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ABSTRACT 

The interpretation a;id perfonnance of 1 iterature is a theatre 

art in which 1 iterary texts are transfonned into staged productioiis. 

Novelists, poets, playwrights, and essayists use the symbols of written 

language to create an imagined world for their readers; interpretative 

perfonners present their audiences with this world through symbols of 

both speech and movement. Hence the interpretation and performance of 

literature incorporates a wide range of literary and perfonnance theory. 

Unfortunately, little is known about how literary texts can be 

communi cated through symbol i c movement. The purpose of thi s study ~ 

then, is to propose principl es of styl ized movement which would be 

useful to the interpretative performer of literature. To develop these 

principles, Martha Graham's choreographic use of classical tragedy was 

investigated. Us i ng a descri pt i ve methodo logy based on Ari stot 1 e' s 

elements of tragedy, four of Graham's ballets were analyzed in view of 

their "Hterary sources: Cave of the Heart from Euripides' Medea, Night 

Journey from Sophocles' Oedipus the King, Clytemnestra from Aeschylus' 

The Oresteia, and Cortege of Eagles from Euripides' Hecuba and The 

Trojan Women. 

As a result of this investigation, five principles emerged. 

Stated as descriptions of Graham's work, the principles are: 1) 

rhetori c shapes the fonn, 2) movement vocabul ari es are created, 3) 

synecdochical movement is expanded over time, 4) stage properties assume 

multiple meanings through movement, and 5) costumes expose movement and 

vii 
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indicate character. By using these principles as guidelines, the 

interpretative performer may understand, create, and utilize stylized 

movement that cOlllRunicates the ideas, images, and actions inherent in 

the text being staged. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of this study is to propose principles for the use 

of stylized movement during the interpretation and performance of 

literature. Because Martha Graham, a choreographer of modern dance, has 

based some of her ballets on 1 iterary sources, and because she has 

translated literary ideas into movement, an investigation of her work 

might inform the interpretative performer about principles of stylized 

movement. Such principles could be informative for both the solo and 

group performance of literature. 

To develop these prinCiples of stylized movement, four totartha 

Graham ballets were analyzed in view of their literary sources. Through 

this study, five principles for the use of stylized movement emerged. 

These five principles are: 1) rhetoric shapes the form, 2) movement 

vocabul ari es are created, 3) synecdochi ca 1 movement is expanded over 

time, 4) stage properties assume multiple functions through movement, 

and 5) costumes expose movement and indicate character. 

This study is a report on how those principles were reali2.ed, 

how those prinCiples functioned in the four Graham ballets, and how 

those principles can be applied to the interpretation and performance of 

literature. 

1 
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Limitations 

The findings of this study were based on an investigative 

analysis of selected Graham ballets.1 The four ballets selected for 

analysis were Cave of the Heart~ Night Journey~ Clytemnestra, and 

Cortege of Eagles. They were selected because they are based on 

literature: Cave 'of the Heart on Medea by Euripides; Night Journey on 

Oedipus the King by Sophocles; Clytemnestra on The Oresteia by 

Aeschylus; Cortege of Eagles on Hecuba and The Trojan Women by 

Euripides. This study draws from the filmed versions of the ballets 

rather than the live theatre performances. The films~ however~ were 

authorized and supervised by Marth" Graham. 

The scope of this study is limited to an investigation of the 

four ballets by Graham~ which do not represent the entirety of Graham's 

work or of modern dance. Martha Graham is~ ho~eyer, an important figure 

in the history of dance~ and the four Graham ballets selected provide a 

sample of her interpretative ballets. In these four ballets~ ft1artha 

Graham--a pioneer of modern dance--interprets 1 iterary themes through 

movement ~ and a close invest i gat i on of these four ball ets by thi sane 

choreographer might provide insight for the interpretative performer of 

1 iterary texts. 

Definitions 

Two key phrases which call for definition are lithe interpreta-

tion and performance of literature" and "stylized movement. 1I 

1. In this study, the word IIballet ll is not used in the 
classical sense~ but rather to refer to a specific choreographic work~ 
and the word IIdance ll refers to the medium. Hence a play is to drama as 
a ballet is to dance. 
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The interpretation and performance of 1 iterature is a theatre 

art involving a literary text, a performer or performance company, and 

an audience. Through close critical analysis of the text and through 

the study of the performing arts, the performer or director interprets 

the literature and develops a clear, commanding form which expresses to 

an ~~d i ence the experi ence inherent in the 1 i teratu re. A 1 i types of 

literature are available for interpretation and performance. Poems, 

novels, short stories, diaries, letters, newspapers, plays, speeches, 

folk tales, or any other type of literary text may be studied, staged, 

and performed. 

In 1968, members of the interl>retation Interest Group of the 

Speech Association of America defined the interpretation and performance 

of literature as follows: 

Interpretation is an art concerned with the education of the 
human being as an expressive agent for the performance of texts 
of many kinds, whether for persuasive or aesthetic ends. It 
involves close critical analysis of the texts as well as study 
and practice of all of the arts of delivery, whether verbal or 
nonverbal, overt or covert. It seeks a presentational form for 
the printed word, whether in solo or group performance. 
(Mattingly and Grimes 10) 

Thus "presentational form" is a distinguishing characteristic of 

the interpretation and performance of literature. In their book, 

Theatres for Literature, Marion Kleinau and Janet Larsen ~cHughes define 

interpreters theatre as "the actual izing of presentational form in 

literature" (5). it differs from representational form in that 

representational theatre is mimetic, affording the audience the 

opportunity to view a "slice of life"; the world created onstage is a 

simulation or facsimile of the world to which the text refers. In 
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representationalism, events are mater'ialized with literal props and 

literal action. Presentational theatre, however, ··creates symbolic 

images that evok.e an active imaginative response on the part of the 

audience ll (Kleinau and "'cHughes 5). In presentationalism, symbols are 

presented as symbols, action is less literal and more literary, and 

language is non-discursive rather than referential. 

In IISelf Reference in Interpretive Perfonnance, II "'ill er and 

Gibson (who equate self-reference with non-discursiveness) argue that 

the non-discursive symbol is in fact the distinguishing characteristic 

of the theatre of interpretation: 

We contend that, among all those fonns of art whose medium is 
language, only oral interpretation singles out the potential for 
self-reference, focuses on it--indeed revels in it--and uses it 
both as its content and as its vehicle for artistic expression. 
(333) 

"'iller and Gibson describe discursive symbols as representing something 

outside the symbol, ··useful only in so far as they point to something 

other than themsel ves. II Non-di scursive symbol s, however, IIpoint to 

themse lves, and present themse 1 ves both as the symbol and the thi ng 

symbolized ll (333). Non-discursive language is poetic; the words point 

to something other than themselves, but the words also call attention to 

themselves as symbols. Meter, tone color, rhyme, and the repetition of 

sounds contribute to the non-discursiveness of language. In oral 

interpretation, the language of art is presented as itself, as language. 

When this language of art--the text--is translated into the perfonnance 

arena, the non-discursive symbol dominates. 

Stylized movement functions in much the same way as non

discursive language. Stylized movement presents itself as both a symbol 
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and the medium through which the symboi is expressed. Kleina:.i and 

McHughes call this presentational action, "physica1 action that 

functions much like vocal action in its ability to symbolize, to stand 

for an image of something that isn't literally provided onstage" (182). 

The mime artist uses this type of action. When a performer appears to 

c1 imb stairs that are not present onstage, the artist has created an 

illusion which the audience must complete by imagining the presence of 

the stairs. If the stairs actually were onstage and the performer were 

climbing the stairs, the action would be representational. 

Presentational movement, by requiring an imaginative response, refines 

the "emotiona1, sensory, or psychological aspects of language" (K1einau 

and McHughes 271). 

For the purpose of this study, "stylized movement" in the 

i nterpretat i on and performanc.e of 1 iterature shall be defi ned as the 

expression of 1 iterary concepts by means of bodily movement which is 

substantive, metakinetic, dynamic, presentational, and integral to the 

form of the production. The aim of such movement is to achieve what 

Alethea Smith Mattingly calls the ideal interpretation and performance 

of a literary text, lithe full revelation of whatever experience is 

inherent in the literature" (Mattingly and Grimes 10). 

Thi s definition of styl ized movement is based on the critical 

writings of John Martin, the premier critic of modern dance in America. 

Martin wrote dance criticism for the New York Times beginning in 1927, 

and he taught dance history, criticism, and composition at Bennington. 

In torlern Dance ~n America: The Bennington Years, Sali Ann Kriegsman 

wri tes, "Martin became an ardent advocate of the modern dance and 1 ed 
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numerous lectures-discussions series in educational settings" (323). As 

a critic and scholar, he articulated and guided the direction of modern 

dance. Whil e Martin descri bed the pri nci pa 1 characteri st i cs of the 

early modern dancers, he also prescribed fundamental principles of 

modern dance as it was developing. Thus Martin's writings are 

particularly helpful to the study of stylized movement in the art form 

of modern dance. Not only was he a practiced journalist and critic 

during the period when modern dance was emerging as a distinct art form, 

but he was engaged in the formulation of its principles. 

Modern dance, writes Martin, is lithe expression, by means of 

bodily movement arranged in significant form, of concepts which 

transcend the individual's power to express by rational and intellectual 

means" (The Modern Dance 84). He compares the movement found in drama 

with the movement found in dance. The movement in drama, Martin writes, 

tends to be representational and literal. Literal ~ovemer.t, like 

representational movement, is an enactment of everyday physical action, 

and it resembles the actual activity. For example, the action required 

to lift a glass of water can be performed using the literal gestt;re: 

the hand secures the glass and 1 ifts it toward the mouth. The same 

action using a presentational gesture will refine the emotional, 

sensory, or psychological aspect of the action. In this form the 

performer, perhaps playing the role of a mad bureaucrat, could wrap his 

hand around an imaginary glass, bring it to his mouth, and suddenly 

repeat the gesture over and over, each time more quickly and wit~ 

greater intensity, until finally the action is happening so quickly that 

the bureaucrat appears to be beating himself. The action in this way 
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loses its literal quality, beccming literary rather than literal. 

Regarding such movement in dance, f!4artin writes, lithe more 1 iteral its 

treatment, the less it has of dance about it" (Introduction to the Dance 

84) • 

f!4artin identifies four distinctive characteristics of the modern 

dance: movement as substance, metak i nes is, dynami sm, and the choreo

grapher's bel ief that every dance has its own expressive form. These 

four characteristics are central to the definition of stylized movement 

used in this study, and his use of these terms will clarify the 

definition of stylized movement. 

f!4a rt in mai nta ins that movement is substance when the movement 

becomes, in and of itself, lIa medium for the transference of an 

aesthetic and emotional concept from the consciousness of one individual 

to that of another" (The f!4odern Dance 13). Thus, movement is substance 

when movement is tantamount to meaning. When Martin wrote of movement 

as a medium, he was reacting to the norms of the classical ballet. At 

his time (in the 1920s), dance did not treat movement as the substance 

of the art. In the classical ballet, he argued, movement was iess 

important than the image--the living photograph--of the dancers. Dance 

had become a series of poses, and any movement connecting the poses 

became unimportant and best when hidden. Ideally, the audience would 

not notice the dancers as they moved from one pose to ~he next. Modern 

dance, insisted Martin, is different from the classical ballet because 

modern dance focuses on movement, not poses. 

Metakinesis is f!4artin's second distinctive characteristic of 

modern dance. Kinesis is physical movement, and metakinesis is the 



8 

sentient relationship between physical movement and the physical 

intention of the dancer. Here ~artin argues that movement can be 

communicative. folIovement can be used to create and codify a message 

which can then be interpreted by another person. Modern dancers did not 

invent metaldnesis, Martin writes, "but no conscious artistic use was 

made of metakinesis until the modern dance arose" (The Modern Dance 15). 

folIartin's ~hird characteristic of the modern dance is dynamism. 

Since the dance's medium is movement, the quality and quantity of 

movement must be realized at each and every moment of the dance. Force 

and intensity never stop; they change. At one moment the dancer may be 

movi ng with a 1 arge sweep from the torso, and that movement may 

gradually or suddenly change into a tight, tensive vibration of the 

chest. Changes such as these constitute the dynamic characteristic of 

the dance. 

folIartin's fourth characteristic of the modern dance is form. He 

defines form as lithe result of unifying diverse el eme":lts whereby they 

achieve collectively an aesthetic vitality which except by this 

association they would not possess. The whole thus becomes greater than 

the sum of all its parts" (The folIodern Dance 35). 

folIart in's concept of form iss imil ar to Susanne Langer's. In 

Problems of Art, Langer writes: 

An expressive form is any percepti~i e or imaginabl e whol e 
that exhibits relationships of part~, or pOints, or even 
qualities or aspects within the whole, so that it may be taken 
to represent some other who 1 e whose elements have analogous 
relations. (20) 

Consequently the expressive form is inherently metaphoric. The 

expressive form is an exhibition of relationships; through it artists 
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express fewer of their personal feelings and more of what they know 

about human feeling. 

f!1artin and Langer both regard form as an overall design which 

becomes a framework for the artistic expression. In poetry, the sonnet, 

villanelle, and haiku are examples of form. In drama, two examples of 

form are the Aristotelian-defined tragedy and the dream play. In dance, 

the cl assical ballet is a form. These are traditional forms. Other 

forms exist, including various free forms. 

A free form is not formless. f!1artin responds to the free souls 

of pure romanti ci sm who see no necessity for form as he responds to 

self-expression (The f!1odern Dance 41). Self-expression, Langer tells 

us, is not art: 

Self-expression does not require composition and lucidity; a 
screaming baby gives his feeling far more release than a 
musician, but we don't go into a concert hall to hear a baby 
scream; in fact, if that baby is brought in we are likely to go 
out. We don't want self-expression. (Problems of Art 25) 

Thus modern dance has form, but form created for the particular dance 

bei ng choreographed. f!1odern dancers argue that form is a fundament a 1 

necess i ty, but the nature of the form is crafted for the substance, 

metakinesis, and dynamism of the particular dance being created. In the 

same way, the stylized movement used during the performance of litera

ture becomes an integral el ement of the production's form. The form 

of production influences the movement. A traditional fonu such as the 

one used for Charles Laughton's production of Bernard Shaw's "Don Juan 

in Heil"--with the readers presenting a text from seats positioned 

behind reading stands--limits the use of stylized movement. Sue 

Pratschner, in contrast, created a free form for a production of 

.... "':' ..... 
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Gertrude Stein's The World is Round, titled ·Oh Where Oh Where is There" 

(Group Perfonnance of Literature 155-67). In this production, one 

perfonner portrayed Rose and another portrayed her b1 ue garden chiii r. 

Around a tree of helium balloons, the two perfonners used circular 

mot ions deri ved from children's games: spins, one-potato/two-potato, 

headstands, leapfrog, and patty cake. Just as the poet may create a fonn 

for a poem (such as a poem in the fonn of a letter), the director of a 

production may create a fonn for a perfonnance. 

This four-part definition of stylized movement is conceptual as 

well as practical. Stylized movement becomes an expression of the 

1 iterary concepts being perfonned. When bodily action is a medium for 

expressing an idea, we say the movement is substance. Stylized movement 

is metakinetic; it is used to create, codify, and communicate an idea to 

an audience. Stylized movement is dynamic; it does not stop half-way 

through a production. It changes in quality and quantity, but dynamic 

motion is never inert. Finally, stylized movement is presentational and 

integral to the production's fonn. 

Review of Literature 

In this section, previous studies of physical movement for the 

perfonnan~e of literature are identified and summarized. 

The most extensive study devoted exclusively to physical 

movement in the interpretation and perfonnance of literature is found in 

Kathleen Gibson Snow's thesis, liThe Changing Principles of Bodily Action 

in Oral Interpretation in America from 1886-1966. 11 The purpose of her 

study was 

.. ~ .. ~ .... 



1) to discover if the principles of bodily action in oral 
interpretation changed in America from 1886 t- .d66; 

2) to discover ~hether, if there was a change, this change was 
evol utionary or revu1 uti onarj' -in nature; and 

3) to discover if contemporary teachers of oral interpretation 
still search for a method or system of bodily action. (2) 

11 

Snow found that principles of bodily action did change. Through 

both gradual evolution and radical revolution, teachers changed from 

prescriptive to descriptive systems of movement. The prescriptive 

systems were elocutionary; the teachers told the students how and when 

to move. For example, a student reading a passage involving anguish 

should hold the palm of the right hand against the forehead and to lean 

bacKward. The prescriptive systems led to artificiality, which led to 

the development of a more descriptive system of bodily action. A 

descriptive system of movement is a vocabulary of ideas the performer 

should consider when rehearsing a performance. Types of descriptive 

actions include posture, muscle tone, appearance, eye contact, and 

grace. Snow found that by 1966, teachers no longer searched for a 

particular system of bodily action. They encouraged students to develop 

their own styles of physical movement. 

Snow's thesis provides val uable historical informati on, though 

the information is at times cursory. Other more thorough histories of 

interpretation exist, and though none of the others focus exclusively on 

physical movement, they contain useful information and perspectives. 

Fullowing are brief descriptions of these studies. Their findings 

regarding physical movement during the interpretation and performance of 
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literature are examined 1n the following section, the Historical 

Overview. 

Two studies dealing specifically with elocution are Daniel 

Vandraegen's dissertation on liThe Natural School of Oral R·;:ading in 

England, 1748-1828," and Alethea ~attingly's dissertation on liThe 

Mechaiiical School of Oral Reading in England, 1761-1821. 11 The two are 

companion studies; together they constitute a comprehensive history of 

English elocution. 

Oral Interpretation of literature in American Colleges and 

Universities by Mary Margaret Robb is a history of teaching methods in 

the American school s. She divides the history into five time periods. 

The first period covers 1760 to 1827 and discusses the English 

elocutionary movement. "From approximately 1760 to 1827,.. she writes, 

lithe teaching of interpretation or elocution, as it was called, 

responded to the two domi nant educat i ana 1 trends of the peri ad II (67). 

The two trends--~echanical and Natural--coexisted well into the 

nineteenth century. Robb identified the second time period as 1827 to 

1870, an age of science. Dr. James Rush, with his study of the human 

voice from a scientific perspective, was an influential writer of this 

era. During that time, Robb explains, lithe beginnings of scientific 

inquiry and the desire on the part of teachers to base their art upon 

scientific rul es evol ved" (231). The thi rd period, from 1870 to 1915, 

was influenced largely by the new psychology and pragmaticism of William 

James. The Mechanical elocutionists still existed, but the expression

istic art taught by Delsarte and Curry initiated revolutionary changes. 

