and over these hangs a cape with huge square sleeves. This is of a dark green slashed by black designs. His white face is painted with wide black or green lines marking chin, lips, and frowning eyebrows: his wig is a pompadour of wild black hair cascading down his back and shoulders. He carries a short staff from which sprouts a cluster of white roots and green leaves. He leaps. He jumps. He abruptly poses with head askew and one flexed leg maintained in the air. He whirls with his staff circling his head, then he crouches to represent a demon’s walk as he tries to warn the sleeping General. Hearing the clack — clack that announces the approach of the Demon, the Mountain God exits as swiftly as he had entered.

In a menacing red spotlight, the Demon jumps to center stage where he stops, glaring out at the audience: his knees are bent, his feet far apart, his hands held like claws before him. (So astonishingly swift has been his costume and makeup change from Lady Sarashina to Demon that when the audience had had a moment in which to realize that both were TS, they inevitably broke into applause at this point.) He wears an outfit of full sleeves and pants made of a gleaming gold material emblazoned with scarlet designs. The Lady’s delicate face has become a terrifying grimace of wide black eyebrows and exaggerated snarling crimson mouth complete with canine tusks, its nose, chin, and eyes outlined in red and black. From the top of the Demon’s head to the floor behind him descends a mane of horsehair from which horns grow at the forehead.

He begins his dance by grasping the two thick locks of hair that hang over his shoulders and tossing his mane from side to side. Abruptly he throws it forward over his face toward the audience, then back. He rises to full, awesome height to start a slow turn, center stage, raising and lowering his head like an angry beast. The turn gathers speed with the accelerating music. The mane swings out to its full length, parallel to the floor, circling about the now swiftly turning body as the Demon’s head maintains a constant circling of its own. (It required great skill to keep the weighty tail of hair in flight while counterbalancing its centrifugal pull. The steady, rapid turn had to be done with feet flat and knees flexed so that the dancer could call upon the strength not only of his neck muscles but of his shoulders and upper body as well. In 1976 the musical Pacific Overtures included an imitation of this strenuous dance, but it was not nearly as effective as Shawn’s had been.)

Up, down, and around the great mane flies until the Demon makes a leap from his sensational turn to stop before the startled General. Now fully awake, he jumps to his feet, withdrawing his magic sword from his obi. There follows a mighty fight where the Demon sidesteps the whirling slashes of the sword and the General dodges the Demon’s slashing claws. This classic action covers the full stage, to conclude in a pose where the General stands with sword raised over the Demon kneeling at his feet, his ugly head lifted as if to beg for his life. Before the sword can descend upon him, the Demon nimbly runs behind the maple tree and climbs to safety on a branch, to blow fire and smoke down upon his bewildered enemy. With a rapid decrescendo of clack-clack-clacking, the curtain falls. (Papa learned in Ceylon the trick of how to “blow fire”: a short piece of bamboo, screened at both ends, held live coal, some loose pith, and incense. The bamboo was put in the mouth, coal end first, and the dancer blew out upon it to ignite the pith which in turn made the incense smoke, then flame. This device was placed in readiness on the steps behind the maple tree. Its use was not without peril, nor did it always work. TS had to admit that even after much practice, he might breathe credible dragon fire in Peoria but produce no more than a puff of smoke in Wichita.)

In 1929 TS wrote that although he had danced Momiji more than a hundred times, he was still under its spell. It is sad that after such difficult, conscientious work, after so much money and thought expended on accurate details, this ballet was performed only for the three months of the 1926–1927 American tour. Perhaps it is particularly sad because Momiji-Gari had given large audiences around the country their first glimpse of a real Japanese dance-drama.

White Jade

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1926

Music by Clifford Vaughan

First performance December 6, 1926, at the Philharmonic Auditorium, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the U.S. tour, 1926–1927; the Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928

Danced by Ruth St. Denis

WHITE JADE

I am Kwan Yin on the Altar of Heaven.

Around me are the elements of nature, earth, air, fire, water and ether,

I gaze upon the outer world of mountains, seas and plains.

I listen to the music of the stars, the low murmur of waters, the soundless humming of the silent air.

So begins a poem written by Ruth St. Denis “In memory of a day spent on the Altar of Heaven in Peking, 1926,” where she was inspired to create one of her most revered solos, White Jade. Before the fabulous blue-tiled cone of the Temple stand three graduated circular altars, one on top of the other, each surrounded by carved marble railings. On the highest, smallest circle of purest white only the Emperor, the Son of Heaven, was allowed to worship. It was while standing there that Miss Ruth asked herself the question: “What is the most precious thing in China?” With the answer “white jade” came a vision of an alabaster Kuan Yin, the Goddess of Mercy whom she had danced in an earlier solo. She combined the two symbols of white jade and goddess into one representation of Chinese beauty and spiritual life, and the entire new dance appeared in her mind as she stood under the grey Peking sky.

She began its realization by studying all the statues, paintings, and pottery which depicted Kuan Yin that she could find. She asked Clifford Vaughan to compose the haunting music she would need. (This he scored for two flutes, two oboes, one clarinet, two first violins, two second violins, two violas, two cellos, two triangles, and a piano — reduced, when necessary, to one flute, one violin, one cello, and a triangle.) Pearl Wheeler, of course, was called upon to design a costume that would epitomize the gentle spirit of Kuan Yin embodied in the solid, cool quality of white jade. With consummate artistry, she created beautiful and complicated drapery that fell with every movement into the lines of Chinese representations of the goddess. Even as Miss Ruth worked out the choreography, wearing makeshift costume and without music, she asked Brother Buzz to plan the lighting (as he had done for her years ago when she was just beginning to dance). The set at midstage was simple but evocative. An ancient twelve-foot-high, eight-panel screen of dull gold and dim painted figures constituted the background. Centered before it was a red carved lacquered platform a yard square and a foot high, on each side of which stood a large white vase holding very tall white flowers.