During the fourth period, from 1915 to 1940, departments of speech were 
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established in American universities~ and oral interpretation be~ame an 

acceptable area of study within the field of speech. Leading scholars 

tended to emphasize the understanding of the text being performed rather 

than skill in delivery during this era. Rabbis fifth (and final) time 

period is 1940 to 1965: the arts and humanities in a scientific age. 

During this period~ the purpose of oral interpretation 

••• continued to be that of improving skill in reading so that 
the reader and the audience might have a greater appreciation 
for literature~ but the study itself was deepened and made more 
complex through alliances with outside fields~ such as 
aesthetics and literary criticism. (Robb 232) 

In liThe Influence of the Traditional Schools of Interpretation 

on the Contemporary Eclectic Philosophy of Reading Aloud~" Aileen 

Sundstrom studied historical methods of elocution~ expression~ and ara1 

interpretation Ilin order to see which of the outstanding traditional 

philosophies or schoois of thought are exerting a dominant influence 

today" (1). In this dissertation~ she begins with a description of 

i nterpretat i on and speech arts in the 1960s ~ and then she wri tes a 

history of five pedagogical approaches to interpretation. She examines 

hew teachers have used imitation~ impulse~ mechanics~ nature, and 

speculation. In the concl usion~ Sundstrom writes that teachers of 

interpretation during the time period from 1930 to 1965 

were unwi 11 i ng to accept all of the contentions and tenets of 
anyone of the theori es of oral readi ng. Instead, they 
endeavored to choose from the five traditional theories and 
combine them judiciously so that the methods counteracted the 
disadvantages of one another and complemented each other to the 
benefit of both the student and the teacher. (403) 
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Sundstrom's dissertation contains valuable historicai information which 

this study will use when considering the trends of physical movement 

during the progression from elocution to interpretation. 

In her dissertation titled "Major American Emphases in Theories 

of Oral Interpretation from 1890 to 1950," Martha Barclay examines in 

chronological order the shifts in emphases between reader, material, and 

audience. She divides the sixty-year period into three double decades: 

1890 to 1910, 1910 to 1930, and 1930 to 1950. Within this framework, 

she examines the teachings of nine theorists and teachers: Samuel Silas 

Curry, Thomas Clark Trueblood, Hiram Corson, Solomon Henry Clark, Lee 

Emerson Bassett, Charles Henry Wool bert , Wayland Maxfield Parrish, 

Cornelius Carman Cunningham, and Frank Miller Rarig. For each theorist, 

she identifies the content and focus of his teaching, whether his 

emphasis is on the performer, the text being performed, or the audience 

for whom the interpretation is performed. Barclay's findings regarding 

physical action during the interpretation and performance of literature 

are discussed in the following section. 

Two studies which involve tile relationship between speech and 

modern dance are "arion Kleinau's dissertation and Patricia Reddinger 

Geist's thesis. In her dissertation, Marion Davis [Kleinau] studied 

liThe Jltodern Dance as Dramatic Theatre: A Comparison of Selected 

Elements. II She analyzes elements of traditional theatre--subject 

matter, structure, character, language, and production--as they function 

in modern dance. The study emphasizes dance rather than drama, and she 

uses Martha Graham's Clytemnestra to illustrate dramatic elements 

operative in dance. 
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In her thesis, Geist explored empathy as it relates to the 

interpretation and performance of literature and to modern dance. In "A 

Comparative Study of the Perfonner's Empathic Process in the Arts of 

Interpretat i on and ft10dern Dance," Gei st argued that 1 essons in modern 

dance help the interpreter develop bodily responses to literary ideas. 

She writes: 

involvement in modern dance provides an experience in expressive 
movement which develops the interpreter's ability to empathize 
with the literature through the kinesthetic sense. (3) 

Gei st suggests that if students of i nterpretat i on are unab 1 e to take 

courses in modern dance, teachers of interpretation should include basic 

exercises in their courses. Some basic exercises are outlined in her 

study. 

Studi es devoted to physi cal movement for the interpreter are 

few, and no previous studies investigate the achievements of a 

successful choreographer. The topic, purpose, and methodology of the 

present study are unique. 

Historical Overview 

The problem this study addresses is, simply stated, that no 

pri nci pl es for the use of styl i zed movement currently exi st for the 

interpretation and performance of literature, despite the fact that in 

the past, such principles have existed. When elocution was taught 

during the sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, 

principles of movement were included as a part of rhetorical delivery. 

During the twentieth century, the elocutionists have been criticized for 

having devoted too much attention to physical movement and not enough 
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attenti on to the text bei ng performed. In hi s essay s "The Dangerous 

Shores: From Elocution to Interpretation," Wallace Bacon warns against 

reviving the elocutionary practice of giving excessive attention to the 

techniques of performance. He warns, too, of the other extremes equally 

dangerous; excessive attention to the text being performed. Because 

styl ized movement is a performance technique, it risks being 

"dangerously" reminiscent of elocution. 

What is elocution and how did it influence principles of 

movement during the twentieth century? This section will examine 

principles of movement from a historical perspective and discuss 

incidents which led to the problem addressed in this study. 

The study of the interpretation and performance of 1 iterature 

emerged as a field of study in its own right during the English 

Renaissance. Prior to the Renaissance, all forms of oratory were 

considered rhetoric. In the classical canons of rhetoric, the art of 

del i very was call ed pronunti ato and the styl e of 1 anguage used was 

called elocutio. During the Renaissance, the English shifted the 

meanings of the words; pronuntiato became pronunciation, or the correct 

phonation of words, and elocutio became elocution, or the style of 

delivery. Elocution included the study of the interpretation and 

performance of literary texts. 

The English elocutionists studied and taught rhetorical 

delivery. In liThe Elocution ,",ovement in England,U Warren Guthrie 

observes that from the very beginning of the elocutionary movements two 

schools of thought existed. The Natural School offered broad principles 

of rhetorical delivery, and the aim was to Jlfree the orator from 
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i nhi bit ions and mi sconcept ions, and thus to enab 1 e him to achi eve a 

natural manner" (23). The ftfechanical School of elocution believed in 

1 aws of natural order, but teachers of the mechani cal method bel i eved 

that the way to achieve the ultimate natural order would be to follow 

laws. Rules, systems, notations, and standardized behavior--in 

accordance with the neoclassical view--were developed and taught. As 

scientists are able to reduce natural events to a universal law, the 

mechanical elocutionists would be able to study rhetorical delivery, 

"framing elaborate systems built with careful attention to minute 

specifications for every sort of material and situation" (Guthrie 23). 

Though the ftfechanical/Natural classification of elocutionists is to some 

extent arbitrary, they do represent two different approaches to bodily 

movement during the delivery of a literary text. 

Daniel Vandraegen wrote his doctoral dissertation on liThe 

Natural School of Oral Reading in England, 1748-1828, II in which he 

examined the writings and teachings of five elocutionists associated 

with the Natural method of performing literature: John Mason, Thomas 

Sheridan, John Rice, William Cockin, and Richard Whately. Vandraegen 

writes: 

The Natural School of elocution ••• opposed prescriptive rules 
and artificiality. The leaders ••• stress the importance of 
understanding and appreciating the subject matter to be read or 
spoken. Naturalness was to be achieved by responding to such 
feelings as sincerity and earnestness. (3) 

In his conc 1 us ions, Vandraegen i dent i fi ed conmon bel i efs and 

methods of these e 1 ocut i oni sts. As professors of the Natural method, 

they stressed the importance of understanding the text being performed. 

He writes: 
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All the writers treated in this study agree that the indispensa
ble, primary requirement in oral reading is that the reader must 
fully understand and respond to the intellectual and emotional 
content of his selection. All subscribe to Quintilian1s lIone 
go 1 den rule: II (s i c) the reader must under~tand what he reads. 
With varying emphasis, which reaches its strongest expression in 
the teachings of Whately, these writers also agree that all the 
potentials of expressive delivery are resident in meaning 
itself, and they therefore oppose the superimposition of 
external vocal or physical patterns of expression. (253-254) 
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The professors of the Natural method opposed elocutionary virtuosity and 

stressed the importance of communicating the literary text. They 

supported a conversational tone of speech, opposed rules for proper 

delivery and believed that the manner of delivery depends on the subject 

matter of the text. 

According to Vandraegen, they also believed that vocal 

expression was more important than physical expression: 

All the writers of this group give their chief attention to the 
vocal aspects of oral reading and to the influence exercised 
upon these factors by the meaning of what is read. Rice, 
indeed, limits his Art of Reading to the discussion of oral 
presentation. While the other writers mention physical action, 
this phase of communication is subordinated to vocal presenta
tion. The general view held is that if physical action is to be 
employed in oral reading, it should be diminished both as to 
extent and to quality as compared to the physical action 
encountered in public speaking. (256-257) 

In some instances, oral reading involved no movement so that the 

audience would be able to concentrate on the text being read and not on 

the performer. (Vandraegen, Sundstrom, and Barclay all point out that 

the 1 imiting of physical movement was revived in twentieth-century 

teaching of oral reading.) 

Vandraegen notes that though the ~echanical elocutionists 

considered themselves as IInatural ll as the Natural elocutionists, the 

~echanical elocutionists 



interpreted the term "natural" against the background concepts 
of order, regul arity, and universal ity--a view in conformity 
with the "Age of Reason." To read or speak IInaturally" meant to 
follow nature, in the artistic sense, as it had been external
i zed through forms and patterns sel ected and standardi zed by 
reason, rules, and cultivated taste. These mechanical 
elocutionists of the eighteenth century--such men as Burgh, 
Steele, Walker, and Austin--formulated rules, catalogued types 
of emotion, and estab 1 i shed set patterns for thei r appropri ate 
vocal, facial, and bodily expression, and organized arbitrary 
systems whereby these external techniques could be perfected and 
establ ished in one's repertory; these were then to be brought 
forth and rendered as the reading or speaking situation 
required. (2-3) 
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The Mechanical elocutionists contradicted themselves. Their "natural" 

method was, in fact, mechanical. 

As a companion to Vandraegen's dissertation, ~attingly studied 

these Mechanical elocutionists. The purpose of her dissertation--"The 

Mechanical School of Oral Reading in England, 1761-1821"--was to examine 

the validity of the separation between the Natural and Mechanical 

Schools and to examine the practices of the Mechanical elocutionists, 

including those mentioned by Vandraegen. The systems of James Burgh, 

John Walker, Joshua Steele, and Gilbert Austin are included in her 

study. Mattingly found that the differences between the two schools are 

fewer than the similarities, but one major difference exists. While 

those in the Natural School achieved "nature" by responding to 

individual feelings of sincerity and earnestness, 

men of the Mechanical School definitely did not exclude the role 
of "sincerity and earnestness· or disregard "thought content, 
feeling, and individual responsiveness," but they sought 
"naturalness" through adherence to nature in its neoclassical 
senses, equating the words art, rules, and universa1ity with the 
word nature. (323) - --

The Mechanical elocutionists worked toward the same aim as the Natural 
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elocutionists, but differed in method. ~echanical elocutionists relied 

heavily on rules, but, as Mattingly says, 

none of them suggested that rules alone could lead to perfect 
delivery. Nature, in their view, was mended, improved, and 
embellished by art--by adherence to the rules, which were only 
the record of what observation would show to be the practice of 
good speakers. The next step, logically, was to devise a method 
of notation, indicating lIartful ll ways of employing the voice and 
body in delivery. (312) 

The most detailed and innovative system for the development of 

bodily expressiveness in the ~echanical School is found in the teachings 

of Gilbert Austin [1753-1837]. In his 1806 book Chironomia, Austin 

defi nes gestu re as II all the combi ned efforts, motions, and expressions 

of every part of the bodyll (385). He argues against the belief that the 

reader of poetry should not move the legs: 

In the different modes of reading~ except in the instance of a 
person standing up to read a part in a play, the performer has 
been considered as using only the gestures of the head, of the 
body, and of the arms and hands: the lower 1 imbs are either 
unmoved or concealed. In recitation and all the other modes of 
public speaking, the whole person is, or may be, exhibited, and 
every part takes its share in the gesture. (210) 

Austin argued in favor of dramatic readings; that is, that the reciter 

of poetry should learn from and practice dramatic principles. He set 

forth to develop a language of movement. His aim, he wrote, was 

to produce a language of symbols so simple and so perfect as to 
render it possible with facility to represent every action of an 
orator throughout his speech, or of an actor throughout the 
whole drama, and to record them for posterity. (274) 

Austin's movement notation--theatrical and extensive--is based on an 

imaginary sphere around the performer. 

Austin's system of notation strayed from its initial purpose-

artistic expressiveness articulated through symbolic gestures--and 
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became self-inspective. The notational system, detailed and complex, 

demanded more attention than the movement itself. IIIt is probably 

true," writes fioIIattingly, "that followers of Austin, many of them, in 

working for formalized action, lost individuality and spontaneityll 

(308). The movement, even when operating under the auspices of nature, 

was mechanical. 

Gilbert Austin1s teachings on bodily movement, the teachings 

written and pictured in his 1806 text Chironomia, dominated pedagogical 

practices until the time of Francois Delsarte (Robb 67). The Delsarte 

system of voice and movement was revolutionary. forsaking the fashion 

of the day, Delsarte taught music and acting from a spiritual perspec

tive. He taught in Paris from 1839 to 1871, and though he never wrote a 

textbook or statement of belief, his teachings lived--with some 

qualifications--through his students (Robb 142-152). 

Delsarte1s approach to physical movement was organic. The 

movement was to come from the inside-out, rattler than frUIT. a dictated 

rule. Delsarte taught that 

gesture must be so thoroughly studied that it seems spontaneous. 
He believed that an audience is persuaded by gestures and that 
gestures must always precede speech ••• Delsarte believed that 
gesture was more than speech, and that the manner of sayi ng 
something was more of a persuasive agent than verbalized words. 
(Sundstrom 242-43) 

Delsarte attempted to find laws which would bring the mind, body, and 

soul into harmony. The trinity dominated; everything was described in 

three1s. The three zones of the body are the head, torso, and limbs; 

three orders of movement are opposition, parallelism, and evolution. 
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Delsarte was French, and he taught in Paris. The Delsarte 

system was brought to Ameri ca by Steele fotacKaye, one of De 1 sarte IS 

favored students. While Delsarte based his approach to perfonnance on a 

triune spi ritual ity, fotacKaye based hi s teachings on gymnastics. The 

gymnastics were a commercial success. 

fotacKaye mayor may not have completely understood the system, 
but he was a teacher who could inspire others beyond their 
ordinary capacities, and within a few years he had won a number 
of students who became disciples of Delsartism. (Sundstrom 247) 

fotacKaye developed elaborate systems of gestures and stylized poses. 

However, the "spirituality" was missing. Sundstrom explains: 

The Del sarte system became a system based upon gymnastics and 
the physical approach in America. The core of the system lay in 
the gymnastic training which was a series of exercises 
emphasizing relaxation (decomposing). It is almost impcssible 
to detennine whether the relaxation exercises were in fact an 
actual part of the original Delsarte system as taught by 
Francois Delsarte. (230) 

Barclay agrees, writing that 

although Delsarte's system originated in France, it was not 
popular there. France was more interested in classical 
concepts. In America the "cult" finally degenerated into a 
method of teaching elocution solely through gesture. This in 
tu rn became statue pos i ng, tableaux art, and exaggerated body 
stances and movements fer effect. (42) 

Delsarte died in 1871, before the bastardized Delsarte system became an 

American pastime. The Delsarte system that flourished in America 

between 1870 and 1890 is attributable to MacKaye, not Delsarte. 

The Delsartian gymnastics followed the trend of all elocution in 

America. Elocution had become mechanical, artificial, and more 

interested in techniql!e than meaning. Barclay writes: 

By 1860, elocution had begun to show its full exhibitory nature 
and the public, eager for entertainment, showed little 
discrimination in what was presented to them •••• Action upon 
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the pl atfonn became hi ghly styl ized; postures regulated. 
Modulation of the voice was by design. (19) 
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The incessant showmanship led academicians to appeal for "a calmer, more 

rational interest in the conmunicative aspects of their discipl ine" 

(Barclay 20). 

This appeal for a more intelligent approach to the interpreta

tion and perfonnance of literature was effective. Teachers of elocution 

began p 1 aci ng 1 ess emphasis on the skill of the perfonner and more 

emphasis on the literature being perfonned. Barclay cites 1890 as a 

pivotal ,fear for these changes, because around 1890 four major events 

occu rred : 1) In 1892, the Nat i ona 1 Associ at i on of El ocut ion i sts came 

into being ~ith the goal of self-improvement; 2) Trueblood established 

academic courses i~ elocution at the University of Michigan in 1888; 3) 

William James I 1890 book Principles of Psychology changed basic 

approaches to speech arts; and 4) S.S. Curry published The Province of 

Expression in 1891. 

Samuel Silas Curry [1847-1921] turned the focus of literature in 

performance away from mechanical gesture and toward artistic expression. 

In The Province of Expression he discussed--at great length and in a 

very insightful way--what it means to express the emotions found in 

1 iterature. Curry did not discourage movement or the use of the body; 

instead, he argued for an appreciation of movement's potential 

aesthetic. 

Inward emotion causes an outward motion; inward condition, an 
outward position. Thus expression is, 'the motion of emotioii, I 

the presentation of a vast complexity of physical actions which 
are directly caused by psychic activities. The objective 
phenomena are manifestive of subjective experiences. (25) 

~" 
";: .... 
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Curry founded a School of Expression in Boston in 1883. His three-year 

program and post-graduate program were well-attended: he had three 

hundred students per years seventeen faculty members s sixty-five 

courses s and sixteen departments. He was the author of fourteen books. 

He is accused by some of being vague s repetitious s verbose s ambiguous s 

and full of self-contradictions. Hi s theory of performance s based 

largely on the teachings of William James s was overlooked while his 

performance techniques and methods cl asses were popul are As a result, 

Curry's "expression" became another elocution (Barclay 64-70). 

Nevertheless, the principles set forth by Curry started a change 

in the direction of the interpretation and performance of literature. 

According to Barclay, Curry's 

Province of Expression was the first major shift from techniques 
of expreSS10n (Reader-emphasis) toward techniques of impression 
(~aterial-emphasis) that had appeared in America since the 
transference of Eng~ish elocutionary theory to this country 
around the turn of the nineteenth century. With the publication 
of Curry's book, the era of "modern" Oral Interpretation may 
said to have begun. (2) 

Barclay defines "reader-emphasis" as attention to the technique of the 

performer, and she defines "material-emphasis ll as attention to the 

performer's understandi ng of the text bei ng performed. El ocut i oni sts 

emphasized the reader; Curry emphasized the material. 

During the beginning of the twentieth centurys thens interpreta

ti~~ teachers were divided over the role of physical movement during the 

interpretation and performance of literature. Thomas Clarkson Trueblood 

[1856-1951], professor of oratory at the University of ~ichigan, openly 

emphasized the importance of the physical training for the performer. 

He stressed bodily action based on a Delsartean approach to Austin's 
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teachings. He gave particular consideration to vocal training, Barclay 

writes, and 

bod i1 y act i on was gi ven cons i derat i on a 1 so. Deta i1 ed 
instructions for the use of the arms, hands, and legs were 
written in the final sections of both books [Practical Elements 
of E1 ocut i on and Essent i a 1 s of Pub 1 i c Spealn n9 for Secondary 
Schools] ••• Speclflc gestures and stances lndlcated speclflc 
emotions; the same was true of arm positions and hand movements. 
(93) 

In The Fundame"t~ls of Speech, The Art of Interpretative Speech, 

and Better Speech, Charles Henry Wool bert [1877-1929] admonished 

attention to physical movement. However, in the classroom, he is said 

to have spent a great deal of time developing physical dexterity in his 

students (Barc1 ay 173-186). Wool bert was physical himse1 f: he p1 ayed 

varsity football when he was an undergraduate at Northwestern, he was 

active constantly, and he was interested in physical movement. He 

studied behaviorism and took his doctorate in psychology at Harvard. 

Wool bert 's written statements about a performer's movement were 

practical: 

The rule of gesturing is, after all, relatively simple. It is 
this: if you are endowed with physical parts, which by skillful 
use can help carry meaning to your audience, by all that is sane 
and sensible, use them. (The Art of Interpretative Speech 180) 

In his article titled ·Speaking and Writing--A Study of Differences," 

Wool bert writes, lithe richest of thought ••• can mean almost nothing 

and put auditors to sleep when gi ven wi th a dull voi ce and an inert 

body" (276). Though Woo1bert did not enphasize performance skills in 

his textbooks, he appears to have believed in the importance of physical 

and vocal action. 

_ .......... 
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Though exceptions such as Trueblood and Woolbert are plentiful, 

other scholars established an overall trend curing the early part of the 

twentieth century toward placing greater emphasis on the literature than 

on the performer's skills. Through interpretation, they maintained, 

students would understand literature. 

Hi r{l~ Corson [1828-1911] was an iriitiator of this trend. Corson 

taught English at Cornell, and he specialized in teaching poetry through 

vocalization. The students would read the literature aloud, and in 

dOing so would gain an understanding of the 1 iterary text (Barclay 

76-79). Lee Emerson Bassett [1871-1959] followed th2 Natural School by 

emphasi zi ng "Correct the thought, arouse interest, awaken the mi nd to 

clear, vigorous action, and the speech will take care of itself pretty 

well II (Robb 197). Solomon Henry Clark [1872-1959] was largely 

responsible for substituting the term "Interpretation" for elocution, 

expression, oral reading, or oral English. The purpose of interpreta

t ion, Cl ark contended, was to understand 1 iterature, not to entertai n 

audiences. "Get the thought, hold the thought, give the thought," was 

his motto and the premise of his 1915 text, Interpretation of the 

Printed Page. With Clark, the performer read out loud after studying 

the meaning of the literary text (Barclay 129-136). 

As emphasis on the performer's intellectual understanding of the 

text increased, emphasis on performance skill--especially physical 

movement--decreased. Vocal dexterity received some attention, due in 

part to radio and the need for expressive voices (Barclay 126). But by 

and large, the teachers of interpretation during the period from 
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1900-1930 stressed more and more the understanding of the 1 iterature. 

Snow writes that during the first twenty years of this century, 

teachers of oral interpretation answered Hiram Corson's call and 
placed their str2SS upon the mental process involved in 
assimilating the intellectual and emotional aspects of the 
1 iterature being read in order to stimulate the expression of 
the physical aspects. (64) 

Robb writes that the textbooks of the era 

a re a 11 replete with suggest ions for the ana lys is of the 
intellectual and the emotional content of literature. There is 
a noticeable tendency to spend less time on training in voice 
and gesture and more on ways of finding the full implications of 
the material to be read. (197) 

The emphasis on literary meaning and the de-emphasis on physical 

movement increased during the 1930s and the following two decades. 

Wayland Maxfield Parrish [1887-1969] wrote a textbook which dominated 

the field for thirty years; Reading Aloud had editions in 1932, 1941, 

1953~ and 1966. Parrish was the first to make a sharp distinction 

between oral interpretation and elocution. 

To Parrish, the teaching of Elocution is attention to the 
pattern of expression, while Interpretation involves the mastery 
of meaning in literature. (Barclay 220) 

Like Parrish, Cornelius Carman Cunningham [1890-1958] taught literature, 

not performance. Cunningham cautioned against gestures. In his 

textbook Literature as a Fine Art, he war-ned that though elocutionary 

gestures enjoyed popul arity, no "oral reader of 1 itei"'ature on the 1 evel 

of a true artist should concern himself with any of the techniques of 

gesture per se" (275). Barclay found that this admonition of 

elocutionary attention to movement was the one point of agreement held 

by all of the teachers and theorists in her historical study: 
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In the years between 1890-1950, the theorists often differed 
greatly in philosophy and methods, but without exception each 
sought the avoidance of the exhibitory on platfonn. This one 
factor was the sole point of agreement to be found among all 
theorists withln thlS study. The stlgma of elocutionism rankled 
so strongly that even as late as the 1940s theorists were still 
reluctant to give advice that might be so construed as promoting 
vocal and gestural effectiveness for its own sake. (Barclay 
291) 

28 

The focus of oral interpretation was learning the literature, and 

Barclay writes that Parrish and Cunningham "led Oral Interpretation far 

from elocutionary considerations and close to the Material emphasis 

which would dominate the decades following 1930-1950" (271). 

The New Criticism of literature, founded in the 1920s and 

gaining momentum throughout the following three decades, affected the 

study of oral interpretation. The New Critics studied literary texts as 

self-contained, organic wholes; while previous critics studied 

literature from social, moral, religious, political and biographical 

perspectives, the New Critics focused solely on the poem itself. 

Symbols, metaphors, rhythms, structure, imagery, and figures of speech 

became the center of attention. 

Teachers of oral iQterpretation became New Critics. Major 

textbooks--Charlotte Lee's Oral Interpretation, 1952; Don Geiger's The 

Sound! Sense, and Performance of Literature, 1963; Wallace Bacon's The 

Art of Interpretation, 1966; and Robert Beloof's The Performing Voice in 

Literature, 1966--followed a literary approach based on the principle of 

New Criticism (Robb 223). These teachers continued the admonition to 

attend to physical movement; as Charlotte Lee warns in the 1965 edition 

of her te;(t, 



Display of vocal or physical virtuosity as an end in itself has 
been outmoded since the decline of the "mechanica1" schoel of 
elocution in the nineteenth century. Such display is considered 
in poor taste toduy, and is interesting only to the degree that 
an exhibition of calisthenics or a recital of scales and 
a rpegg i os wou 1 d be interest i ng. It is the materi a 1 that is 
important. (55) 
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As a consequence of this view, a common form permeated the oral 

interpretation of literature: The reader stood before the audience and 

either held the text in the right hand or placed the text on a reading 

stand, and--with good posture and responsive muscle tone--read out loud, 

keeping aii movement at an absolute minimum. In this way, the audience 

could focus on the literature rather than the performer. 

The shape of performances changed during the 1950s with the 

advent of Readers Theatre. Al so call ed Interpreters Theatre, Group 

Performance, or Concert Reading, Readers Theatre is simply the 

interpretation and performance of literature with two or more 

performers. In "Group Performance in Academic Settings," Joanna Hawkins 

Maclay describes Readers Theatre as it appeared in the 1950s: 

The performers usually appeared on a stage devoid of scenery. 
They were usually clad in formal attire ••• The performers, 
who usually sat on stools, all had their scripts on stage, 
either in their hands or placed on a reading stand. In most 
product ions, 1 i nes were not memori zed and were deli vered ina 
presentational manner ••• The norm for movement ••• seemed 
to be 1 ittle or none. Even entrances and exists were usually 
accomplished by a performer's turning front or back or raising 
or lowering the head. (395) 

Readers Theatre became a popular medium for performance during the 

1950s. Productions appeared largel] on college campuses, although some 

shows--most notably Paul Gregory's production of Don Juan in Hell (the 

third act of Shaw's Man and Superman)--enjoyed success in New York. 
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During the 1960s and 1970s, directors of Readers Theatre started 

to exp~riment. Performers did not use stools and reading stands, 

costumes appeared, and experimentation in movement became the norm. 

While the solo performer still stood with a script in hand or before a 

reading 'Sti.tnd, group performers assumed greater freedom. Maclay cites 

the performance festival s as the pl ace where these changes started to 

occur. During the early 1970s, 

The group performance festival activity apparently contributed 
enormously to the changes that were occurring in group 
performance style and substance ••• Certainly the power of 
1 ively performances as well as the opportunity for on-the-spot 
exchanges of ideas must have had a powerful infl uence on the 
growing experimentation that was being done in group 
performance. (404-05) 

A 1979 survey and questionnaire Maclay conducted revealed three reasons 

for the changes in form: 1) the desire to let performance choices be 

governed by the requirements of the literature being performed, 2) the 

desire to experiment with traditional aspects of group performance, and 

3) the power and success of other productions that offered "effective 

departures" from the traditional style (410). 

Teachers of interpretation played with two sets of rules: in 

Readers Theatre, experimentation with design was encouraged, but the 

solo performer maintained the traditional style. In the conclusion of 

her study, Snow writes that in 1966, 

teachers of oral interpretation no longer search for a set 
system of bodily action. Instead, they advise their students to 
develop their own unique styles of bodily action. The only 
stipulation is that to be effective and successful bodily action 
must feel comfortable and natural to the oral interpreter, and 
it must add rather than detract from the literature being read; 
bodily action must not 'call attention to itsel f. (136) 
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Whi 1 e di rectors of Readers Theatre developed styl es of bodily action, 

the solo performer operated under the constraint of having the text 

actually onstage, and this constraint limited the amount of movement a 

performer could employ. In "Physical Actions and the Oral Interpreter," 

Leslie Irene Coger writes of the importance in developing a kinesthetic 

response to the text being performed, but lito the medium of the solo 

interpreter on a bare stage many factors contribute, incl uding the 

presence of the book, often a lectern ll (284). Physical actions were to 

remain covert. 

In her conclusions, Sundstrom notes that during the 1960s 

teachers of oral interpretation followed the Natural School IS approach 

to physical movement. 

Another aspect of the student's approach to interpretation 
is concerned with training his body in order to aid himself in 
the communi cat i on of the materi a 1, wh i ch is an aspect of the 
natural approach. The teacher of oral interpretation lookS to 
the natural approach again for the psychological principles to 
aid the student in understanding emotions, association, and 
motivations as they are related to muscular response. (405-06) 

Teachers opposed prescriptive rules and showmanship, and they stressed 

an understanding of the text being read. The performer's body should be 

responsive to the ideas and emotions inherent in the text, but movement 

should in no way call attention to itself. 

Nevertheless, the experimentations in Readers Theatre led to the 

research on physical movement during the interpretation and performance 

of 1 iterature. Under the auspices of IInonverbal cOll1Dunication" or 

IIkinesics,1I teachers and scholars were able to explore ideas regarding 

physical movement. Coger writes: 



Teachers and theorists in oral interpretation are finding in 
the cultural mil ieu of our times provocative ideas for' their 
changing emphases in the field. Nonverbal elements of commu~i
cation are receiving attention from scho1 ars of anthropology, 
psychiatry, psychology, and the teaching of foreign language, 
literature, acting, and interpretation. (275) 
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In their 1975 article "Kinesics Applied to Interpreters Theatre," Coger 

and Pelham applied principles of Ray Birdwhiste11, Paul Ekman, Wallace 

Friesen, Albert Schef1en, and Albert Mehrabian to the communicative act 

of performance. Coger and Pel ham stress the importance of studying 

principles of movement: 

Interpreters Theatre participants, who must share the full 
complexity of literature with an audience while utilizing a 
defined space, must know how to train their bodies, control 
their bodies, and use their bodies to aid them in communicating 
the subtext of the literature. (92) 

Their conclusions were threefold: that movement has meaning only in 

context, random movements clutter and blur meaning, and movement should 

reinforce or intentionally contradict verbal language (99). 

In II Nonverbal Convnunication and Oral Interpretation," Howard 

0011 examined nonverbal communication research and assessed implications 

of this research in one area, facial expressions. 

social-science base, 0011 found that 

From this 

••• facial expression plays a significant part in determining 
the total meaning of a communicated message. Thus, the reader 
who fails to achieve a response to the literature which 
manifests itself in gesture, posture, and especially facial 
expression is, in a sense, conmunicating only half the text. 
And the half that "is not being communicated is 1 ikely to be the 
most important. (262-63) 

In 1983, Kathleen Snow White continued Coger and Pelham's research in 

her dissertation, liThe Bodily Action Research of Ray L. Birdwhiste11 and 

Paul Ekman: Implications for Oral Interpretation Theory." She found 
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that Ekman's work was more informative for the interpreter than 

Birdwhistell's, that Ekman's constructs of emblem, illustrator, 

regulator, adaptor, and affect display provide a useful vocabulary for 

physical movement. 

Teachers of the interpretation and performance of 1 iterature 

have consequently been able to discuss movement--even stylized 

movement--without fear of being considered elocutionists. In her 

article "Stylized Movement in Interpreter's Theatre," Adeline 

Hirschfeld-Medalia writes, 

Fortunately, we are far enough removed from the horrors of 
elocution to be able to put aside the "do not act" dictum which 
formerly inhibited bodily expression for interpreters. (112) 

Hirschfeld-Medalia suggests three approaches to the development of 

movement--the purity of T' ai Chi Ch' uan, the symbol ism of Noh, the 

process of abstraction in mime--and she writes: 

I would like to see means developed for using new forms of 
movement, dance-like movement, if you will, as accompaniment to 
the text in multi-form performance, with simple live music as 
underscoring. (113) 

In their text, Theatres for Literature, Marion Kleinau and Janet Larsen 

McHughes suggest that the director of a production could turn to a 

choreographer for the development of new forms of movement. A 

choreographer, they write, has 

a developed abi 1 i ty to shape movement. If a choreographer is 
willing to digest the text and begin fresh with the creative 
movement ideas coming from the text, and if the director will 
work closely with the choreographer in the creation of the 
movement, stunning sequences may be created that will enrich the 
production. (289-90) 

Kleinau and McHughes warn of certain dangers, though. Nondancers cannot 

1 earn comp 1 i cated steps, the movement shoul d be integrated i I"!to the 
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whole show, and the choreographer and the director should have the same 

feel for the text. 

The preceding historic examination of the interpretation and 

performance of literature indicates that the use of stylized movement is 

problematic. The Mechanical elocutionists prescribed systems of 

gestures and physical expressions. The Natural elocutionists tried to 

free the performers from their inhibitions. By the end of the 

nineteenth century, all elocu~ionists treated the stage as a theatrical 

gymnasium; elocution had become mechanical in the worst way. Under the 

auspi ces of oral i nterpretat ion, teachers gradually returned to the 

tenets of the Natural School of elocution. 

During the first half of the twentieth century, the text to be 

performed became the center of attention, and vocal expression was more 

important than physical expression. Oral interpretation became the 

study of reading literature aloud. During the second half of the 

twentieth century, an interest in group performance developed. By the 

1960s, di rectors of group performances started to incorporate greater 

theatrical ity, and movement had been introduced to group performance. 

Because the interpretation and performance of literature is a presenta

tional art form, stylized movement would facilitate the presentational 

quality of group performance. As yet, however, no taxonomy of stylized 

movement exits for the director of the group performance of literature, 

despite Hirschfeld-Medalia's call for such a system. 
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Methodology 

To develop principles for the use of stylized movement, each of 

the ballets selected for investigation was analyzed separately. The 

method for analysis was descriptive and based on the Aristotelian 

elements of tragedy. In the Poetics, Aristotle identifies six elements 

of tragedy: plot, character: diction, thought, spectacle, and melody. 

The following is a discussion of the general nature of the six elements, 

each is defined here and presented as a basis for the descriptive 

methodology. 

Aristotle1s elements of tragedy are a thorough and useful 

framework for descriptive analysis. The el ements of tragedy are found 

in the Poetics, a terse treatise on the arts of poetry and drama. 

Though brief and, at first glance, dry, the Poetics is insightful and 

heuristic. The surviving text of the Poetics may not be the complete 

text Aristotle wrote; it may be one-half of the original, and a possible 

complementary text titled On Poets may have been written but lost. 

Nevertheless, the Poetics provides a complete framework for the study of 

performed literature. In his introduction to the Poetics, Lane Cooper 

writes, 

• the work has a permanent val ue, quite apart from 
historical considerations. Aristotle1s fundamental assumptions, 
and the general izations upon which he mainly insists, are as 
true of any modern literature as they are of his own. (xviii) 

The Ari stote 1 i an assumption upon whi ch the descri pt i ve methodology for 

this study is based is this: that there are six elements of literature 

performed. Plot, character, thought, diction, spectacle and melody are 
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these elements, and, in the words of Aristotle himself, "There can be no 

other el ements" (23). 

Aristotle identifies a hierarchy for the six elements of 

tragedy. Plot, he argues, is the most important element. Character is 

second in importance, thought is third, diction fourth, melody fifth, 

and spectacle is least important. Given the importance of character in 

Shakespeare's plays, the importance of thought in Shaw's plays, or the 

importance of spectacle in Strindberg's late, supernatural dream plays, 

an argument in favor of the hierarchy would be defensive at best. 

Aristotle could not have seen King Lear, in which character and thought 

create the plot. In this study, the hierarchy of the elements is not 

defended or even supported. The methodology for thi s study is based 

instead on the belief that the six elements are comprehensive and 

potentially descriptive, and that indeed, no further elements exist. 

Each of the elements is now defined and presented as a basis for 

the descriptive methodology which will be used in this study. 

Plot 

Aristotle defines plot as lithe organization of the incidents of 

the story" (Aristotle on the Art of Poetry 24). The whole play will be 

composed of a beginning, a middle, and an end, and this "whole" is 

shaped by plot. The beginning, Aristotle writes, "is that which does 

not itself come after anything else in a necessary sequence, but after 

which some other thing ••• does naturally exist or come to pass" 

(Ari stotl e on the Art of Poetry 28). He defi nes the middl e as "that 

which naturally comes after something else ••• and is followed by a 
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thi rd thi ngll; and he defi nes the end as IIthat whi ch naturally comes 

after something else ••• in either a necessary or usual sequence, but 

has nothing else following it ll (Aristotle on the Art of Poetry 28). 