The vision Ruth St. Denis had had in China was realized to perfection wherever and whenever the curtain rose upon her seated on the platform in a blue-white light. She sat with left leg folded under her, right knee raised beneath the draperies and held in her right hand. In her left hand she held a single long-stemmed lotus blossom. The personification of a Kuan Yin carved in white, her pallid face was tender and immobile under a tall crown from which fell folds of chiffon to flow into the folds of the same material that covered body and limbs. Behind her the magnificent screen glowed with a light that seemed to come from within it, and the first minor melody of the music completed the reverent mood.
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Ruth St. Denis in White Jade, the most famous dance she created during the Far East tour, 1926.



Its spell was not broken even when the image slowly rose to stand with one hand raised at waist height in a gesture of benediction. Nor when she floated down from the low platform with imperceptible steps, her feet hidden by her drifting skirt. She leaned her head and body gently from side to side as she walked, hands held in a praying position. Seeming not to breathe, she glided from one ineffably touching pose to the next.

At a particularly moving moment, she paused to raise both hands, covered by her draperies, and placed them under her chin to gaze out over them at the audience. Fragile as Chinese porcelain, durable as jade itself, the dance proceeded, its composition so serene one hardly realized it had ended when the goddess stood tall upon the platform in a pose with hands unfolding before her, wrists touching. The train of her costume spread down over her feet to the stage, making it appear that she was poised on air as the lights faded out.

Miss Ruth said that White Jade was the most popular solo she brought back from the Orient. This is no doubt why it was included in the Ziegfeld Follies program, incongruous and injudicious as that would seem. Feeling the need to be more explicit for Follies audiences, RSD added new props. As she explained them in a program note of September 26, 1927: “The vase on the left represents the Water of Life. The basket of fish on the right represents Health and Fertility.” She then added gestures to her dance that included picking up the small white vase and pouring the Water of Life down over the folds of her draperies as she bent slowly to the right. Replacing the vase, she walked to the opposite side where she lifted the basket of fish, displaying it first to the left, then to the right, before she replaced it too and continued the solo.

The addition of these props failed to accomplish their purpose: by December 15, 1927, White Jade — too precious by far to survive longer in its Follies environment — was replaced by A Legend of Pelée which was then replaced by the Dance of the Red and Gold Sari. But many, many years later Miss Ruth was still dancing her vision and still receiving the appreciation it merited. Because, as she wrote:

I am Kwan Yin, the Merciful, the Compassionate.

All men and women and children and all beasts, all creeping creatures and all flying things receive my love.

For I am Kwan Yin, the Mother Merciful, who hears and answers prayer.

In the Bunnia Bazaar

(also known as the Nautch Ballet)

Choreographed by Ruth St. Denis, 1926

Music by Clifford Vaughan, arranged from compositions by Lily Strickland Anderson

First performance December 6, 1926, at the Philharmonic Auditorium, Los Angeles

Listed on the programs of the U.S. tour, 1926–1927; the Ziegfeld Follies tour, 1927–1928

Danced by Ruth St. Denis and company

To quote the program note for In the Bunnia Bazaar is practically to describe the ballet:

This scene is intimate, dealing with a constant flow of Indian types, and is a composite of all the bazaars from one end of India to the other: Mohammedan women in purdah, Hindu women in saris, Punjabi in brilliant colored jackets and trousers, coolie women who bear great burdens, merchants, beggars, Pathans, etc. Small speciality dances are introduced into this ever-changing scene, which culminates in the Nautch dance of Miss St. Denis and the Denishawn Dancers.

The note does not explain how this multitude could be created by the presence onstage of a mere six or seven girls and two or three boys.

There is a real Bunnia Bazaar in Bombay. Here people of varied Indian nationality come to buy Kashmiri shawls, Benares brass, Rajputana jewelry, Delhi saris. To suggest the activity of this busy marketplace, against our black cyclorama we had only a stall on one side of the stage where lotas [brass vessels] of all sizes and shapes were arranged, and a similar stall on the opposite side where vivid saris were displayed. Our costumes supplied the bulk of the color: the boys wore typical Punjabi outfits of high-draped turbans, long-sleeved white shirts under embroidered goatskin vests, full red or orange pants, and salmon-colored leather slippers with upturned toes. Playing the roles of stall-keepers or buyers, six girls disguised their dancing costumes beneath close-wrapped blue, scarlet, purple, or yellow gold-flecked and banded chuddars until the time came for their nautch dance. If there were an extra girl, she might appear in a drab, rust-colored choli and dhoti as a woman street sweeper. An extra boy might be a Sikh resplendent in gauzy green turban and a bejeweled coat over maroon jodhpurs, wandering from stall to stall, eyeing the women. Everyone wore dark brown facial makeup, with dark brown body paint covering every inch of exposed skin. (This the girls had to apply over a previous layer of white paint. It presented an unaesthetic problem when, on one-night stands, we had to go directly from theatre to train without an opportunity to shower.)

The scene opened in bright lights to “crowd” music as our limited numbers tried to give the impression of many more. We chattered in our loud imitation Hindi. We milled around the stage, pretending to shop or to sell, as the case might be. One girl would conspicuously chew (presumably) betel nut as she held up a length of gold sari for inspection. Another would do a few steps with a brass lota, holding it on head, on hip, then miming the pouring of water from one lota to another. A Punjabi man-about-town would pick up a drum to try its tone with a quick beat. The first real dance came only with the entrance of the bird-seller.