The ballets selected for this study are rich in plot. Some are 

richer, in fact, than some of the plays upon which she based the 

ballets. In Cortege of Eagles, for example, the plot includes the 

incidents of Euripides· Hecuba (the slaying of Polyxena, the discovery 

of Polydorus· dead body, and the blinding of Polymestor); but adds more: 

the birth of Astyanax, the battles between Hector and Achilles, and the 

murder of Polydorus. 

flashbacks and memory. 

Graha!O rearranges and adds i nci dents through 

The descriptions of the ballets will include an 

investigation of the incidents which shape the plot, and how the organi

zation of the incidents affects the rhetorical effect of the ballets. 

Character 

The second element of tragedy is character. Character--

translated by some as moral disposition and by others as moral bent--is 

not to be confused with personality. By character, Aristotle refers to 

the moral inclinations and propensities of a person, the sense of virtue 

or evil that motivates, and the ethical constitution of that person. 

liMen are better or worse,1I he writes, lIaccording to their moral bent II 

(Aristotle on the Art of Poetry 24). A person·s character is inborn and 

in that regard unchanging. Hence when good or bad people are swept into 

the inevitable sequence of plot their basic dispositions are revealed 

through ~heir choices between courses of action. In her choreography, 

Graham devotes significant attention to the development of character. 
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Some of the dramatic persons--such as Helen of Troy in Cortege of 

Eag1 es--are embodiments of amoral ity. Others--such as Hecuba in the 

same ball et--are vi ct ims of undeserved hardshi ps. How Graham portrays 

the character of each dramatic person will be described and analyzed. 

Thought 

Thought is the third element of tragedy. Aristotle equates 

thought with rhetoric, lithe faculty of discovering an available means 

of persuasion." The agents I thought, he writes, 

• • • corresponds to the power of the agent to say what can be 
said, or what is fitting to be said, in a given situation. It 
is that element in the speeches of a drama which is supplied by 
the study of Politics and the art of Rhetoric •••• Intellect 
is manifested in e~erything the agents say to prove or disprove 
a special point. (Aristotle on the Art of Poetry 26-27) 

The element of thought is concerned largely with language, with the 

words spoken by the agents. Character and thought are differentiated by 

their outward manifestations; whereas character is exposed through the 

tendency to choose a certain course of action based on the moral 

disposition of an agent, thought is exposed through the verbal arguments 

of an agent. 

Thought is present in the Graham ballets, but in a special way. 

The agents do not speak. Thei r rhetori cis not exposed through 

language. The thought in the dances is Graham's. It is fundamental to 

the directorial concept and the interpretation of the 1 iterary texts. 

Graham's ballets are rhetorical; the rhetoric is operationa1ized through 

a selected point-of-view. Graham makes no pretense of telling the whole 

story. Through interpretation and direction, she selects a perspective 

through which an audience is moved into a position of seeing the 
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situation in a way another person sees the situation. In Clytemnestra, 

for example, Aeschyl us I Agamemnon is not presented. In the Graham 

dance, only her version of Clytemnestra's story is told. The audience 

is presented the story from the character ' s perspective; we are moved 

into a position of understanding Clytemnestra. Through this selection 

of a point-of-view, Graham's ballets are inundated with thought and 

become dramatic tragedies. A dramatic tragedy, Aristotle writes, is "an 

artistic imitation of an action that is serious, complete in itself, and 

of adequate magnitude U (Aristotle on the Art of Poetry 17). And the 

function of the tragedy is 

••• to arouse the emotions of pity and fear in the audience; 
and to arouse this pity and fear in such a way as to effect that 
special purging off and release (catharsis) of these two 
emotions which is the characteristic of Tragedy. (Aristotle on 
the Art of Poetry 17) 

In his elaboration on the function of thought in tragedy, he notes that 

the function of the thought--the effects of language--is lito prove and 

to refute; to arouse one another's emotions, such as pity, or fear, or 

anger, or the like; and to exaggerate or to discount the importance of 

things" (Aristotle on the Art of Poetry 64). Hence what may appear to 

be a problem--that the Graham ballets contain no speeches and therefore 

no thought--is not a problem, for while it may be true that the ballets 

do not contain speeches, they do contain thought. The thought--the 

rhetorical process--is directorial. Through her se1ected point-of-view, 

the ballets arouse emotions, exaggerate or discount the importance of 

things, and take the shape of dramatic tragedy. When we have identified 

whose story is being told, how that person's story is presented, and how 
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that presentation is rhetorical, we have identified the thought of the 

dance. 

Diction 

Ari stotl e defines di ction as lithe interpretation of the 

sentiments of the agents in the form of language, and is essentially the 

same thing whether the 1 anguage is metrical or not" (Aristotl e on the 

Art of Poetry 27). Diction is composed of eight parts. The first part 

is the ultimate element--a letter. The second part is the primary 

combination of letters, creating a sound which is not quite a syllable. 

The third part is the connective particle, and the fourth part is the 

separative particle; they are nonsignificant sounds separating or 

connecting other sounds. The fifth part is the noun; the noun is either 

the current term for something, a rare word, a metaphor, a decorative 

word, a newly-coined word, or a word that is lengthened, curtaiied, or 

altered. A verb is the sixth part; verbs indicate action and shifts in 

time. The seventh part of diction is inflection, or the stress on ,a 

word. The eighth part is the speech; it may signify one thing or it may 

bring several things together. {Aristotle on the Art of Poetry 66-69} 

Establishing a parallel between diction of drama to dance 

requires special handling. Unlike plot, character, rhetoric (and 

spectacle), diction in the medium of dance is not specifically related 

to components of speech. 

However composed movement, like spoken and written language, has 

grammar-like and syntactical elements of construction. John M. Wilson, 
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choreographer and kinesiologist, notes these principal elements of 

movement: 

Movement motif: A gesture or action of the body that is 

repeated in the course of a dance in order to identify a 

character, a feeling, or an event; 

Movement quality: The manner of use of energy to execute 

movement indicating the emotional condition, changes in the 

condition, general mood, or typical manner of a character or 

chorus; 

Rhythm: The spacio-temporal design of movements, providing 

variation in the execution of motifs, creating transitional 

movement phrases, relating individuals to each other and to the 

chorus, providing for the passage of time and change of scene. 

These three elements, then, comprise the basics with which a choreo

grapher constructs symboi ic messages for cOlIIRunicative purposes. 

Movement motifs constitute the primary vocabulary with which the 

composer of a ballet works. Grahamls IIcontraction-release ll is used in 

all of her ballets and is indigenous to her technique. This movement, 

writes Wilson, lIis a bending of the spine which rotates the pelvis 

forward from beneath the abdomen and, simultaneously or in sequence, the 

torso forward and over the abdomen from within which th'~ impulse to move 

uri gi nates. II 

This distinctive movement of the Graham vocabul ary is varied 

within the contexts of her ballets. From phrase to phrase, the 

personality, feeling, or character of this vocabulary is given 
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contextual meaning through alterations in movement quality and rhythm of 

execution. 

Universally, there are four primary movement qual ities neuro-

muscularly available to the human body: pendular, abrupt, sustained, 

and vibratory. Pendular motion is the alteration between acceleration 

and deceleration, resulting in a swing, usually forming an arc. Abrupt 

motion employs a similar shift between acceleration and deceleration, 

but here the transition is quick or sudden, and the moment of shifting 

becomes pronounced. Sustained movement has no acceleration or 

deceleration because the release of energy is held constant, hence the 

motion--regardless of the rate--remains smooth. Vibratory movement is 

the simultaneous impact of acceleration and deceleration, and while 

neither is visible, the interaction between the two is felt as a quiver. 

These movement qualities are not foreign to the pedestrian. IIIn 

ordinary, daily activity,1I writes Wilson, Iithese qualities are smoothly 

and complexly interrelated. 1I The choreographer, however, choosing to 

emphasize an emotional condition through a gesture (which may become a 

motif), may use a primary movement qual ity in its pure form. In this 

way, notes Wilson, the choreographer lIunderscores the significance and 

meaning of those motions." When the choreographer uses a pure movement 

quality, a relatively high use of energy is employed, th~reby engaging 

the audience through empathic response. 

The exact nature of this empathic response is contingent upon 

the rhythm established by the choreographer. Hence an abrupt, rapidly 

repeated contraction-release motion elicits an motor response which 

might be felt as anguish by someone in the audience. Througn the 
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choreographer's skill in creating an organic fonn, identification with 

anguish or surprise and the degree to which either occurs becomes a 

decoding of kinetic symbols through visceral responsiveness. 

As a skilled choreographer, then, Graham embodies "diction" in 

her ballets. She creates a grammar-like and syntactical arrangement of 

nonverbal symbols through the use of movement motifs, movement 

qual ities, and rhythm. She is able to identify universal emotions 

through movements, says Gertrude Shurr, "but she finds characters to put 

them on, and then the characters express the same movements in different 

ways. II Thus movement, 1 i ke 1 anguage, can be used to communi cate the 

sentiments of the agents. 

Melody 

Melody is music. The function of music in dance is more complex 

than the function of music in the drama to which Aristotle referred. In 

the drama, music tends to be used to set the mood and to mark the 

openings and closings of scenes or acts. The function of music in dance 

is more comp1 icated. Some dancers use no music, some interpret the 

music, some visualize musical fonn, some use music to mark the tempo, 

and some, writes Joh.1 Marti!"!, use music lias a contrapuntal background, 

p 1 ac i ng movement patterns against sound patterns II (The Modern Dance 

108). 

Unlike the dancer, the interpreter of literature relies heavily 

on words. The performer of a literary text may choose to use music as a 

contrapuntal background, but the primary source of audio messages for 

the interpreter of literature is the language of the text itself. 
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Therefore, the function of music in dance and the function of music in 

interpretation are significantly different and thus beyond the scope of 

this study. 

Spectacle 

Th e vi sua 1 s of des i gn--sets , 1 i ght i ng , and costume--const i tute 

the spectacle of a performance. Aristotle placed spectacle in the 

unfortunate position of least importance among the elements of tragedy, 

saying that they require the least artistic skill. Graham's ballets 

demonstrate, however, that sets, lighting, and costume can function as 

artistic creations of a highest order, becoming entwined so thoroughly 

with the text being performed that one can be separated from the other 

only conceptually. Sets, costumes, and lighting are essential to the 

mean i ng of Graham's ballets. Changes of sets are used to i nd i cate a 

shift in time, lighting is used to indicate a shift in focus, and 

costumes are used to indicate the dramatic person being portrayed. 

Furthermore, in some cases, costumes are used to identify aspects of the 

dramatic persons' moral disDositions. 

Methodological Process 

Using these elements of tragedy as a framework, then, each of 

the four Graham ballets was studied. Careful and repeated viewings were 

made poss i b 1 e by us i ng the vi deotaped vers; ons of the performances; 

frequently the "pauseu button was used to hold a moment, or the tape was 

rewound to watch a scene or the entire ballet again. 

While observing each scene of each ballet, the researcher 

cons i dered the fo 11 owi ng questions: How ; s plot be; ng communi cated 
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through movement? Is a perfonmer1s movement expressing character? How 

does the scene contribute to the thought or rhetoric of the entire 

ballet? What movement diction is being used? And finally, how does the 

spectacle contribute to the entire perfonmance? While asking these 

questions, the text(s) upon which the ballet was based were considered 

also. Hence the question was not only how plot is communicated through 

movement, but also, "Is this the same plot enacted in the play?" Or, 

"Is this dramatic agent1s character similar to the counterpart in the 

p1ay?" And, "How is the rhetoric of the play similar to or different 

from that of the ball et? II Th is seri es of quest ions served a doub 1 e 

purpose: to study the elements of tragic drama in the ballets, and to 

realize how the dramatic form was translated into dance. 

Sunmary 

In this chapter, the foundations for this research have been set 

forth and exp1 ai ned. Inc1 uded are issues of purpose and scope, 

limitations of the study, definitions of stylized movement and the 

interpretation and performance of literature, a review of the existing 

literature relevant to this study, a historical overview of physical 

action in interp'retation, and a discussion of the methodology. 

The following chapter contains a sample analysis. Night Journey 

is described scene by scene, and--when appropriate--compared with the 

literary source. Then, this ballet is discussed using the elements of 

tragedy as a guide. Each of the four Graham ballets as analyzed in this 

way, but only the analysis of Night Journey is presented in Chapter Two. 

In Chapter Three, the five principles which emerged as a result of these 
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analyses are explicated, using Cortege of Eagles, Clytemnestra, and Cave 

of the Heart as sources. Hence in Chapter Three the findings of this 

study take primary focus, and in Chapter Four, the study is concluded by 

discussing how the principles can be applied to interpretative 

performances of literary texts. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

NIGHT JOURNEY 

This chapter is a demonstration of the process through which the 

five principles for stylized movement were realized. Included first is 

background information on Night Journey. Second is a descriptive 

analysis of the ballet, including an examination of the literary source, 

Sophocles' Oedipus the King. Each scene of the ballet is described, 

and--when appl icable--a passage is cited from Oedipus the King that 

operates from the same image, idea, or conflict.1 The third section of 

this chapter is a discussion of how the Aristotelian elements of plot, 

character, rhetoric, diction, and spectacle apply to the ballet. In the 

fourth and sunmarizing section of this chapter, the five principles 

which emerged from the analysis are presented. 

Background 

Night Journey premiered on May 3, 1947, at the Cambridge High 

and Latin School in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The music for the ballet 

was composed by William Schuman, the decor was designed by Isamu 

Noguchi, the costumes were designed by Martha Graham, and the lighting 

design was by Jean Rosenthal. The ballet was commissioned by the 

Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge Foundation in the Library of Congress. 

1. All passages from the pl ay are based on the Thomas Gould 
translation, and the passages are indicated by line number, rather than 
page number. 

47 
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Ni ght Journey is based on the story of Jocasta, the Queen of 

Thebes. The wife and mother of Oedipus, Jocasta--upon real i zi ng her 

marriage to her own son--hanged herself. In the Stagebill for the New 

York production of this ballet, the story of Jocasta and Oedipus is 

explained: 

In Greek mythology, Oedipus is the hero who killed his 
father and married his mother. He was the son of King Laius of 
Thebes and Jocasta, the Queen. At his birth, an oracle declared 
that he would murder his father and he was, therefore, abandoned 
on a desolate mountainside. He was found by a Corinthian 
shepherd, was protected, and grew to manhood as the adopted son 
of the King of Corinth. Again an oracle predicted that he would 
sl ay his father and marry his mother. Thinking the King of 
Corinth his true father, he fled the city and in his wanderings 
met, quarreled with and killed a stranger who was King Laius of 
Thebes. He went to Thebes, solved the riddle of the Sphinx and 
as a consequence beca",~ King and married the Queen, Jocasta. He 
was a noble king and reigned happily until a plague ravaged 
Thebes. He went to Thebes, solved the riddle of the Sphinx and 
as a consequence became King and married the Queen, Jocasta. He 
was a noble king and reigned happily until a plague ravaged 
Thebes and the oracl e decl ared that only the banishment of the 
murderer of Laius would relieve the city. The terrible truth of 
his fate was brought to light by the seer Tiresias. Jocasta 
took her own 1 ife; Oedipus bl inded himself and wandered the 
earth in misery. 

In Night Journey, Martha Graham's dramatization of this 
great myth, it is not Oedipus but the Queen Jocasta who is the 
protagonist. The action of the dance turns upon that instant of 
her death when she relives her destiny, sees with double insight 
the triumphal entry of Oedipus, their meeting, courtship, 
marriage, their years of intimacy which were darkly crossed by 
the blind seer Tiresias until at last the truth burst from him. 
The chorus of women wh"o know the truth before the seer speaks it 
try in vain to divert the prophecy from its cruel conclusion. 

The scene of the ballet is Jocasta's bedroom in Thebes. The dramat"ic 

persons portrayed in the ballet include Jocasta, Tiresias, Oedipus, and 

the chorus, identified as the UDaughters of the Night. 1I 

In 1960, Night Journey was filmed. The film was produced by 

Nathan Kroll, di rected by Al exander Henunid, and the photography was 
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directed by Stanley Meredith. Martha Graham danced the role of Jocasta, 

Bertram Ross danced Oedipus, Paul Taylor danced Tiresias, and the 

Daughters of the Night were danced by Helen McGehee, Ethel Winter, Mary 

Hinkson, Linda Hodes, Akiko Kanda, Bette Shaler, and Carol Payne. 

The Ballet 

Jocasta is alene on the stage. She is dressed in a simple yet 

elegant, sequined gown, and she wears a royal banner, a long, narrow 

strip of sequined fabric which is draped across her chest and falls over 

her shoulders and down her arms. Her hair is in a bun, and through the 

center of the bun is a large, ornate pin, and on her chest is a brooch. 

Jocasta is holding a twenty-foot rope over her head. She is at 

the moment of her death and she appears, in a word, miserable. 

Jocasta's parting words to her husband in Oedipus the King were: "Man 

of misery. No other name shall I address you by, ever again" (l071-72), 

and as Night Journey opens, the Queen embodies a similar anguish. With 

her arms extended over her head, with the rope ready to wrap around her 

neck, she is ready to collapse. 

The flashback begins. Tiresias enters. Bearded, hunched, and 

draped in a dark, voluminous cloak, Tiresias swings his staff with each 

step, forcing it to the ground as he moves toward Jocasta. He lifts his 

staff and uses it to hook Jocasta's rope, which she still holds over her 

head. 

The rope falls to the floor, and Jocasta pulls away from 

Tiresias. "No mortal is ever given skill in prophecy," Jocasta tells 

her husband in Oedipus the King (708-09). Realizing her error--Tiresias 

... -:' ....... 
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was correct in his prophecy--Jocasta is ridden with anxiety. Jocasta 

expresses the anxiety through quick, indirect motions. She begins to 

move downstage but suddenly turns upstage; she looks to her left but 

moves to her right; she tries to pull away from Tiresias but, as though 

under the influence of a magnetic attraction, she moves toward him. 

The chorus of women enters. Weari ng long black gowns stri ped 

down the front and along the hem, they are the Daughters of the Night. 

Each wears a headpiece of sculpted metal. Their movements are 

percussive and their bodies move in full shapes, echoing Jocasta's 

movement. Jocasta paces back and forth, nervously, and Tiresias stands 

on a stool, looking over the Daughters' heads. One by one, the 

Daughters file past Tiresias. As they pass, they use pleading gestures. 

They are begging Tiresias to take mercy on Jocasta, but Tiresias is 

indifferent. 

Tiresias stands hunched over his staff, lurking in the shadows. 