Ernestine Day wore a simple dark red choli and a brighter red cotton sari for this role. She carried across her shoulders a bamboo yoke from which hung wooden cages containing different kinds of live birds. Thus burdened, she could hardly do more than move with small, belled nautch steps from prospective customer to prospective customer as she tried to sell her wares. But she made a charming figure when she pointed out the attractions of each bird, demonstrating its flight with stylized hand gestures and fluttering of fingers.

(Because of an amazingly intelligent white cockatoo named Da-Da, Miss Ruth well remembered one of the first nights this solo was presented. The bird had been bought in Java, immediately to become the Shawns’ dearest pet and companion. At this particular performance, Da-Da opened the lock of his cage and flew out to perch on Teenie’s shoulder. From there he aimed his screaming rage straight toward the footlights, his yellow crest rising to its fullest height as he bobbed up and down in futile anger. Some members of the audience began to laugh. Soon everyone onstage and off was laughing so hard that poor Teenie had to exit in the middle of her solo and carry the spoiled, squalling cockatoo back to Miss Ruth’s dressing room. Immediately thereafter, the bird-seller’s wares were reduced to a Da-Da perfectly docile once assured he would be the only feathered attraction; for it was clear that transporting and caring for cages full of birds on a long tour was hardly practical. Unfortunately, this fact did not become obvious until after Miss Ruth and Papa had invested in a veritable aviary en route in the Far East. As I wrote in my diary November 16, 1926, when we were homeward bound on the S.S. Korea Maru:

Teenie and I have a tiny, inside, arid stateroom with two lower and two upper bunks. Because she is going to do a Bird Dance in the new Nautch ballet, we were given the “honor” of caring for the birds during the trip. So the upper two bunks are filled with cages containing the 14 different species of cockatoos, minah birds, and all the other kinds Miss Ruth collected! We have to feed them, clean their cages, and put up with their noises and smells. Some fun, and no porthole!


[image: Image]

In the Bunnia Bazaar, 1926; Denishawn Dancers in the costumes made for them in Bombay for this ballet. L. to r., Pauline Lawrence, Ann Douglas, Edith James, Jane Sherman, Geordie Graham, and Ernestine Day.



And the voyage lasted fourteen days.)

When the bird-seller ended her dance, the six other dancers performed their street nautch. (On the Follies tour, these six were Ronny Johansson, Geordie Graham, Estelle Dennis, Gertrude Gerrish, Anna Austin, and Jane Sherman.) Our lavish costumes and spectacular jewelry came from Bombay. Each of us wore a choli and chuddar of a color and pattern different from the others — all hot, tropical shades generously accented with gold braid. And our rainbow-hued skirts of a tarlatanlike material measured thirteen gold-bordered yards around the bottom. Each girl wore her own unique silver or gold jeweled headpiece on a black wig. Our throats were wrapped in many necklaces, our arms covered to the elbows with bracelets, our fingers bedecked with heavy rings. We even wore toe rings in addition to our belled anklets. Bright cotton nautch pants added a final touch of color when revealed in our frequent turns. You may well surmise that it took quite a bit of time to get into this rig.

Jingling with bells, betinsled as animated Christmas trees, we advanced in a line that spread across the stage. Each dancer held the end of her headsheet taut in both hands behind her head while her neck moved in the cobra glide, eyebrows semaphoring. Feet stamped the RIGHT-two-three-four, LEFT-two-three-four in the nautch chassée. At the footlights, we dropped our hold on the chuddars and closed into a tight row facing right. We gripped a bundle of skirt high on left hip with left hand, and placed the thumb of the right hand on top of the head, other fingers closed, pinkie saucily thrust up. Then we spaced out around the stage in low, slow turns, dipping the hand holding an end of the chuddar, then raising it overhead, the vividly patterned material spiraling around the body. Again forming a line across the stage, we leaned forward, seized a mass of skirt folds in both hands and, bringing this up below our chins, rapidly ran toward the audience. Breaking apart, each dancer then took a border of her skirt in her right hand to make a complete turn to the right: stopped facing right: beat left toes behind right foot while at the same time twisting the left wrist into lotus fingers above the head as the body arched. This was repeated to the left. Finally we went into a sustained spin that blossomed the skirts out to waist height in a blur of brilliant colors before we sat abruptly down on the last chord of music, heads bowed.

Into a mild bedlam of applause strolled Ruth St. Denis with her bewitching hip-swinging walk. She wore her old Green Nautch costume. While the company subsided in the background, she simply stood, center stage. Then, closing her eyes as if she heard a lover’s song, she held out her hands to both sides, shoulder-high and lotus-fingered, and began a gentle arm ripple. When this increased in emphasis, her feet tapped belled time. Soon her whole upper body joined the muscular motion, and the active dance was under way. The steps were, in essence, the same as the Green Nautch described earlier. But at one point she added a coy little touch which we always found amusing. She made a small jump directly out to the left and, with weight on left foot, crossed the right foot behind with a definite stamp. At that same instant, she covered her eyes with the back of her left hand and flipped her right wrist behind her back. Removing her hand from her eyes, with a wicked grin she repeated this step to the right.

After several of her famous swift, spiral turns, she suddenly stamped four accented nautch steps forward, made two small turns to the right and rear, then jumped straight up and sat cross-legged, both hands folded in a salaam at her forehead. When she rose after this end of her solo, the other nautch dancers surrounded her authoritative figure in a glittering whirl of skirts as she joined us in a long, wild turn that brought the ballet to a close.