With the violins screeching in a quick, repetitive rhythm becoming more 

and more ominous, Jocasta appears trapped. She beings a dance marked by 

terror and fear; she jerks her elbow to her knee, throws herself across 

the stage, and grabs her breasts, thighs, arms, pelvis, and--with the 

blind prophet looming in her memory--she is repulsed by her own body. 

Each time she touches her own body, she follows the gesture by 

tightening the muscles up and down her spine. In a fit of violence, 

Jocasta lunges at Tiresias and grabs his staff. "You cannot catch me," 

Tiresias says in Oedipus the King, "I have the strength of truth" (356). 

In Night Journey, Tiresias creates an image of this line by bringing his 

staff far over his head and pushing it forward, throwing Jocasta to the 
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She tumbles and, even more helplessly than before, crawls 

around the floor in anguish. Finally, drained of all her energy, 

Jocasta climbs onto her bed. 

The Daughters of the Ni ght usher Oedipus onto the stage. He 

wears gold-braided trunks, two straps across his chest, and around his 

shou 1 ders is a gold and brown cape. The Ki ng' sent rance--ceremon i ous 

and draped with heraldry--expresses an image similar to the opening of 

Sophocles' play; to the elder men the king says, "I, Oedipus, a name 

that all men know" (8). Each Daughter of the Night holds two laurel 

branches, symbols of vitality and fertility. Oedipus flexes his 

manliness with every move, using strong, direct and pompous movements. 

He thrusts his chest, holds his head high, and with every step the 

gravity of his importance is made clear. The Daughters wave their 

branches and treat Oedipus like a hero home from war. 

Jocasta is twisted on her bed. Oedipus, surrounded by the 

Daughters, begins to ascend a series of steps--cubes shaped like 

deformed hourglasses--to join Jocasta. The leader of the chorus tries 

to stop him, but after a brief struggle, Oedipus continues his climb to 

Jocasta. He wraps his arms around her and places her on his shoulders, 

and there she sits, like a trophy, holding two laurel branches toward 

the heavens. 

Oedipus carries Jocasta downstage and, after seating her on a 

stool, begins a dance of seduction. He buries his head under his cape, 

p~esenting the image of a large phallic symbol, and he begins a series 

of motions, all the while keeping lines vertical. He kicks, stomps his 

feet, thrusts his arms, and forces his torso around and about the stage. 
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When he jumps, he keeps his feet flexed, and when he lands, he slaps his 

hip. Jocasta remains seated on her stool, holding a laurel branch in 

each hand. At one poi nt, she crosses the branches across her chest, 

creating an image reminiscent of Osiris, the guardi~n of Egypt's dead. 

She then holds the branches as though they were a bow and arrow, aiming 

one branch at Oedipus, who continues stomping and flexing. The action 

is ambiguous. Oedipus creates a series of masculine, phallic images, 

while Jocasta creates a series of images similar to those taken by 

Egyptian queens for their tombs. She holds the laurel branches in a "V" 

over her head, suggesting both victory and defeat; in an "X" across her 

chest, suggesting allegiance and self-protection; like a bow and arrow 

ready for the hunt, suggesting dominance and blessing; and to her side, 

suggesting confidence and vulnerability. 

Oedipus steps on the bench behind Jocasta. She is holding the 

branches to her side, and Oedipus, with his chest thrown forward and a 

fist raised to the heavens, lifts one leg and begins to march over her 

shoulder, but he stops. His flexed foot is frozen below her breasts. 

Suddenly, he swings himseif around and, leaning on her, moves his lips 

toward hers. 

He swirls off the bench and resumes his stomping and kicking 

while she resumes creating Egyptian-like images. Oedipus thrusts his 

anns, legs and torso in and through his cape, and each thrust creates 

the illusion of a pulsing, phallic limb. 

Jocasta holds the laurel branches in an "X" over her head, and 

Oedipus approaches. He falls into her lap, like an exhausted 10ver 5 and 

she lowers her arms. After a moment, they separate. She begi ns to 
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seduce hin by falling in homage, rising in adoiation, and then she 

creates a series of exotic, Sal inese poses. She falls, but this time 

with greater submissiveness than homage, with more wretchedness than 

sensual ity. She returns to her stool and assumes a twisted, defanned 

position. With one laurel branch at her side, she begins to untwist her 

body. She brings the branch across her body, opening her lower body, 

exposing her pelvis, separating her legs, and then she quickly closes 

her body and pull s the branch away. Jocasta I s memory of her love for 

Oedipus is again interrupted by her realization of who he is: her own 

son. 

The memory resumes. She crosses to him and throws herself at 

his feet, and he takes the branch from her. As she stands, he throws 

his cape over her, and with both of them wrapped in his cape, they begin 

to strut and swing. A Daughter of the Night enters, watches the son 

seduce hi smother, and runs away. As she runs, she covers her eyes, 

suggesting both her desire not to see the act and the blindness which 

recurs throughout the drama. In Oedipus the King a member of the chorus 

mourns the marriage of mother and son: 

Time, all-seeing, surprised you living an unwilled life 
and sits from of old in judgment on the marriage, 

not a marriage, 
where the begp.ttcr is the begot as well. 
Ah, son of Laius ••• , 
would that--oh, would that 
I had never seen you! 
I wail, 

my scream climbing beyond itself 
from my whole power of voice. To say it straight: 

from you I got new breath--
but I also lulled my eye to sleep. (1213-22) 

r _ 



r 

54 

The blindness--the sleeping eyes--is a metaphor running throughout 

Oedipus the King and Night Journey. Tiresias is a blind prophet, 

Oedipus blinds himself, Oedipus and Jocasta are blind to their 

situation. In Night Journey, the Daughter transfonns the image into 

movement by holding her hand in front of her face, over her eyes. 

Oedipus and Jocasta are standing beside their bed, and they have 

removed their cape. They begin a love duet, a slow series of embracing, 

pull ing away, and coming together again. They dance as husband and 

wife, but at the end of the duet, they shift ro 1 es. Jocasta holds 

Oedipus as if he were a baby. The shifting of roles--from two lovers to 

mother and son--is rich with Jocasta's remorse. She thought she killed 

her son. liThe boy," she says in Oedipus the King, u poor boy--he never 

had a chance" (855). And now, holding him in a way similar to the 

gesture of Michelangelo's Pieta, she realizes that her son did not die. 

She was blind to it all; Jocasta moves her hand across her face, but she 

does not follow the motion with her eyes. 

The Daughters of the Ni ght enter, ho 1 di ng thei r hands o'ler thei r 

eyes. With the violins again screeching, the Daughters begin a violent 

series of contraction-release, throwing their hands to their chests and 

ripping the air as they pull their hands out. In Oedipus the King, a 

member of the chorus responds to the incest between Jocasta and Oedipus: 

This suffering sends terror through men's eyes, 
terrible beyond any suffering 
my eyes have touched. Oh man of pain, 
what madness reached you? Which god from far off, 
surpassing in range his longest spring, 
struck hard against your god-abandoned fate? 
Oh man of pain, 
I cannot look upon you--though there's so much 
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I would ask you, so much to hear, 
so much that holds my eyes--
so awesome the convulsions you send through me. (1297-1307) 
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In Night Journey, the Daughters of the Night express this emotion by 

holding their hands over their eyes, by violent motions of contraction 

and release. While the Daughters consume the stage floor with 

tormented, contraction-release based movements, Jocasta and Oedipus 

stand on thei r bed, and Ni ght Journey moves into its dar"kest, most 

sublime moments. 

Jocasta and Oedipus arrange themselves in the rope. They engage 

in a complete "Cat's Cradle": with their entire bodies they move into 

entanglements with the rope, and at periodic intervals they freeze 

presenting an erotic image of mother and son, husband and wife, man and 

woman. The rope glides over his thighs and across her abdomen, under 

his feet and over her shoulder, between his legs and under her arm, 

through his fingers and around her waist, over his head and under her 

feet, around hi s torso and between her 1 egs, and the rope constructs 

lines of a labyrinth. The images they present--the umbi 1 i cal cord 

binding mother and son, the love binding husband and wife, the 

responsibility binding King and Queen, and the incest strangling Jocasta 

and Oedipus--revolve with each twisting of the rope, and amid each 

twi sting, the Daughters of the Night push and pull forces of evil. In 

The Shapes of Change, dance critic Marcia Siegel writes that the 

Daughers of the Night 

dance demonically, tearing the movement out of their viscera, 
then suddenly holding themselves still in distorted shapes. 
Each time they stop, the audience:s attention shifts, 
cinematically, from their violent motion to the pair on the bed, 
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and we find them each time in a new entanglement suggesting 
sexual abandon and also recalling the maternal embracings of the 
earlier part of the duet. (205-06) 
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The rope becomes a metaphor in motion, standing for birth, love, 

responsibility, and death. The rope is used as a symbol of their life 

together, and the two of them enact the tangl ed web of thei r 1 i ves 

against the backdrop of the Daughters' agonized contractions. 

The agony, torment, and entanglement grows stronger. Jocasta and 

Oedipus descend; she leads him off their bed, curving around his 

shoulders, neck, and head. With each holding one end of the rope, they 

walk to opposite ends of the stage and pull the rope taut between them. 

They stretch the rope and then let go, and suddenly Oedipus has Jocasta 

in his arms. He is suspending her--upside-down--and she is strangling 

herself with the rope. The image is a stroke of mutual misery. 

The King in Sophocles' play screams: 

Ah! Ah! I am a man of misery. 
Where am I carried? Pity me! Where 
is my voice scattered abroad on wings? 
Divinity, where has your lunge transported me? (1308-11) 

His terror--indeed, their terror--is transformed into movement through 

even more enmeshing within the rope. In the final action of the duet, 

the Daughters are stretched out on the floor, and Jocasta and Oedipus 

are standing at the foot of the bed. Jocasta holds one end of the rope 

over her head, and the rope wraps around Oedipus' hip, around her 

buttocks, between his legs close against his loins, back around her 

buttocks, and Oedipus holds the other end of the rope. Were the rope 

not there, they would fall in opposite directions, but the rope holds 

them up and together. Marcia Siegel comments on this final pose: 

~-

-.'"""'-



This is an amazing image, encompassing the inextricable 
re1 ationship in which they are invo1 ved and the paradox into 
which they have allowed themselves to fall despite the warnings 
~f Tiresias and the Chorus. Now they are so knotted that the 
thing that is holding them together is the same thing that's 
about to pull them apart. Their umbilical cord is about to be 
cut for the second time, thi s time to cause thei r destruction 
instead of their survival. (206-07) 
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Tiresias enters using his staff as though it were a pogo stick, 

thrusting himself onto his staff and lifting himself into the air as he 

moves in front of the bed. He sees Oedipus and Jocasta enmeshed in the 

rope, and he real izes that his prophecy has been fulfilled. "Hear 

this," he says in Oedipus the King, "your eyes can't see the evil to 

which you've come, nor where you live, nor who is in your house" 

(413-14). Tiresias drops his staff into the hands of a Daughter, and he 

falls to his knees. He crawls, kicks, and drags himself across the 

floor. Here, as in Oedipus the King, Tiresias is tortured by his task. 

He must divide the incestuous marriage. He is forced to tell the King, 

"There wi 11 never be a man ground into wretchedness as you wi 11 be" 

(427-28). Tiresias takes his stick from the Daughter who is holding it, 

and he throws his musty cloak over his head. He approaches Jocasta and 

Oedipus, who are frozen in their final enmeshment of the rope. Tiresias 

climbs onto their bed, and he raises his staff into the air. He steps 

off the bed and brings his foot over their shoulders, and with his staff 

he touches the rope. Jocasta and Oedipus fa~~ to the floor as Tiresias' 

foot touches the ground. Tiresias uses his staff to pick up Oedipus' 

cape, and he throws the cape across the stage as though it were a dirty 

rag. 
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Ti resias exits. Oedipus, Jocasta, and the Daughters of the 

Ni ght are crouched on the floor. Jocasta ri ses fi rst, and after she 

wanders around her husband's motionless body, she climbs onto the bed. 

Oed i pus ri ses next, and as he stands, he removes the rope as though 

disrobing. The Daughters of the Night treat Oedipus as the elder men in 

Oedipus the King were told--by the murderer himsel f--to treat the man 

who murdered Laius. In the play, Oedipus tells the elder men: 

I charge all in this land where I have throne 
and power, shut out that man--no matter who-
both from your shelter and all spoken words, 
nor in your prayers or sacrifices make 
him partner, nor allot him lustral water. 
All men shall drive him from their homes. {236-41} 

In Night Journey, the King's demands are transformed into 

movement. Oedipus climbs onto his bed, and the Daughters gather at the 

foot of the platfonu. He falls into their anus and, without compassion, 

they lower him to the floor and walk over his body. 

Jocasta is still on the bed. Oedipus stands, and he climbs onto 

the bed with Jocasta. He pitches himself on top of her and brings his 

lips toward hers, but then he brings himself upright, supporting himself 

on his knees. He extends his anus toward his wife, and with a dazed 

look in his eyes, he approaches her again. The viewer is unsure of his 

intent; he may be ready to embrace her, he may be ready to kiss her, or 

he may be ready to strangle her. As he brings himself closer to her, he 

cups his hands close to her breasts~ In one clean, quick motion Oedipus 

tears off her brooch, stands, holds the brooch over his head, looks up, 

and jerks the brooch to his eyes. He has blinded himself, and he holds 

the brooch as a mask blocking his vision. 



In Oedipus the King, the messenger describes the scene: 

He snatched the pins of worked gold from her dress, 
with which her clothes were fastened; these he raised 
and struck into the ball-joints of his eyes. 
He shouted that they would no longer see 
the evils he had suffered or had done, 
see in the dark those he should not have seen, 
and know no more those he once sought to know. 
While chanting this, not once but many times 
he raised his hand and struck into his eyes. 
Blood from his wounded eyes poured down his chin, 
not freed in mOistening drops, but all at once 
a stonny rain of biacK blood burst like hail. (1268-79) 
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The physical action described in Sophocles' play is similar to the 

action in Night Journey, although in the ballet the action is played 

rather than described; however, the King does not actually strike 

himself. The brooch is brought within six inches of the eyes, but it 

never touches. Nevertheless, the passion is complete. The intensity of 

the motion is real. The effect is chilling. 

Oedipus covers his face with the mask and uses his other hand to 

grope the air around him, and he staggers off stage. As the King in 

Sophocles' play exits, he shouts: 

What could I see, indeed, 
or what enjoy--what greeting 
is there I could hear with pleasure, friends? 
Conduct me out of the land 

as quickly as you can! 
Conduct me out, my friends, 

the man utterly ruined, 
supremely cursed, 

the man who is by gods 
the most detested of all men! (1337-46) 

As the King in Night Journey exits, he captures the same desperation, 

shame, and pain. He gropes, he turns to and fro quickly, and he walks 

with his shoulders hunched and without the uplifting energy he used when 

he first appeared in the dance. The Oedipus who was pompous, proud and 
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quick to indicate his own importance has been repiaced by a man filled 

with shame and self-hatred. 

Jocasta is alone on the stage. She is standing center stage, 

and she unclasps her dress. It falls to the floor, and she is wearing a 

long, full slip. Holding the rope in her hands over her head, as she 

did during the opening of the ballet, she signals the end of the 

flashback. With one quick gesture she winds the rope around her neck, 

pulls both ends, and falls on her back. 

Tiresias, wrapped in his musty cloak, hunched and moving slowly, 

c1 umps across the stage. "You wi 11 stare into darkness, II he had warned 

Oedipus in the play, 

What place will not be harbor to your cry, 
or what Cithaeron not reverberate 
when you have heard the bride-song in your palace 
to which you sailed? Fair wind to evil harbor! 
Nor do you see how many other woes 
will level you to yourself and to your children. (419-25) 

Jocasta is left alone, dead, and the lights fade. 

Analysis 

Th e re 1 at i onsh i p between Ni ght Jou rney and Oed i pus the Ki ng is 

complex, and an analysis of the similarities and differences between the 

two enhances understanding of how Graham's ballet embodies psychological 

elements of Sophocles' play. The following analysis is based on five of 

the six Aristotelian elements of tragedy. The plot, character, 

rhetoric, diction, and spectacle of Night Journey are describ~d and, 

when appropriate, compared to Oedipus the King. 
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Plot 

The plot is the sequence of events which forward the action of 

the play. Oedipus the King is episodic, leading to discovery. In the 

opening scene, the priest asks Oedipus to rescue Thebes from the plague, 

and Oedipus says that he has already sent Creon to Apollo's oracle at 

De 1 ph i to fi nd out how th is plague can be stopped. Creon arri ves and 

brings Apollo's message: the men who murdered Laius, the King of Thebes 

before Oedipus' reign, must be killed or banished. When the murderers 

are removed from Thebes, the plague will be lifted. 

Oedipus summons a group of elder men, the chorus, and tells them 

of Apollo's message. Oedipus curses the murderers and vows to find them. 

Upon Creon's recommendation, the blind prophet Tiresias is called. When 

asked to identify the culprit, Tiresias is silent. Oedipus becomes 

angry, accusing Tiresias of being silent to protect his own guilt. 

Under pressure, Tiresias identifies Oedipus as the murderer. Oedipus-

outraged and furious--accuses Creon of staging the whole event so that 

he could become the King of Thebes. 

Creon and Oedipus threaten each other with death or exile. The 

Theban elders call for rational action, but Creon and Oedipus continue 

fighting. Jocasta, Creon's sister and Oedipus' wife, enters and send 

Creon home. She asks Oedipus what happened, and when he tells her about 

what Tiresias said, she begs her husband not to listen to oracles and 

prophets. Her first husband, King Laius, was killed by a band of 

outlaws. The oracles, she says, predicted that Laius would be killed by 

their own son. After listening to that prediction, Laius and Jocasta 

had 1 eft thei r son to die, bound at the ankles and 1 eft on a count ry 
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road. Oedipus begins to question Jocasta about Laius' death, and when 

she tells him that Laius was killed at a place where three roads meet, 

Oedipus wonders if he is in fact the murderer. Oedipus killed a man in 

such a place, and furthennore, an oracle told him that he too would kill 

his own father. The only discrepancy between the stories is that Laius 

was killed by several people, while Oedipus was alone when he killed the 

man at the three-road crossing. Oedipus sends for a shepherd, the sole 

survivor of Laius' entourage on the day he was killed. The shepherd 

will be asked to describe the murder of Laius. 