It was this kind of theatrical artistry in RSD’s work that prompted an Indian newspaper reviewer to write: “The Nautch dance was received with rapturous applause and genuine enthusiasm … while being an accurate representation of the real thing it is at the same time more colorful, more beautiful and infinitely more pleasing to the eye” (Times of India, Bombay, April 16, 1926). And another: “In Bombay last week I saw a remarkable performance by … Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn. Among the finest of their pieces were the dances of India which deservedly brought down the house. The East has a soul, and it indeed takes a great artist to interpret it. It is a pity that the soul of the East in its spiritual expressions should be left for the artists of another land to reveal” (Editorial, Lahore Sunday Times, April 1926).

This expression of regret might not seem so strange if one considers a footnote in the 1924 edition of Hindu Manners, Customs and Ceremonies, written by Abbé J. A. DuBois a hundred years earlier: “In these days of female education, the prejudice no longer applies to women learning to read and sing [i.e., as it did in 1823], though dancing is still restricted to the professional dancing girls, and is not considered respectable.” RSD certainly did more than her part to make dancing respectable at home as well as in India, but this was not achieved without effort which was often concealed. For instance, I cannot remember ever seeing Miss Ruth ill. Even when we were all plagued by boils, prickly heat, digestive upsets, and dengue fever in the Orient, she somehow escaped. But by the time she came to choreograph In the Bunnia Bazaar, she was bone and soul weary. She had been performing, choreographing, traveling, and teaching from 1922 to mid–1926 with few pauses for rest, contemplation, or refreshment of spirit. She often exclaimed how desperately she wanted a breathing spell after the rigors of the Far East tour. But we landed in San Francisco on November 26, 1926, and opened with an entirely new show in Los Angeles on December 6. And those ten rehearsal-filled days were the only vacation she could have.

Unlike the inspired Radha which had catapulted the young RSD into fame twenty years before, the Nautch Ballet was, therefore, the work of an exhausted artist. I think it clearly reflected her physical and creative fatigue — in its reliance on costumes and props, the banality of its “story,” the effeteness and repetitiveness of its choreography. May it not be significant that In the Bunnia Bazaar was one of the last dances RSD choreographed before the disastrous forty-week Follies tour that marked the beginning of the dissolution of the St. Denis—Shawn personal and professional partnership?


Afterword

These descriptions of dances from the golden era of Denishawn should not conclude on a sad note. Those years — from April 1914, when Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn presented their first program together, through April 1927, when they filled Carnegie Hall — were truly rich years for American dance.

Not all Miss Ruth’s grandiose dreams or Papa’s ambitions were realized; nor, as you have read, were all their creations great. But her music visualizations came as close to “pure dance” as any choreography of the period, while her Oriental numbers opened fresh cultural vistas to the Western world. And his exploration of the American scene gave audiences new insights, even as his organizational and pedagogic skills maintained the schools from which came future generations of dancers.

Although they earned large sums of money, their habit of spending it immediately on costumes and sets left them personally impoverished. But, as Papa frequently reminded Miss Ruth when she became disheartened, “Remember, we did not set out to make money, but to make history.” And it was History that they did indeed make.

Three sentences from the biography of Toscanini by George Marek apply significantly to their professional lives: “Man’s most difficult task is to create…. The performing artist’s task is in some ways easier, in some ways harder than the creator’s: he is given his material but he is given no possibility to correct what he does with it. He steps out on the stage — and he conquers or fails then and there.” How much more difficult, then, the task of performing creators!

Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn each dared to assume the dual risk of choreographer and dancer — as did their “children” Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, and Charles Weidman. As have many of their “children,” and as will many of their “grandchildren” unto their descendants in American dance.


Appendix A:
Members of the Denishawn Company in the Period from 1925 to 1928

In the first Lewisohn Stadium concert (1925) and the Far East tour (1925–1926): Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, Doris Humphrey, Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, Ernestine Day, Jane Sherman, Edith James, Mary Howry, Pauline Lawrence, Grace Burroughs, Ara Martin, Charles Weidman, George Steares, and B. St. Denis. (Pearl Wheeler, costumes; Clifford Vaughan, music director.)

In the Arthur Judson tour of the United States (1926–1927): Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, Doris Humphrey, Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, Ernestine Day, Pauline Lawrence, Mary Howry, Jane Sherman (for part of tour), Dorothy Ware, Nina Garrett, Edward McLean, Charles Weidman, George Steares, and B. St. Denis. (Pearl Wheeler, costumes; Clifford Vaughan, music director.)

In the Ziegfeld Follies tour (1927–1928): Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn, Ernestine Day, Geordie Graham, Jane Sherman, Ronny Johansson, Estelle Dennis, Anna Austin, Gertrude Gerrish, George Steares, and Demetrios Vilan (later replaced by Lester Shafer). (Pearl Wheeler, costumes; Gordon Dilworth, music director for Denishawn numbers.)


Appendix B:
Denishawn Dances Performed by Martha Graham

The following dance roles described in this book were performed by Martha Graham while she was a member of the Denishawn Company from 1920 to mid–1923:

Soloist in Serenata Morisca (Bailerina Real) and in the ballet Xochitl.

Partner of Ted Shawn in Dance of the Rebirth from the Egyptian Ballet.

Member of the ensemble in the group numbers Revolutionary Étude, Dance of the Apsarases, The Dance of the Tamboura (from the Egyptian Ballet), Second Arabesque, Soaring, Sonata Pathétique, Valse Brilliante, Betty’s Music Box, and the Moszkowski Waltz.


Appendix C:
Denishawn Dances Performed by Doris Humphrey

The following dance roles described in this book were performed by Doris Humphrey in the period from 1925 to mid-1927 while she was a member of the Denishawn Company:

Soloist in Bailerina Real (Serenata Morisca), Valse Caprice (Scarf Dance), Bach Bourrée, Pasquinade, Hoop Dance (Scherzo Waltz), At the Spring, and in the ballet A Burmese Yein Pwe. Featured dancer in the group numbers Soaring and Sonata Pathétique.

Featured dancer in the ballets Ishtar of the Seven Gates, Straussiana, and Allégresse.

Member of the ensemble in the group numbers Whims, Boston Fancy: 1854, Voices of Spring, and Valse Brilliante.

Member of the ensemble in the ballets The Spirit of the Sea, Xochitl, Egyptian Ballet, Cuadro Flamenco, and The Vision of the Aissoua.


Appendix D:
Denishawn Dances Performed by Charles Weidman

The following dance roles described in this book were performed by Charles Weidman in the period from 1925 to mid–1927 while he was a member of the Denishawn Company:

Soloist in Pierrot Forlorn, Danse Américaine, and The Crapshooter.

Partner of Ernestine Day in the duo Album Leaf and Prelude.

Featured dancer in the ballets Xochitl, General Wu Says Farewell to his Wife, Momiji-Gari, and the Egyptian Ballet.

Member of the ensemble in the group numbers Voices of Spring, Whims, Boston Fancy: 1854, the Moszkowski Waltz, and the Singhalese Devil Dance.

Member of the ensemble in the ballets Ishtar of the Seven Gates, Cuadro Flamenco, The Feather of the Dawn, The Vision of the Aissoua, Straussiana, Allégresse, A Burmese Yein Pwe, and In the Bunnia Bazaar.


Appendix E:
Denishawn Programs, 1925–1928

The following are the complete programs from which the dances described in this book were selected:

The First Stadium Concert (1925)

Sonata Pathétique (Doris Humphrey with Ernestine Day, Ann Douglas, Geordie Graham, Edith James, Grace Burroughs, and Jane Sherman)

Adagio Pathétique (Ted Shawn)

Second Arabesque (Day, Douglas, and Sherman)

Greek Veil Plastique (Ruth St. Denis)

Valse à la Loie (Douglas and Graham)

Hoop Dance (Humphrey)

Brahms Waltz and Liebestraum (St. Denis)

Voices of Spring (Humphrey, Douglas, Day, James, Sherman, Charles Weidman, and George Steares)

INTERMISSION

Japanese Spear Dance (Shawn)

Dance of the Apsarases (Douglas, James, and Sherman)

Green Nautch (St. Denis)

Sérénade d’Amour (Humphrey)

Danse Américaine (Weidman)

Shawl Plastique (St. Denis)

Tango and Alegrías (Shawn)

Malagueña (St. Denis and Shawn)

Boston Fancy: 1854 (Shawn and Humphrey, Weidman and Pauline Lawrence, Steares and Graham, B. St. Denis and Sherman)

Invocation to the Thunderbird (Shawn)

INTERMISSION

Straussiana (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

Four complete programs were used during the Far East tour (1925–1926), with other dances being added, subtracted, or substituted, and new works included as they were choreographed:

Program One

Sonata Pathétique (Humphrey and six girls)

Revolutionary Etude (Shawn, Graham, Lawrence, and Mary Howry)

Greek Veil Plastique (St. Denis)

Hoop Dance (Humphrey)

Soaring (Humphrey, Douglas, Day, James, and Sherman)

Brahms Waltz (St. Denis)

Valse Brilliante (Shawn with Humphrey, Douglas, Graham, James, Day, Lawrence, Howry, and Sherman)

INTERMISSION

Valse Directoire (St. Denis and Shawn)

Love Crucified (company)

Dance of the Black and Gold Sari (St. Denis)

American Sketches

Invocation to the Thunderbird (Shawn)

The Crapshooter (Weidman)

Around the Hall in Texas (Shawn and Douglas)

Gringo Tango (Shawn and Day)

Legend of Pelée (St. Denis)

Boston Fancy: 1854 (company)

INTERMISSION

The Vision of the Aissoua (St. Denis, Shawn, and company)

Program Two

The Spirit of the Sea (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey, Graham, Douglas, Day, and Sherman)

INTERMISSION

Xochitl (Shawn, Graham, Weidman, and company)

INTERMISSION

Queen of Heaven (St. Denis)

In a Garden

Three Little Maids (Douglas, Graham, and Sherman)

Pierrot Forlorn (Weidman)

Moszkowski Waltz (Douglas, Graham, Sherman, and Weidman)

Spanish Suite (St. Denis and Shawn)

De Lachau Waltz (Humphrey with Graham, Douglas, Day, James, and Sherman)

INTERMISSION

Egyptian Ballet (St. Denis, Shawn, Weidman, Steares, and company)

Program Three

Second Arabesque (Douglas, Day, and Sherman)

Adagio Pathétique (Shawn)

Valse Caprice (Scarf Dance) (Humphrey)

Album Leaf and Prelude (Weidman and Day)

Valse à la Loie (Douglas and Graham)

Brahms Waltz and Liebestraum (St. Denis)

Voices of Spring (Humphrey, Douglas, Day, James, Graham, Sherman, Weidman, and Steares)

INTERMISSION

The Feather of the Dawn (Shawn, Day, Lawrence, and company)

INTERMISSION

The Legend of the Peacock (St. Denis)

Gnossienne (Shawn)

Dance of the Apsarases (Douglas, James, and Sherman)

Green Nautch (St. Denis)

INTERMISSION

Cuadro Flamenco (St. Denis, Shawn, and company)