A messenger from Corinth arrives and tells Oedipus that his 

father has died of old age. Oedipus is overjoyed; he had stayed away 

from Corinth because the oracle had told him that he would kill his 

father. The messenger then tells Oedipus that he was not really the son 

of the King and Queen of Corintr.; he wac ~dopted. The messenger 

explains how he received the baby--Oedipus--from a shepherd and brought 

the baby back to Corinth. As proof the messenger tells Oedipus about 

how the infant's feet were bound and the ankles were pierced, and 

indeed, Oedipus has scars on his ankles. Oedipus wants to talk to the 

shepherd who got the baby to the messenger, and the Theban elders say 

that that is the same shepherd who survived Laius' murder. Jocasta, 

real izing Oedipus is her son, begs Oedipus to stop asking questions. 

When he continues asking, she goes to her chamber. 

Another messenger enters and describes Jocasta's suicide and 

Oedipus' self-inflicted blinding. Oedipus, dripping in blood, is led 

out of his chamber. The elders question him, and he explains why he 
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blinded himself. Creon arrives and, as heir to the throne, orders 

Oedipus into seclusion. 

While Oedipus the King is episodic leading to discovery, Night 

Journey is in the form of a flashback. The ballet opens with Jocasta in 

her chamber, holding the rope with which she hangs herself. In Oedipus 

the King, Sophocles writes quickly about this moment. Jocasta's death 

and Oedipus ' self-inflicted blindness occur offstage, and they are 

reported to the chorus and the audi ence by a messenger. In hi s 

description of the events, the messenger provides vivid details of the 

actions, with the one exception of Jocasta at the moment of her death. 

The messenger tells us of Jocasta's terror: 

She came in anger through the outer hall, 
and then she ran straight to her marriage bed, 
tearing her hair with the fingers of both hands. 
Then, slamming shut the doors when she was in, 
she called to Laius, dead so many years, 
remembering the ancient seed which caused 
his death, leaving the mother to the son 
to breed again an ill-born progeny. 
She mourned the bed where she, alas, bred double-
husband by husband, children by her child. 
From this point on I don't know how she died, 
for Oedipus then burst in with a cry, 
and did not let us watch her final evil. (1241-53) 

According to the messenger, Jocasta was filled with passion as she ran 

from the outer hall to her bedroom. She remembers her first husband, 

Laius, and their son, her secor.d husband, and she mourns her marriage to 

this son. Night Journey is an enactment of her passion, memory, and 

mourning. Sophocles does not articulate in any detail what the shape of 

her passion was~ what exactly she was remembering, or how her mourning 

showed itself. Night Journey fills this void. 

.- . ........ 
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Following the opening image of Jocasta holding the rope with 

which she will hang herself, the ballet becomes a flashback. She 

remembers the blind prophet Tiresias, and she remembers her love for 

Oedipus. Oedipus enters, seduces her, and she seduces him. They engage 

in a passionate, sexual love, and though the Daughters of the Night try 

to stop their love, the intensity of Jocasta and Oedipus' relationship 

grows stronger. Tiresias separates the lovers, and--aware of his 

i ncest--Oedi pus blinds himself. Jocasta recreates the image she 

presented at the opening of the ballet, indicating the end of the dance, 

and she hangs herself. 

Throughout the flashback, Jocasta expresses a double insight. 

She is reliving her love for Oedipus and simultaneously aware that he is 

her son. In Deep Song: The Dance Story of Martha Graham, Ernestine 

Stode 11 e wri tes , II F rom the very fi rst, the act ion is pi tched at an 

almost unbearable level of tension. Jocasta's double insight--seeing 

and rel iving past experiences simultaneously--penetrates every scene" 

(149). Jocasta's memories are enacted clearly, but they are imbued with 

her knowledge of the outcome. She stands in preparation for death, and 

as she stands, scenes from her life flash before her eyes. 

Character 

Character refers to the moral dispositions of the dramatic 

persons portrayed. While the dramatic persons portrayed in Night 

Journey are limited to Jocasta, Oedipus, Tiresias, and the Daughters of 

the Night, the dramatic persons portrayed in Oedipus the King also 

include Creon, a shepher'd from Laius' household, a messenger in Oedipus' 
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household, a messenger from Corinth, and a chorus of Theban elders. The 

protagonist in Oedipus the King is Oedipus, and the protagonist in Night 

Journey is Jocasta. In this section, the moral dispositions of the 

overlapping characters--Tiresias, the chorus, Oedipus and Jocasta--are 

compared. 

Tiresias plays an important role in both the play and the 

ballet. In Oedipus the King, his character is revealed slowly. To stop 

the plague, Oedipus must find out who killed Laius, and Tiresias is 

called to use his prophetic powers. As an instrument of Apollo, 

Tiresias can provide the answer. As he enters, a member of the chorus 

announces: 

Look there! There is the man 
who will convict him! 

It;s the god:s prophet they are 
1 eading here, 

one gifted with the truth as 
no one else. (297-99) 

When Oedipus explains to Tiresias why he was called, Tiresias, realizing 

Let me go home! If you listen 
to me, 

You will endure your troubles 
better--and I mine. (320-21) 

Tiresias vows to say nothing, and it is only after Oedipus calls him a 

traitor and a disgrace, and finally accuses him of murdering Laius, that 

Tiresias speaks the truth, revealing Oedipus as the murderer. Tiresias 

is not a vicious person; rather, he is a prophet burdened with 

information. He did not want to reveal what he knew, but finally spoke 

to protect himse 1 f. In Ni ght Journey, Ti res i as I character assumes a 

different perspective. As the dance opens, Ti res i as has a 1 ready told 
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what he knows, and he acts with conviction to complete his task. No 

begging or pleading by the chorus or Jocasta stops him from being 

present, because his presence represents truth. Tiresias cannot change 

the reality of Jocasta's incest, and--having been the one to reveal the 

incest--his presence is a reminder of the circumstances which led 

Jocasta to her suicide. He intends no har.:t, but he cannot change the 

past, and he bears no responsibility for the deeds of others. 

The chorus in Ni ght Journey is quite different from the chorus 

in Oedipus the King. In Sophocles' play, the chorus is a group of elder 

men. In Graham's ballet, it is composed of young women, the Daughters 

of the Ni ght. Whi 1 e the chorus in the play stood by and observed the 

action, asking pertinent questions and commenting on the tragedy as it 

unfolded, the Daughters of the Night take an active role in the drama's 

tension. Ernestine Stodelle writes: 

The chorus, no longer composed of Theban elders whose rambling 
discourses reveal lack of intimate knowledge concerning the 
act i on ( "why stung wi th pass i onate gri ef hath the queen thus 
departed?" they ask), is now compri sed of six young women who 
dance in a frenzy of knowing the inevitable path of the tragic 
events they witness. They are the Daughters. of the Night, 
participants in the never-ending dark of the unconscious. (148) 

In Night Journey, the Daughters approach Tiresias and ask him to take 

mercy on Jocasta, they try to stop the incestuous relationship, they 

foreshadow Oedipus' blindness, and they express anguish at their 

inability to alter fate. 

In Sophocles' play, Oedipus is the protagonist, and his 

character is deve loped thoroughly. He is compass i onate and concerned 

about the well-being of others. Thomas Gould describes the progression 

of Oedipus' character from the aUdience's perspective: 



We learn to admire his quick wit, his vigor, his generosity, and 
even his fairness, although he is in fact unfair both to 
Tiresias and to Creon. He is a good king. He is effective 
above all because he does not believe that when trouble comes, 
nothing can be done about it. If his people are suffering, he 
too suffers until he can find a way to save them. And he knows 
that this can be done only by consulting the gods and then using 
his best wits to follow their hints or coomands. Sophocles 
surely does not want us to believe that Oedipus is wicked. On 
the other hand, the literal accuracy of the oracles is certainly 
vindicated by the action of the play. Furthermore, Oedipus, it 
turns out, failed to interpret the oracles in the baldest, most 
literal way because his theory about divinity and its role in 
human affairs was that of an active and practical man who 
bel ieved that the gods were the all ies of the good. He had 
believed in justice. He had supposed that the efforts of good 
men, if they were also capable men, were generally rewarded by 
the gods with success, and that it was only the unjust who must 
fear the most extreme punishments. (7) 
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Oedipus' attributes--wit, vigor, generosity, fairness, compassion, 

intell igence, and bel ief in justice--are central t(' his moral 

disposition in the play. In the dance, Oedipus is young, handsome, 

virile, and alluring. His clearest characteristic is his sexual 

potency. In no way is Oedipus a wicked man during Night Journey, but 

his character is not developed and revealed as carefully as it is in 

Oedipus the King. This development and revelation of character is given 

to Jocasta. 

Jocasta is the protagonist of Night Journey, and she, not 

Oedipus, is shown swept into the inevitable sequence of the plot. The 

moral disposition of Jocasta in the play is not different from Jocasta 

in the ballet, but in the dance, the character is developed more 

completely. She is portrayed as a woman who, due to circumstances she 

did not know, is living in incest and paying for that sin. We see her 

at the moment of her death, and as she begi ns her journey--the 

flashback--we learn to admire her clarity of thought, her vigor, and her 
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love for Oedipus. She is a good wife. When, in the play, Oedipus 

begins to discover the truth, she begs him to stop asking questions. 

She is motivated by her desire to save Oedipus from the discovery which 

will bring his fall. Though she tried to avoid the truth, she is not 

dishonest. Intuitively, she may have known something about her marriage 

was not right, and her prescience--full of dread and fear--kept her from 

asking questions. But when she discovers who Oedipus is, she is 

shocked. Jocasta did not intend to marry her own son, but when she 

realizes her deed, she acknowledges openly her sin and issues her own 

punishment, death. Graham's Jocasta, Ernestine Stodelle writes, "was a 

woman whose sense of personal guilt, far from being neurotic, took on a 

heroic hue. Quick to perceive truth as it was being disclosed, she had 

the nobility of mind to face her guilt and the courage tc inflict upon 

herself her own punishment" (l47). Jocasta, like Oedipus, failed to 

believe the oracles. They believed in the efforts of good and just 

people, and they believed they themselves were good and just. Though 

she made every effort to be fair, honest, and loyal, Jocasta could not 

control fate. She was not rewarded by the gads, and she suffered. 

Rhetoric 

Though the dramatic persons, protagonists, and forms of Oedip'Js 

the King and Night Journey are different, the rhetoric--ti1e persuasive 

function--is similar. In both the play and the ballet, the audience is 

shown how ci rcumstances beyond human control make null and void all 

efforts to create fulfilling lives. 



69 

Oedipus the King is ironical. The audience knows (or could be 

expected to know) that Oedipus is the man who killed his father and 

married his mother. Sophocles assumed awareness from his audience. The 

Oedipus myth was well known, and the audience t~en, 1 ike the audience 

now, was privy to the truth of the situation. As Thomas Gould notes, 

Throughout the play, no matter what is happening, whatever 
may be the actual intent ions, des ires, and assumptions of the 
various characters, whatever they say, in anger, triumph, 
depression, or alarm, one great thought is kept always before 
the aud i ence: none of the people i nvo 1 ved ( except the b 1 i nd 
prophet and the old shepherd, of course) has the faintest idea 
of the one hideous truth, the truth that drains all significance 
from what they are doing or saying. (6) 

The audience knows what Oedipus will discover, but they do not know how. 

As a player on the stage, however, Oedipus does not know what he will 

discover or how he will discover it. He is, in effect, IIblind ll from the 

start. 

During the play, Oedipus discovers that the man he killed 

fifteen or twenty years before the time of the play was Laius, his 

predecessor as King of Thebes. He discovers further that Laius was his 

father and Laius' widOW, Jocasta, was his own mother. Upon discovering 

he married his own mother, he blinds himself. Prior to the time of the 

play, Oedipus prided himself on his intelligence. He became the King of 

Thebes when he solved the Sphinx's riddle and in so doing brought peace 

to a city being ravaged by turmoil. But when Thebes is again ravaged-

this time by the plague--events which lead to the truth are set into 

motion. Oedipus calls for help from the gods, but still believes that 

intelligent, rational thought is more useful than interpreting prophetic 

messages. The struggle between rational thought and prrphetic messages, 
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writes Thomas Gould, is central to the rhetorical argument of Oedipus 

the King: 

Although the crlS1S in Thebes with which Oedipus is trying to 
cope calls for consultation with the god at Delphi and for 
attempts to interpret oracul ar responses, old and new, he and 
the various people with whom he deals in the course of the play 
assume that forethought and human intelligence are called for, 
that each of them is master of his own destiny to some 
significant degree, and that the more perceptive and the better 
motivated a man is, the better his chances to achieve success 
and happiness. But when Oedipus uncovers the grisly facts about 
himself, he sees that this had never been the case, at least in 
his own life. Divinity had been the real mover all along. The 
audience, unlike the players, is allowed to see the full extent 
of the demonic presence right from the beginning. The effect is 
to make the audience fear that perhaps the efforts of tiuman 
beings to create lives for themselves may be devoid of meaning. 
(2) 

Oedipus tries in vain to circumvent the oracles and steer the course of 

his life. 

The rhetorical argument of Night Journey is based more on 

empathy than irony. From the very start, both the players and the 

audience know Jocasta is married to her son. In addition, the players 

and the audience know how she is responding to her situation; she is 

hanging herself. The irony of Oedipus the King is gone; the audience 

and players share knowledge of the outcome. In Night Journey, the 

aud i ence is 1 eft feel i ng as Jocasta feels in re 1 i v i ng her agony. The 

effect is empathic; the audience Afeels into" her journey. 

Though Oedipus the King is ironical and Night Journey elicits an 

empathic response, the essence of the rhetorical argument is the same. 

Time and time again, Jocasta has tried to circumvent fate. Ernestine 

Stodelle writes: 

She, even more than Oedipus, bears the burden of sin. When she 
and King Laius had tried to circumvent the oracle at Delphi 
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which warned them that their son, Oedipus, would slay his 
father, they conunitted the greatest crime: disbelief in the 
power of Apollo, god of truth. Their punishment was ruthless: 
all the predictions of the oracle came to pass. Thus was their 
inordinate pride penalized. (146) 
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Jocasta, more than Oedipus, bears the burden for trying to alter fate, 

to override the oracles. Both the attempt to kill the child she had by 

Laius, and her marriage to that child, hang over her head. Throughout 

Oedipus the King, Jocasta discredits prophets and oracles. "True 

foresight," she says, "isn't possible" (978). Regarding the prediction 

that Oedipus will marry his own mother, Jocasta remarks, 

This marriage with your mother-
don't fear it. 

How many times have men in dreams, 
too, slept 

with their own mothers! Those who 
believe such things 

mean nothing endure their lives 
most easily. (980-83) 

Jocasta discredits dreams and oracles as messages from the gods. She 

finds them nonsensical, but in ~he end, she realizes that her efforts to 

create a life for herself are futile. 

Diction 

As di scussed in the previ ous chapter, the di ct i on of movement 

requires special handling because diction in the medium of dance is 

related only indirectly to language. However, as composed movement is 

based on rhythm, movement qualities, and movement motifs, Night Journey 

has grammar-like and syntactical elements of construction. These 

elements, then, are the fundamentals of a language system comprised of 

movement rather than speech. 
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The overall composition of Night Journey has an organic rhythm. 

When the ballet opens, Jocasta stands with the rope over her head, and 

us i ng a vi bratory movement qual ity, she shows fear for her own death. 

When Ti res i as enters swi ngi ng hi s staff, Jocasta' s movements change 

quickly. As she moves to her right while looking to her left, and 

begins to move one way but quickly moves another, she reveals her panic; 

furthermore, she contrasts herself to Tiresias whose heavy, lumbering 

movements suggest his burden of having to reveal truth. 

When the Daughters of the Ni ght enter, they estab 1 ish a bond 

with Jocasta by using movement motifs similar to the Queen's, but the 

Daughters enlarge the movements and use abrupt, rather than vibratory, 

qualities. As a result, it becomes clear that the Queen, not the 

Daughters, will pay the price for the incestuous marriage. Thus the 

Daughters fear for the Queen, not themselves. 

When the Daughters usher Oedipus onto the stage, they wave their 

laurel branches in adoration, showing respect for the King. Struck by a 

desire to save Oedipus, a Daughter uses an abrupt motion to try to stop 

him from climbing onto the bed where Jocasta lies, but he ascends using 

grand, upright, masculine movement motifs. 

When he reaches Jocasta, the ballet becomes more romantic. 

Oedipus begins his phallic motifs, and Jocasta begins the sequence of 

gestures using laurel branches, holding them in a "VII over her head, in 

an IIXII across her chest, 1 ike a bow and arrow, and to her side. The 

romance becomes Jocasta's nightmare when her sustained movements tighten 

and turn into vibratory reactions to the scene. Through her alterations 

between movement qual ities, Jocasta communicates her doubl e-insight. 
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She uses sustained and pendu 1 ar qual it i es when she is re 1 i vi ng the 

happiness of her marriages but when she realizes her husband is her sons 

the sustained motions become vibratorys and the pendular become abrupt. 

While Jocasta and Oedipus entangle themselves in the ropes the 

Daughters of the Night use high-energys abrupt contraction-release 

motions to express torment over the incest. The more the King and Queen 

tie themselves together, the more the Daughters increase their use of 

energy. 

This increased energy adds tension to the scenes and when 

Tiresias enters using his staff as a pogo sticks the psychological 

tension. is palpable. He drops his staff and expresses grief over his 

torturous task by crawling across the floors and finallys he takes 

possession of his staff to separate the lovers. 

The tension becomes submission when the inevitable sequence of 

action becomes apparent: Oedipus falls into the arms of the Daughters, 

drapes himself over his mother, and in a sudden shift from low-energy 

pendular movements to a high-energy abrupt gesture, he u1inds h1~self. 

Jocasta uses a low-energy sustained mo-:;ion as she prepares for her 

death, but she, too, uses a quick, high-energy, abrupt gesture when she 

hangs herself. 

The ballet closes with Jocasta sustained on the floor and 

Tiresias clumping across the stage. 

Thus the diction of the movements used in Night Journey is wide

ran3ing but not random. Through the spacio-temporal design of the 

dramatic persons' movements, and through the repetition of motifs with 

varying qualities and enenergy use, the dramatic persons establish 
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relationships with each other, express facets of character, and in the 

ballet as a whole, the rhythm indicates passage of time, change in 

scene, and general mood. 

Spectacle 

Elements of Night Journey's spectacle include the costumes, 

Jocasta's brooch, a sculpture as a bed, pedestals, a stool, Tiresias' 

staff, and a long rope. 

The costumes for Night Journey were designed by Graham. Jocasta 

wears a simple, elegant, floor-length gown, and on the front of the gown 

is a brooch. Under the gown is a full-length slip. Tiresias wears a 

dark, vo 1 umi nous cloak. The Daughters of the Ni ght wear long, black 

gowns, stripe~ down the front and around the hem. Each wears a sculpted 

headpiece. Oedipus wears gold-braided trunks, two straps across his 

chest, and a gold and brown cape. 