Program Four

Straussiana (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

INTERMISSION

Garland Plastique (Douglas, Day, Graham, James, and Sherman)

Schubert Waltzes (St. Denis)

Flamenco Dances (Shawn)

Sevillanos (Shawn, Weidman, Day, and Graham)

Sérénade d’Amour (Humphrey)

Bubble Dance (Douglas, Day, Lawrence, James, Graham, and Sherman)

Danse Américaine (Weidman)

Valse Denishawn (St. Denis and Shawn)

INTERMISSION

Ishtar of the Seven Gates (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

The following dances were substituted in or added to the four programs above:

Bach Bourrée (Humphrey)

Pasquinade (Humphrey)

Japanese Flower Arrangement (St. Denis)

Danse Sacrée et Danse Profane (St. Denis and Shawn)

Choeur Dansé (Day, Douglas, and Graham)

Schütt Suite (Douglas, Day, Graham, James, and Sherman)

Japanese Spear Dance (Shawn)

Kuan Yin (St. Denis)

A Burmese Yein Pwe (Humphrey and company)

General Wu Says Farewell to his Wife (Douglas, Weidman, Steares, Day, Lawrence, Howry, Graham, and Sherman)

The Cosmic Dance of Siva (Shawn)

Allégresse (Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

At the Spring (Humphrey)

A Javanese Court Dancer (St. Denis)

Impressions of a Wayang Purwa (Howry, Douglas, and Steares)

Singhalese Devil Dance (Shawn, Weidman, and Steares)

Four complete programs were presented during the United States tour of 1926–1927 under Arthur Judson’s management:

Program One

Whims (Humphrey, Weidman, Day, Douglas, Howry, Lawrence, and Sherman)

Danse Sacrée et Danse Profane (Graham and Shawn)

Choeur Dansé (Day, Douglas, and Sherman)

At the Spring (Humphrey)

Valse à la Loie (Douglas and Graham)

Schubert Waltzes (St. Denis)

Allégresse (Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

INTERMISSION

Straussiana (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

INTERMISSION

Gleanings from Buddha Fields

Invocation to the Buddha (St. Denis)

Momiji-Gari (Shawn, Weidman, Steares, and company)

White Jade (St. Denis)

General Wu Says Farewell to his Wife (Douglas, Steares, Weidman, Day, Lawrence, Graham, Howry, and Sherman)

A Javanese Court Dancer (St. Denis)

Impressions of a Wayang Purwa (Howry, Douglas, and McLean)

A Burmese Yein Pwe (Humphrey, Weidman, Steares, Graham, Day, Douglas, Sherman, and company)

The Soul of India (St. Denis)

The Cosmic Dance of Siva (Shawn)

In the Bunnia Bazaar (St. Denis and company)

Program Two

Sonata Pathétique (Humphrey with Douglas, Day, Graham, Howry, Lawrence, and Sherman)

Greek Veil Plastique (St. Denis)

Revolutionary Étude (Shawn, Graham, Lawrence, and Howry)

Valse Caprice (Scarf Dance) (Humphrey)

Brahms Waltz and Liebestraum (St. Denis)

Schütt Suite (Douglas, Day, Graham, Howry, and Sherman)

INTERMISSION

Xochitl (Shawn, Graham, Weidman, and company)

INTERMISSION

Dance of the Black and Gold Sari (St. Denis)

Singhalese Devil Dance (Shawn, Weidman, and Steares)

Sérénade d’Amour (Humphrey)

Three Little Maids (Douglas, Graham, and Sherman)

Danse Américaine (Weidman)

Shawl Plastique (St. Denis)

Flamenco Dances (Shawn)

Sevillanos (Danza de Quatro) (Shawn, Weidman, Day, and Graham)

INTERMISSION

Ishtar of the Seven Gates (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

Program Three

Second Arabesque (Douglas, Day, and Sherman)

Adagio Pathétique (Shawn)

Hoop Dance (Scherzo Waltz) (Humphrey)

Album Leaf and Prelude (Weidman and Day)

De Lachau Waltz (Humphrey with Douglas, Graham, Howry, Lawrence, and Sherman)

Brahms Waltz and Liebestraum (St. Denis)

Voices of Spring (Humphrey, Weidman, Steares, Day, Graham, Douglas, Howry, and Sherman)

INTERMISSION

Cuadro Flamenco (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey, Weidman, and company) or

The Feather of the Dawn (Shawn, Day, Lawrence, and company)

INTERMISSION

Japanese Flower Arrangement or Kuan Yin (St. Denis)

Garland Plastique (Douglas, Day, Graham, Howry, and Sherman)

American Sketches

Invocation to the Thunderbird (Shawn)

Pasquinade (Humphrey)

The Crapshooter (Weidman)

Around the Hall in Texas (Shawn and Douglas)

Gringo Tango (Shawn and Day)

A Legend of Pelée (St. Denis)

Boston Fancy: 1854 (Shawn and Humphrey, Weidman and Lawrence, Steares and Graham, B. St. Denis and Sherman)

INTERMISSION

Ishtar of the Seven Gates (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey and company)

Program Four

Straussiana (St. Denis, Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

INTERMISSION

Choeur Dansé (Day, Douglas, and Sherman)

At the Spring (Humphrey)

Schubert Waltzes (St. Denis)

Allégresse (Shawn, Humphrey, and company)

INTERMISSION

Gleanings from Buddha Fields

Invocation to the Buddha (St. Denis)

Danse Cambodienne (Graham)

Momiji-Gari (Shawn, Weidman, Steares, and company)

White Jade (St. Denis)

General Wu Says Farewell to his Wife (Douglas, Weidman, Steares, Day, Lawrence, Howry, Graham, and Sherman)

A Javanese Court Dancer (St. Denis)

Impressions of a Wayang Purwa (Howry, Douglas, and McLean)

A Burmese Yein Pwe (Humphrey, Weidman Steares, and company)

The Soul of India (St. Denis)

The Cosmic Dance of Siva (Shawn)

In the Bunnia Bazaar (St. Denis and company)

The following Denishawn numbers were interspersed among the skits, chorus tap dances, songs, and show-girl parades of the Ziegfeld Follies during its tour of the United States in 1927–1928:

Allégresse (Shawn, Day, and company)

Soaring (Sherman with Day, Estelle Dennis, Gertrude Gerrish, and Anna Austin)

The Cosmic Dance of Siva (Shawn)

Brahms Waltz and Liebestraum (St. Denis)

In the Bunnia Bazaar (St. Denis and company)

Flamenco Dances (Shawn)

White Jade (St. Denis) was replaced by A Legend of Pelée early in the tour. This in turn was replaced by The Dance of the Red and Gold Sari (same dance as the Black and Gold Sari)


Appendix F:
Denishawn Route Sheets, 1925–1928

To demonstrate the extent to which Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn carried their programs into small towns and large cities, at home and abroad, herewith route sheets for the Far East tour and the Ziegfeld Follies tour:

Far East Tour



	1925: Sept. 1–25

	Tokyo, Japan




	26–27

	Shizuoka




	28–29

	Nagoya




	Oct. 2–10

	Takaradzuka




	12–13

	Kyoto




	14

	Okayama




	15

	Hiroshima




	17–18

	Kumamoto




	20–22

	Hakata




	23–24

	Nagasaki




	25

	Moji




	28–29

	Dairen, China




	31

	Tientsin




	Nov. 1–7

	Tientsin




	8–10

	Peking




	16–28

	Shanghai




	Dec. 1

	Hongkong




	8–16

	Singapore, Malaya




	23–31

	Rangoon, Burma




	1926: Jan. 1–4

	Rangoon




	Jan. 8–24

	Calcutta, India




	28–31

	Bombay




	Feb. 1–14

	Bombay




	17–22

	Karachi




	24–27

	Quetta




	Mar. 2–7

	Lahore




	9–10

	Cawnpore




	11–13

	Lucknow




	15–20

	Delhi




	22–24

	Jubbulpore




	26–27

	Allahabad




	Apr. 3–12

	Calcutta




	15–25

	Bombay




	27–30

	Secunderabad




	May 1

	Secunderabad




	3–9

	Madras




	13–24

	Colombo, Ceylon




	25–28

	Kandy




	29

	Colombo




	June 14–19

	Singapore, Malaya (Lay-off in Singapore to choreograph new works)




	July 6–9

	Kuala Lumpur




	12–13

	Malacca




	15

	Singapore




	20–31

	Soerabaja, Java




	Aug. 1

	Malang




	2

	Madioen




	3

	Kediri




	5

	Soerkarta




	6–7

	Semarang




	9–10

	Semarang




	14–20

	Weltevreden




	26–27

	Saigon, Indochina




	Sept. 1–4

	Hongkong, China




	8–20

	Manila. Philippines




	24–25

	Kowloon, China




	Oct. 1–10

	Shanghai




	14

	Nagasaki, Japan




	16–17

	Hakata




	19–24

	Kobe




	26–31

	Tokyo




	Nov. 2–3

	Kanazawa




	4–5

	Osaka




	6

	Gifu




	8–9

	Nagoya




	10

	Hamamatsu




	11

	Toyohashi




	Ziegfeld Follies Tour




	1927: Sept. 7

	Springfield, Ohio




	9–10

	Canton. Ohio




	15–17

	Nashville, Tenn.




	26–31

	Birmingham, Ala.




	Oct. 2–8

	New Orleans, La.




	11–12

	Jackson, Miss.




	15

	Shreveport, La.




	18–19

	Chatanooga, Tenn.




	20–21

	Beaumont, Tex.




	22–23

	Galveston, Tex.




	24–25

	Houston, Tex.




	26

	Corpus Christi, Tex.




	27

	San Antonio, Tex.




	28–29

	Austin, Tex.




	31

	Waco, Tex.




	Nov. 4–5

	Dallas, Tex.




	6–7

	Fort Worth, Tex.




	8–9

	Wichita Falls, Tex.




	10

	Amarillo, Tex.




	11

	Oklahoma City, Okla.




	12–13

	Tulsa, Okla.




	14

	Okmulgee, Okla.




	15

	Shawnee, Okla.




	16

	Enid, Okla.




	17

	Wichita, Kans.




	18

	Topeka, Kans.




	Nov. 19

	Lincoln, Neb.




	20

	Sioux City, Ia.




	21

	Des Moines, Ia.




	22

	Omaha, Neb.




	23

	Independence, Kans.




	24

	Springfield, Mo.




	25

	Pittsburg, Kans.




	26–27

	Joplin, Mo.




	28

	Bartlesville, Okla.




	29

	Muskogee, Okla.




	30

	Fort Smith, Ark.




	Dec. 1–2

	Little Rock, Ark.




	3

	Hot Springs, Ark.




	5

	Pine Bluff, Ark.




	6

	Memphis, Tenn.




	7

	Jackson, Miss.




	10

	Pensacola, Fla.




	12

	Mobile, Ala.




	14

	Montgomery, Ala.




	15

	Thomasville, Ga.




	16

	Americus, Ga.




	17

	Columbus, Ga.




	19–21

	Atlanta, Ga.




	26

	Macon, Ga.




	27

	Albany, Ga.




	28

	Valdosta, Ga.