The bed is a sculpture rich in symbols of sexuality. Designed 

by Noguchi, the bed is shaped 1 ike a man and a woman 1 ayi ng side by 

side. The two forms are supported by four gold legs. Regarding the bed 

Noguchi says, II Incest. I created a bed, raised on legs of gold, as the 

central sculpture, a double image of male and female" (126). The male 

figure is a long, narrow rectangle with a slight curve at the head. The 

female f~gure is shaped like an oval plate. There are two protrusions 

at the breasts and two at the eyes, and in the center of the fema 1 e 

figure is an oval hole. The two figures are connected at the arms and 

pelvis, and together they form a platform. 

-', 
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Leading to the bed is a series of pedestals, IIlike fragments of 

archaeology,1I writes Noguchi, lithe spirits of his ancestors, over whom 

Oedipus must mount ll (126). The pedestals are deformed geometric cubes. 

In front of the bed is Jocastals stool, shaped like a large hourglass. 

Tiresias carries a long staff which Noguchi calls -truth ll (126). 

The staff is made of a tree branch, raw and unpolished, with a tassel of 

unrefined wool at its top. 

Another element of the decor is a twenty-foot rope. Though the 

rope is a simple. object, when used in various ways throughout Night 

Journey, it becomes a metaphor of their marriage in motion. 

Findings 

Based on the above analysis, five principles for the use of 

stylized movement can be extracted. These five principles are: (1) 

Rhetoric Shapes the Form, (2) Movement Vocabularies Are Created, (3) 

Synecdochical Movement Is Expanded Over Time, (4) Stage Properties 

Assume Multiple Functions Through Movement, and (5) Costumes Expose 

Movement and Indicate Character. In this section, each principle is 

discussed as it relates to Night Journey. 

Rhetoric Shapes the Form 

Night Journey conmuni cates one speci fi c event, Jocasta IS 

suicide, and the entire ballet works toward the conmunication of that 

event. The ballet is not about Oedipus, it is not about incest-at

large, and it is not about suicide-at-large. The ballet is about 

Jocasta IS death and her thoughts at the moment of her hanging. Upon 

viewing the ballet, the audience is moved to understand Jocastals 
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feelings. This understanding is achieved through rhetoric; the audience 

is persuaded to feel--intellectually and emotionally--Jocasta's dilemma. 

This rhetorical expression is realized through the use of a 

flashback. The ballet opens with an image of Jocasta hanging herself, 

and then time is suspended while her thoughts are dramatized through 

movement. At the close of the ballet, the f1 ashback ends as Jocasta 

hangs herself. The flashback ensures that the audience sees the events 

through Jocasta's eyes. The story is told, then, from her perspective. 

The form (flashback) is intertwined with the rhetoric (an understanding 

of Jocasta' s thoughts as she hangs herse1 f) • Indeed, based on the 

dance's rhetoric, no other form could be used. An episodic form would 

have prec1 uded Jocasta' s awareness of her fate until di scovery of her 

circumstances; a "dream" form would have separated the dance from 

Jocasta's tragic awareness, and so on. That rhetoric shapes the fonn is 

basic but fundamental to Night Journey. 

Movement Vocabularies Are Created 

As each dramatic person appears on stage, each assumes a 

movement vocabulary, a unique way of moving, which expresses elements of 

character. Marcia Siegel writes: 

Each character in Night Journey--the Chorus acts as one 
character, with sl ight variatlons by the leader--is given a 
whole movement vocabulary that distinguishes him or her from the 
others. Oedipus with his rigid torso, strutting, stamping legs, 
and crude, peremptory energies. Tiresias, who sees most and 
1 east, takes up huge amounts of space when mov i ng or stand i ng 
still, :Yet never becomes personally engaged in the tragedy. The 
Chorus, reflecting, foretelling, reacting to the events, always 
in extreme body shapes and percussive energies. (209) 

.... .-; ~---. 
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Jocasta, Siegel writes, lacks a movement vocabulary; her movements are 

unclear, "indecisive, passive, doomed from the start" (209). Graham 

dances the role of Jocasta, however, and her way of moving is 

distinctive. Siegel fails to note the simultaneity of Jocasta's 

reenactment and realization of the outcome, and this may account for 

Siegel's lack of appreciation for Jocasta's movement. Jocasta's 

movements are indeed indecisive, doomed from the start, and filled with 

agony because from the beginning, Jocasta is aware of her situation. 

She remembers, she knows that he is her son, and this nightmare is 

reflected through unclear, indecisive movement. Jocasta also moves with 

a slight vibration, indicating her nervousness and agony. 

Oedipus remains on a vertical plane; he stands tall and he is 

firm. His movement lines are direct. He stomps, flexes his muscles, 

and demands space. Oedipus' style of movement is indicative of his 

character, that of a young, handsome, egocentric yet appealing king. At 

the point in the ballet where Oedipus falls into the arms of the 

Daughters, his movement becomes less rigid. His energy has been 

drained, and as he moves along the plane horizontal to the stage floor, 

he appears beaten. When he blinds himself, his movement is quick and 

terrified~ and then he exits. 

Tiresias, like the King, uses much space as he moves, but 

Tiresias tends t~ be hunched over. His indirect movements are a 

reflection of his blindness, and with his spine hunched over, Tiresias 

appears burdened with his task of revealing the truth of the incestuous 

marriage. The Daughters of the Night use full gestures; they preview 

Jocasta's movement, creating an image of foreshadowing; they hold their 
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hands over their eyes, suggesting blindness; they use many contraction

re 1 e~se based movements, add i ng tens i veness to the drama; and they 

comment on the drama's action by watching with looks of dismay on their 

faces. 

The use of movement vocabularies is highly communicative. 

Through their use, audiences are not only able to distinguish and iden

tify dramatic persons portrayed, they are also able to identify elements 

of character. The movement of the body itself can become codified 

within the context of anyone dance, as was done in Night Journey. 

Synecdochical Movement Is Expanded Over Time 

"Synecdoche" refers to the use of a more i ncl usive term for a 

less inclusive idea, or vice-versa~ "The law" is synecdochical when it 

is used to refer to a policeman; "take the wheel" is synecdochical when 

it is used to refer to the entire automobile. Synecdochical movement, 

then, describes a technique whereby a more inclusive image is used for a 

more precise idea, or when a part of an action--that is, a gesture--is 

used to communicate a much broader idea. 

Graham frequently uses a part of an action to express a more 

inc:i'-lsive idea. In Night Journey, the Daughters of the Night hold their 

hands over thei r eyes to express b 1 i ndness. The placement of thei r 

hands a 1 so expresses thei r des ire not to see the incest, the b 1 i nd 

prophet's prediction, and the "terror through men's eyes. n Another 

example of synecdochical movement occurs when Oedipus bl inds himself. 

He holds the br'ooch over hi s face and thrusts the brooch toward hi s 

eyes, yet he does not complete the movement. He does not actually 
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strike his eyes. He uses a gesture--a part of the act--to express the 

more inclusive idea of self-inflicted blindness. 

Though the synecdochical movement is an abbreviation of a more 

complete idea, the duration of the movement is not abbreviated, but 

instead, the movement is expanded over time. This expansion occurs 

through three techniques: repetition, exaggeration, or suspension. A 

repetition occurs when a gesture is "repeated" two or more times in 

succession. An exaggeration occurs when a gesture is magnified, and a 

suspension occurs when a gesture is held and maintained at the moment of 

its highest tension. 

While examples of repetition and exaggeration emerged upon 

analysis of the other three dances, in Night Journey, the synecdochical 

movement is expanded over time through the use of suspension. When the 

Daughters of the Ni ght move thei r hands over thei r eyes to refer to 

blindness, they hold the movement when their hands are directly in front 

of their eyes. The gesture, therefore, takes longer, expanding its 

time-e1ement. Likewise, when Oedipus lowers the brooch over his eyes, 

he holds the gesture at the point of highest tension, where the brooch 

is covering his eyes. He holds the brooch in that place for the 

remainder of the ballet. His gesture is an abbreviation of self

i nfl i cted b 1 i ndness, and furthennore, thi s suspens i on of the gesture 

turns the brooch into a mask. 

Synecdochical movement calls for creativity from the 

choreographer and imagination frOfiI the audience. When a part is used to 

indicate the whole, the audience is required to contribute to the whole. 

The effectiveness of the synecdochical movement depends 1 argely on 
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exactly which part of the whole was selected for presentation, and on 

how that part is presented. In Night Journey and in the ballets 

discussed in the following chapter, the synecdochical movement is highly 

informative because it exempl ifies creative techniques that stimulate 

the imagination. 

Stage Properties Assume Multiple Functions Through Movement 

In th is study, U stage properties" refers to all set pi eces, 

sculptures, movable items, and other articles (except costumes) which 

constitute the set's decor. While not all of the stage properties 

assume multiple functions through movement, some do, and their 

metaphoric capacities emerge as a facet of the ballet's stylized 

movement. When a stage property is used in the ballet to signify one 

function at one point and later used to signify something else, the 

stage property has assumed a multiple function through a contextual 

shift communicated solely by the movement of the danc2rs. 

This multipie-function phenomenon is exemplified most clearly 

through the rope used in Night Journey. It is a plain, ordinary 20-foot 

rope. As the ballet opens, it is an instrument for suicide. As the 

ballet progresses, it becomes a web, an umbilical cord, a snake, an 

instrument for support, and fi na lly, at the dance's fi na 1 e, the rope 

reassumes its original function. 

In Night Journey~ the stage properties are few, and those 

present are essential. They become integral to the dance through their 

contextual assumptions of meaning. That is, they mean as they are used, 

and when not in use, they do not mean anything. Nothing is present for 
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mere adornment, and because the properties assume multiple meanings 

through the way in which they are used, they become a part of the 

movement. 

Costumes Expose Movement and Indicate Character 

All of the costumes in Night Journey Upoint toU the dramatic 

person being portrayed. While in a production of Oedipus the King the 

audience is told through language what persons are being portrayed on 

the stage, the audience of Night Journey relies on nonverbal cues. The 

costumes become nonverbal cues which inform the audience: the woman in 

the sequined dress is the queen; the man wearing the heavy, old cloak is 

the bl ind prophet; the women wearing the dresses with the stripes are 

the chorus, and the man weari ng the braided trunks, chest straps, and 

cape is the king. The costumes cue the audience toward recognizing the 

dancers' roles. 

The costumes further indicate elements of the dramatic persons' 

characters. The gold braids on Oedipus: briefs suggest his wealth, but 

they also look like snakes, suggesting a serpent quality to his 

sexuality. The two straps across his chest create the image of a 

warrior who exposes himself yet remains unharmed. His cape suggests his 

status of royalty, and on the whole, his lack of clothing exposes his 

masculinity. Tiresias wears a large, heavy cloak that is draped over 

his left arm and shoulder, while his right arm and shoulder are bare. 

His cloak appears heavy, and--as he is burdened by his task--he appears 

burdened by the cloak. His costume manifests the weight of his role. 

The Daughters of the Night wear gowns that are floor-length, black, and 
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striped with gold lines down the front and across the bottom. The black 

color is symbolic of the "night" they portray, but the stripes soften 

the harshness of an entirely black gown. Jocasta's sequined dress is 

primarily black, an indication of her sorrow and tragedy; however, the 

sequins add elegance. Her royal banner, also sequined, is dignified and 

therefore acts as a manifestation of her dignity. Through their color, 

adornments, and style, the costumes in the dance help express character. 

While the costumes worn in the ballet are either loose or sparse 

enough to permit free movement, they also accentuate certain elements of 

movement by covering parts of the dancers' bodies. Oedipus wears very 

little; his costume accentuates the fact of his body itself. His bare 

legs cOlIllland remarkable attention, not only because his are the only 

legs exposed in the dance, but also because he stomps and struts across 

the stage, and these movements are accentuated through the absence of 

clothing on his legs. Tiresias, on the contrary, wears a voluminous 

cloak that distorts his movement by hiding the actual lines his body 

creates and showing instead the lines of his cloak as it swings with his 

every move. When Tiresias moves, he uses space because the costume is 

loose enough to swing away from his body and into the surrounding space. 

Accentuated, then:) is the blind prophet's very presence. Hi s costume 

helps him dominate the space around him. 

The women's costumes s unlike the men's costumes, are similar to 

each other. Jocasta's gown is comparable to the Daughters' gowns. 

They are tight around the torso and pelvis, and they drop to the floor 

coveri ng thei r 1 egs. The gowns accentuate movements in the pel vi s, 

neck, shoulders and arms. The contraction-release based movements, 
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which stem from the pE'lvis and spine, are exposed, while the legs--at 

times appearing liKe sails--become a base upon which the contractions 

and releases are formed. The Daughters' gowns have slits down the 

front; therefore, at times, their legs are exposed, while Jocasta's gown 

has no slit. Her legs are confined within the space under her dress. 

Costumes play an important role in Night Journey. They 

accentuate elements of movement, indicate characteristics of the 

dramatic persons being portrayed, and they cue the audience regarding 

who is who as they appear onstage. In and of themselves, the costumes 

would carry little meaning, but they operate with other elements of the 

dance, and they enhance understanding. 

Summary 

The five principles for the use of styl ized movement emerged 

after a two-fold process. Fi rst, the ball et was observed and then 

described as it relates to the literary source. While the ballet and 

the play are separate entities, a relationship exists, and throughout 

the description, relationships were noted. Second, the ball et was 

analyzed using the elements of tragedy as a framework. Plot, 

character, rhetoric, diction and spectacle were examined and, where 

applicable, relationships to the literary source were recorded. By 

using the elements of tragedy as a framework, all elements of the 

ballet's text were taken in consideration. 

The prinCiples for the use of stylized movement did not, 

however, emerge after viewings of Night Journey alone. All four ballets 

were viewed repeatedly, described in relation to their literary sources, 
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and analyzed using the el ements of tragedy as a framework. The 

principles emerged when they appeared in all four dances; they were a 

"common base" to the ballets selected for study. The principles, then, 

are present in the other ballets, and this presence is discussed in the 

following chapter. 

-' , . " 



CHAPTER THREE 

AN EXPLICATION OF THE PRINCIPLES 

Having examined the process through which the principles for the 

use of stylized movement were realized, this chapter shows how those 

principles operate in Cortege of Eagles, Clytemnestra, and Cave of the 

Heart. Thus the purpose of this chapter is to present a more thorough 

description (if the principles as they function in the ballets, and to 

provide a more complete understanding of the principles themselves. 

Backgrounds 

What follows is background information on each of the ballets, 

including when the dances premiered, the persons involved in their 

creation, program notes, and recognition of each production's literary 

sources. This information is necessary for a more complete 

understanding of Cortege of Eagles, Clytemnestra, and Cave of the Heart. 

Cortege of Eagles 

Cortege of Eagl es premi ered on February 1, 1967, at the Mark 

Hell i nger Theatre in New York, New York. It was choreographed and the 

costumes designed by Martha Graham, the music composed by Eugene Lester, 

the decor designed by Isamu Noguchi, and the lighting designed by Jean 

Rosenthal. The creation and production of Cortege of Eagl es was made 

pcssible by a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts. 
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The scene of the dance is identified as Troy at the time of its 

fall, and principal dancers were Martha Graham, Moss Cohen, Robert 

Cohan, Helen McGehee, Clive Thompson, Bertram Ross, Mary Hinkson, and 

Matt Turney. 

Cortege of Eagles is based on Hecuba and The Trojan Women, two 

plays by Euripides. The date of Hecuba is uncertain, but the play was 

probably written around 425-424 B.C. (Arrowsmith 492). The Trojan Women 

was written in 415 B.C. (Lattimore 608}.1 

The Trojan Women takes place shortly after the fall of Troy. 

The characters in the play are Poseidon, Athena, Hecuba, Ta1thybius, 

Cassandra, Andromache, Astyanax, Me1enaus, Helen, and a chorus of the 

Trojan Women. As the play opens, all of the Trojan men are dead or fled 

from Troy; the women and children are being held captive, and the city 

is still smoldering from the fires of the final battle. Throughout the 

play, the characters discuss their fates; most notably, Hecuba talks 

about her fate as a slave to Odysseus, Andromache talks about her 

reaction to Hector's death, and Helen talks about her pending death. 

The Troj an Women is, by and 1 arge , tal k wi thout act ion. There is no 

plot but much thought. 

The action of Hecuba takes place on the shore of the Thracian 

Chersonese. The characters in the play are Hecuba, t~e ghost of 

Po1ydorus, Po1yxena, Odysseus, Ta1thybius, Agamemnon, Po1ymestor, 

1. All passages from Hecuoa- are based on the trans 1 at i on by 
William Arrowsmith, and passages from The Trojan Women are based on the 
translation by Richmond Lattimore. Quotations are indicated by line 
number, rather than page number. 
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Po lymestor' s sons, a mai dservant of Hecuba, and a chorus of captive 

Trojan Women. Two episodes constitute the form of the play: Polyxena 

is slaughtered by the Greeks, and Polydorus' body is found on the shore. 

Hecuba's suffering builds, and--in the end--Hecuba avenges the death of 

Polydorus by blinding the murderer, Polymestor. 

In the Stagebill for the ballet's premier, the program notes 

explain the story of Hecuba from a perspective which facilitates 

Graham's interpretation of the ancient myth. 

When Troy fell, Hecuba, its Queen, wife of Priam, could see 
wherever she turned the consequences of violence. Her son, 
Hector, the Trojan hero, had been killed by Achilles; Polyxena, 
her daughter, had been sacrificed on the tomb of Achilles; young 
Astyanax, the son of Hector and Andromache, had been sacrificed 
to the God of War; Troy lay in ruins and its women were taken 
into captivity. Only Helen, who seemed the cause of all of it, 
was untouched. Then Hecuba confronted the final inevitable 
consequence of those times when violence prevails: she. was 
driven to it herself. 

She and Priam had given their youngest son, Polydorus, into 
the safe-keeping of their friend, Polymestor, King of Thrace. 
Secret ly, he murdered the boy, but Hecuba 1 earned of it, and 
when, still feigning friendship, he came to visit her in the 
ruins, she blinded him with her finger-nails. 

Cortege of Eagles is in many ways different from both of the 

plays upon which it was based. The first half of the ballet is 

dominated by character development. While Hecuba expresses her grief 

and suffering, other principal players introduce themselves: Helen of 

Troy as an aloof and unharmed woman, Priam as the guardian of Troy, 

Hector and Achilles as warriors, Polydorus and Astyanax as innocent 

children, Andromache as Hector's loyal wife, Polyxena as Hecuba's 

fri ghtened daughter, Pari s as her lost son, and the chorus of Troj an 

Women as a support system for their Queen. Throughout the first half, a 
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chorus of warriors punctuate scenes as they periodically leap across the 

stage~ expressing the coldness~ impersonality~ and relentlessness of the 

war. 