	29–31

	Jacksonville, Fla.




	1928: Jan. 2

	Ocala, Fla.




	3–4

	Tampa, Fla.




	6

	Sarasota, Fla.




	8–17

	Havana, Cuba




	19–22

	Miami, Fla.




	23

	West Palm Beach, Fla.




	24

	Lakeland, Fla.




	25

	Orlando, Fla.




	26

	Daytona Beach, Fla.




	27

	St. Augustine, Fla.




	28

	Savannah, Ga.




	31

	Augusta, Ga.




	Feb. 1

	Charleston, S.C.




	2

	Bennetsville, S.C.




	3–4

	Columbia, S.C.




	6

	Spartanburg, S.C.




	7

	Charlotte, N.C.




	8–9

	Greensboro, N.C.




	10–11

	Raleigh, N.C.




	12

	Fayetteville, N.C.




	13

	Wilmington, N.C.




	14

	Goldsboro, N.C.




	15–18

	Portsmouth, Va.




	19

	Newport News, Va.




	20

	Richmond, Va.




	21

	Lynchburg, Va.




	22

	Charlottesville, Va.




	23

	Staunton, Va.




	25

	Durham, N.C.




	Feb. 27

	Bluefield, West Va.




	28

	Welch, West Va.




	29

	Williamson, West Va.




	Mar. 1–2

	Huntington, West Va.




	3

	Charleston, West Va.




	5

	Clarksburg, West Va.




	6–7

	Altoona, Pa.




	8

	York, Pa.




	9–10

	Cumberland, Md.




	12

	Lancaster, Pa.




	13

	Allentown, Pa.




	14–15

	Scranton, Pa.




	16–17

	Williamsport, Pa.




	19

	Binghamton, N.Y.




	20

	Schenectady, N.Y.




	21

	Pittsfield, Mass.




	22–24

	Worcester, Mass.




	26–27

	Bridgeport, Conn.




	28

	Poughkeepsie, N.Y.




	29–31

	Albany, N.Y.




	Apr. 2–7

	Montreal, Canada




	9

	Burlington, Vt.




	10–11

	Quebec, Canada




	12

	Berlin, N.H.




	13–14

	Lewiston, Me.




	16

	Rutland, Vt.




	17

	Utica, N.Y.




	18

	Watertown, N.Y.




	19–21

	Rochester, N.Y.




	23–28

	Toronto, Canada




	30

	London, Canada




	May 1

	London, Canada




	2–3

	Hamilton, Canada




	4

	Geneva, N.Y.




	5

	Oswego, N.Y.




	7 8

	Gloversville, N.Y. Norwich, N.Y.




	9

	Auburn, N.Y.




	10

	Corning, N.Y.




	11

	Olean, N.Y.




	12

	Erie, Pa.




	14

	Warren, Pa.




	15–16

	Youngstown, Ohio




	17

	Mansfield, Ohio




	18

	Lima, Ohio




	19

	Toledo, Ohio




	20

	Dayton, Ohio






Appendix G:
Choreographic Notes for the Green Nautch

Typed from a Xerox of notes in the Denishawn Collection, Box 36, at the University of California, Los Angeles

Choreography — Ruth St. Denis

Music — Minstrel of Kashmira by Charles

Wakefield Cadman

RSD Note on Green Nautch:

As she takes her stand preparing to dance, imagine that a very poignant love song is beginning. The hands are kept shoulder high, and yet they move continually, and the angle of the head should express poetic love mood, which is dreamily maintained as the arms shift. The stamping is punctuation, and then we begin again. Muscles of the shoulders and back and neck are in constant movement, and with the adjusting of the weight which is softly but definitely done.

Enter from left with outer chuddar over the eyes, the end in right hand over left shoulder. The end in left hand on hip. Long, low steps in: salaam right, left and front. Arms out to sides, shoulder high. Nautch-fingers hold. At center.

I. Coming forward, only moving hips, 8 nautch steps with beats. Begin with right foot.

II. Step to left with L. and beat with R. toe crossed over left. Twist both wrists and turn palms up to left with accent (lotus fingers) — head looks profile to left. Repeat left-right. When beating right toe in front of L. foot, wrists beat overhead. When beating L. toe in front of R. foot, wrists turn and cross on chest.

III. 2 nautch steps coming forward R., L. 2 stamps R., L., 2 right-left beatings. Hands are playing in front of chest. Repeat. Little run forward to left, hands scooping down, up and parting.

IV. Take skirt with low complete turn to right. Beat left toe in back facing right, at same time twist left wrist into lotus fingers and beat high to right, head back.

V. Repeat III.

VI. Jump to left, weight on L. foot, R. in back, covering eyes with back of left hand, right fingers turned in to nip in back. Repeat to right. Make small spiral turn in place with arms, toes beating out even, quick, quiet rhythm. Little coquettish run forward with both hands dipping down then rising to part in front. Repeat with spiral turn in opposite direction.

VII. 4 nautch steps with beats to right corner, hands on hips. Beg for baksheesh with right hand and left-turn suddenly and disgustedly with nautch steps going straight back.

VIII. 24 nautch turns in place going right, starting low, touching right hand to hem of skirt, left. Gradually bring arms overhead, throw chest out and bring hands in back. Jump immediately to left and adjust skirt and 4 nautch steps coming forward.

IX. Repeat II

X. Repeat III

XI. Repeat VI

XII. 4 nautch steps with beats, two turns back right, jump into air and sit (Indian fashion) hands in salaam.

(Note re the ending: because it was her custom seldom to do anything the same way twice, this ending differs from the one she used in 1925–1926, as described on p. 38)
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