Paris introduces the second half of the ballet when he appears 

alone on the stage and turns his mask~ suggesting a shift in time to 

some ten years earlier. The ballet becomes episodic as events which 

lead toward Hecuba's final action are portrayed. Priam presents his 

wife with gold gifts~ Hector and Andromache enact the conception of 

their son~ and everyone appears peaceful. However~ when Achilles 

enters~ the friction begins. With Helen in the background~ Achilles 

rapes Polyxena~ Hecuba sends Polydorus away to 1 ive with Polymestor ~ 

Hector and Achilles battle~ Hector dies~ Priam acknowledges his loss of 

Troy, and Andromache mourns her husban~'s death. 

Another shift in time occurs~ during which Achilles is killed 

offstage. The ballet continues as Polyxena is sacrificed on his grave. 

Hecuba then has a dream about her youngest son~ Polydorus~ and in the 

foll owing scene Polydorus is murdered. Charon, Ferryman of the Dead~ 

appears to Hecuba in a dream and leads her to the child's body, and in 

the background ~ Astyanax is carri ed off as a sacri fi ce to the god of 

war. The final sequence of the ballet begins when Polymestor enters~ 

feigning friendship. Hecuba offers him more gold for the safekeeping of 

Polydorus~ and when he accepts it, she blinds him. 

In 1967, Cortege of Eagles was filmed at the Martha Graham 

Center in New York City. The filming was supervised by Graham and 

directed by Dave Wilson. 
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Clytemnestra 

Clytemnestra premiered on April 1, 1958, at the Adelphi Theatre 

in New York, New York. The music for the ballet was canposed by Halim 

El-Dabh, the decor designed by Isamu Noguchi, the costumes designed by 

Martha Graham, and the lighting designed by Jean Rosenthal. The 

choreography was coamissioned by the B. de Rothschild Foundation, the 

music conmissioned by the Katherine Cornell Foundation, and the decor 

commissioned by Carroll Russell. 

Clytemnestra is based on Aeschylus' Oresteia plays: The 

Agamemnon, The Libation Bearers, and The Eumenides. The dates of the 

pl ays are uncertain, but they were probably written around 458 B.C. 

(Lattimore 1).1 

The Agamemnon takes place in Argos, just after the fall of Troy. 

The dramatic persons portrayed include the Watchman, Clytemnestra, 

Agamemnon, Cassandra, Aegisthus, a messenger, and a chorus of elder men. 

Agamemnon, upon returning hane after winning the Trojan War, discovers 

that his wife, Clytemnestra, has become hostile toward their marriage. 

She has not forgiven him for the sacrificing their daughter Iphigenia, 

she has taken Aegi sthus as her lover, and she resents the presence of 

Agamemnon's captive slave and mistress, Cassandra. At the climax of the 

play, Clytemnestra hills her husband and his mistress. 

The Libation Bearers takes place several years after Agamemnon's 

death. The characters in the p 1 ay are Orestes, son of Agamemnon and 

1. All passages from Aeschylus' Oresteia trilogy are based on 
the translation by Richmond Lattimore, and direct quotations are 
indicated by line number, rather than page number. 
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Clytemnestra; Electra, his sister; Pylades, his companion; Cilissa, his 

childhood nurse; Clytemnestra, the Queen; Aegisthus, the King; a chorus 

of women and two servants. Three episodes shape the play: Orestes 

retu rns home to avenge his father's death, Orestes and El ect ra plot 

Clytemnestra's death, and Orestes kills his mother and her new husband. 

The Eumenides takes place shortly after Clytemnestra's death. 

Characters in the play are Orestes, Apollo, Apollo's priestess, Athena, 

Hermes, the ghost of Clytemnestra, a chorus of Athenians, and a chorus 

of Eumenides. The first part of the play takes place at Apollo's oracle 

at Delphi. Apollo has cleared Orestes of any guilt for killing his 

mother, but the ghost of Clytemnestra and the Eumenides--the spirits of 

retribution--still want Orestes punished. Apollo refers the matter to 

Athena. The second part of the play takes places in the Athens, on the 

Acropolis, at Athena's temple. Athena creates a jury of mortals to 

decide on Orestes' fate, and when the jury's vote is split even, Athena 

casts the deciding vote in favor of Orestes' innocence. The Eumenides 

are angry, and to appease them, Athena appoints them tutelary spirits of 

Athens. 

While Graham's Clytemnestra is based on the Oresteia plays, the 

ballet is not a direct translation of the text from the written word 

into movement. As the Stagebill for this ballet describes 

Clytemnestra's story: 

Clytemnestra and Helen of Troy were sisters, the daughters, 
according to a legend, of Leda and Zeus. They married brothers, 
Agamemnon and Menel aus, the sons of King Atreus of Mycenae. 
Hel en, who had "terribly the look, close-up, of the illJJlortal 
goddesses ••• ,A was seduced by Paris and carried away to Troy. 
Agamemnon and Menelaus drained all of Greece of its manhood in 
raising the armies that would sail to Troy to win her back; 
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Clytemnestra was left alone in Mycenae, in a palace itself 
drained of men. "It is evil and a thing of terror,u she said, 
"when a wife sits in the house forlorn with no man by. II But 
Clytemnestra ruled Mycenae: with her umal e strength of heart"; 
she was both King and Queen to the state, both father and mother 
to her children. 

Evil and things of terror came quickly. The great armies, 
gathered at Aulis, ready to sail for the Trojan War, were 
stopped by storms. Agamemnon was told by a prophet that he was 
the cause: he had offended the goddess Artemis and the weather 
would not break until he offered a suitable sacrifice. 
Agamemnon sent messengers back to Mycenae to tell Clytemnestra 
that he had arranged a marriage between Achilles, the greatest 
of the Greek heroes, and their daughter, Iphigenia. 
Clytemnestra prepared Iphigenia (limy love, my flower of pain," 
she called her) for this great wedding and sent her to Aulis and 
there Agamemnon took her and sacrificed her to the goddess. The 
weather broke, the fleet sailed and the Trojan War began. 

For revenges Clytemnestra would have kil:ed her young son, 
Agamemnon's beloved Orestes, but the boy was saved by Electra, 
his sister, who sent him away into hiding on Mount Parnassus. 
Clytemnestra ruled 1 ike a man, took a lover, the "womanish" 
Aegisthus, who was Agamemnon's cousin and blOOd-enemy, waited 
and plotted. 

Beacon fires, lighted across the face of the ancient world, 
announced the fall and destruction of Troy. Clytemnestra 
described it all to the people of Mycenae in an ecstatic vision. 
Agamemnon, arrogant in his triumph, returned, bringing with him 
his captive and mistres~, Cassandra, the royal princess of Troy, 
who had the gift of i nfall ib1e prophecy and the curse that no 
one who heard her would bel ieve. Clytemnestra received them 
with great pomp, spread for Agamemnon a gorgeous robe to walk 
upon and led him into the palace and killed him. Cassandra 
shrieked her prophecy of his death and of her own but none of 
the people believed. She went after Agamemnon into the palace. 
It was not long before Clytemnestra reappeared, declaring 
herself a murderess but ua righteous craftsman'" She defied the 
people of Mycenae, married Aegisthus and continued her rule, 
thinking that, since her own lust for vengeance had been 
satisfied, no more evil would be done. 

But that lust had passed to her daughter, Electra. As 
Clytemnestra had waited for Agamemnon, Electra waited for her 
brother, Orestes. 

Orestes, gr'own to manhood, returned to Mycenae: disguised as 
a traveler, revealed himself to Electra and together they 
plotted revenge for their father's death. As Clytemnestra, with 
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the help of Aegisthus, had murdered Agamemnon and Cassandra, 
Orestes, with Electra's help, murdered Aegisthus and 
Clytemnestra. 

The 1 ust for vengeance passed back again to Clytemnestra. 
From the kingdom of the dead, from -that most deep and 
subterranean end of wandering," where of all the Greeks she 
alone went dishonourned, Clytemnestra pursued Orestes, set the 
Furies, "his mother's wrathful hounds," upon him and drove him 
mad. She would have destroyed him if it had not been for a 
great trial that took place on the rock of Athens in which 
Orestes, as accused, and the Furies, as accusers, submitted the 
case to an Athenian jury and to Athena herself. The goddess, in 
casting the deciding vote in Orestes' favour, put an end to the 
evil and things of terror. She ripped apart the terrible net of 
murder and vengeance, of love-in-hate and hate-in-love, the 
weaving of which had begun in the ancestral past and which 
Clytemnestra and Helen and Agamemnon had themselves woven to 
such a length that it snared all of Greece and Troy and 
vi rtually destroyed both. Athena freed Orestes of the 
blood-curse and transformed the Furies into the Eumenides, lithe 
well-wi shers, II the conscience of humanity. 

92 

Characters portrayed in Graham's production of Clytemnestra 

appear as follows: 

The Messenger of Death 

Clytemnestra, Queen of Mycenae 

Hades, King of the Underworld 

Helen of Troy 

Apollo, Oracle at Delphi 

Athena, Goddess of Wisdom 

Agamemnon, King of Mycenae 

Iphigenia, Daughter of Clytemnestra and Agamemnon 

Orestes, Son of Clytemnestra and Agamemnon 

Electra, Daughter of Clytemnestra and Agamemnon 

The Furies, a chorus of six women, the spirits of retribution 

Paris, seducer of Helen 



Aegisthus, Clytemnestra's lover 

Cassandra, Agamemnon's lover 

The Watchman at Mycenae 
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In addition, two narrators dressed in contemporary evening clothes stand 

on either side of the stage. Clytemnestra is divided into four 

sections: a Prologue, Act I, Act II, and an Epilogue. The scene of the 

Prologue is the Underworld, Act I takes place in Mycenae, Act II in 

Clytemnestra's bedroom in Mycenae, and in the Epilogue, the scene 

returns to the Underworld. The scenes of the ballet are described in 

the Stagebill: 

Martha Graham's "Clytemnestra" begins in the underworld, 
that "most deep and subterranean end of wanderi ng. " Here, in 
the presence of Hades, King of the Dead, Clytemnestra is 
dishonoured ••• but rebellious and, as though by the will of 
Apollo and Athena, the deities of light and wisdom and ultimate 
human insight, she begins the supreme effort to understand the 
past and her fate. Helen of Troy appears, beautiful herald of 
the terror she caused, and Clytemnestra sees again the vision of 
the rape of Troy. She sees the sacrifice of Iphigenia, then the 
fateful scene of Orestes' and Electra's meeting and plotting her 
death. She and Orestes confront each other and together face, 
in a torment of memory, all of the figures who were woven 
throug~ their lives: Helen, Paris, Electra, Aegisthus, 
Iphigenia, Agamemnon, and finally Cassandra. At the sight of 
Cassandra, Clytemnestra is again possessed by the lust for 
vengeance. 

In parts II and III, Clytemnestra relives the actual scenes 
of her life from the time when, from the rooftops of Mycenae, 
the Watchman announced the fall of Troy to the moment when, in 
the dead of night in the palace, her nightmares became reality 
and she and her lover were murdered by her own son. 

The Underworl dis aga in the scene in Part I V. Here 
Clytemnestra resolves the terrible conflicts of her life and 
heart. 

In 1979, the ballet was adapted and filmed for the Dance in 

America series. Two significant changes were made for the televised 
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version; scenes were condensed and the three-hour dance was presented in 

ninety minutes, and the costumes were designed by Halston, rather than 

Graham (Coe 150). The televised version was produced by Emile Ardolino 

and Judy Kinberg, edited by Girish Bhargava, directed by Merrill 

Brockway, and the principal dancers were Yuriko Kimura, Mario Delamo, 

Peggy Lyman, George White, Jr., Diane Gray, Bert Terborgh, Tim Wengred, 

Elisa Monte, Peter Sparling, Lucinda Mitchell, Janet Eilber, and 

Christine Dakin. 

The televised version of the ballet, while not as ~ong as the 

stage version, is equally complex. Scenes, acts, and characters were 

not cut; they were abbreviated. The ballet is an enactment of 

Clytemnestra's mind, both conscious and subconscious. Her thoughts, 

feelings, and desires become desultory images constituting the dreamlike 

form of the ballet. As it opens, she is in the Underworld and she 

confronts her own memory. When her memories become clear, the scene 

shifts into an actual re 1 i vi ng of the events whi ch 1 ed to her death: 

Helen runs off with Paris, Agamemnon kills Iphigenia, the Trojan War 

rages and Agamemnon--the victor--returns with his mistress, Cassandra. 

Clytemnestra and her lover, Aegi sthus, murder Agamemnon whil e El ectra 

and Orestes plot the murder of their mother. Orestes kills Clytemnestra 

and, in the final scene of the dance, she confronts him and--in a very 

spiritual and romantic sequence--purges her guilt and achieves a state 

of resolution and equanimity. 

... ....... -
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Cave of the Heart 

Under the title Serpent Heart, Cave of the Heart premiered on 

May 10, 1946, at the McMillin Theatre at Columbia University in New York 

City. The musit for the ballet was composed by Samuel Barber, the decor 

designed by Isamu Noguchi, the costumes designed by Edythe Gilfond, and 

the lighting designed by Jean Rosenthal. The dance was retitled for its 

Broadway opening the following year; it was commi~sioned by the Alice M. 

Oitson Fund. 

Cave of the Heart is based on Euripides' Medea, performed first 

in 431 B.C. (Arnott 13). Medea takes place in Corinth; portrayed in the 

play are Medea, her nurse, her children, their tutor, Jason, Creon, 

Aegeus, a messenger, sol di ers, servants, attendants, and a chorus of 

Corinthian women.1 

The enti re pl ay occurs in Medea's chambers, and as the pl ay 

opens, her nurse and the chorus explain her predicament: Medea's 

husband, Jason, is preparing to marry Creon's daughter so that he can 

become Ki ng of Cori nth, and Medea--who had devoted her whol e 1 He to 

Jason and had borne his two sons--is furious. Creon enters and tells 

Medea that she and her children will be banished, which increases her 

rage and when Jason enters, he offers her only well-spoken but weak 

excuses. In an i nterl ude scene with Aegeus, Ki ng of Athens, Medea 

receives his promise to harbour her when she leaves Corinth. With this 

promise as security, she avenges Jason by killing the princess, Creon, 

1. All passages from Euripides' Medea are based on the 
translation by Peter D. Arnott, and direct quotations are indicated by 
line number, rather than page number. 

... --:':. ---
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and her own children. In the final scene, Medea mocks Jason as she 

flies off in her chariot of fire drawn by wild snakes. While Euripides' 

Medea is a social statement regarding the way a "heroic· male treats his 

wife, arguing successfully that though Medea's deeds were excessive, her 

mot i ves were understandab 1 e, Graham's Cave of the Heart is;! 

psychological exploration of those moti'ies--jealousy and hatred. The 

Stagebill program notes explain: 

In Greek mythology, Medea was the Princess of Col chi ;; and 
renowned as a sorceress. She fled from her home with the hero, 
Jason, to Corinth and 1 ived with him there and bore his 
children. But Jason was ambitious and when he was offered the 
hand of the Princess of Corinth in marriage he abandoned Medea. 
Maddened by jealousy, Medea sent the Princess as a wedding gift 
a poisoned crown which killed her when she put it on. Then 
Medea destroyed her own children and left Corinth in a chariot 
drawn by dragons. 

"Cave of the Heart" is Martha Graham's dramatization of this 
myth. The action is focused directly upon the central theme of 
the myth: the terrible destructiveness of jealousy and of 
alliance with the dark powers of humanity as symbolized by 
magic. 

The ballet is set in Corinth, and the dramatic persons portrayed include 

Medea, Jason, his mistress the princess, and a one-woman chorus. 

The reasons for Medea's jealousy are cOlllllunicated during the 

first half of the ballet. Jason, striking a series of classical Greek 

poses and moving between those poses in an extremely pendular way led 

more often than not from the pel vi s, demonstrates hi s des ire for the 

princess and his disregard for Medea. He struts across the stage 

carrying the princess on his shoulders, holding her across his chest, 

endearing her with caresses and overly mascul ine yet gentle strokes. 

When the princess is in Jason's arms, she is his possession, mindless 

and malleable. When she is not being shaped and moved by Jason, she 
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moves like a butterfly, presenting a violent contrast to Medea, who 

thrusts her hips as she crawls across the floor, twists her neck as she 

reaches for Jason, and spins in circles that are unbalanced and 

distorted. When Medea runs to Jason he holds her upside down and then 

pushes her away; she runs to the one-woman chorus who, throughout the 

dance, expresses horror toward Medea's predicament and her own helpless

ness. 

Medea's jealousy has turned into hatred. From behind the 

glittering brass sculpture which resembles a heavily branched but 

leafless bush, Medea takes a crown. When she places the crown on the 

princess ' head, Jason proudly parades the new bride until Medea's curse 

kills the princess, and her death leads Medea into wicked delight. She 

drags the princess across the stage, and--as Jason mourns her death-

Medea steps into the brass bush which becomes her armour, her vultured 

wings, and finally, her chariot of fire. 

In 1985, Cave of the Heart was presented for the Dance in 

America series on public television. This televised version was 

produced and directed by Thomas Grinun at Denmarks Radio, edited by Kim 

Toftum, with lighting design by Ib Mortenson. The dancers were Takako 

Asakawa, Donlin Foreman, Jacqulyn Buglisi, and Jeanne Ruddy. 

Rhetoric Shapes the Form 

The first principle considered is the relationship between 

rhetoric and form in each of these three ballets. In this analysis, 

rhetoric refers to the way the audience is persuaded to understand 

something previously not understood, feel something not previously felt, 
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think something not previously thought, or believe something not 

previously bel ieved. Fonn refers to the dramatic architecture which 

provides a structural framework for the ballet's unfolding action. The 

purpose of this discussion, then, is to show how the fonn of Cortege of 

Eagles, Clytemnestra, and Cave of the Heart is shaped by the rhetorical 

aim inherent in each of the ballets. 

The form of Cortege of Eagles is the combination of two 

sequences. First, each dramatic person appears onstage and interacts 

with the protagonist, Hecuba. After each of the persons has been 

introduced, the plot begins and the dance becomes episodic, leading to 

revenge. 

Through this fonn, the audience is moved toward understanding 

Hecuba's predicament. Like the play Hecuba, Cortege of Eagles questions 

Hecuba's reputation as the "bi tch of Cynossema. II She b 1 i nded the Ki ng 

of Thrace, but was that bl inding justified? Is Hecuba a woman who 

endured excessive pain, innumerable wrongs? Was the brutal murder of 

her son reason enough to take revenge? In his introduction to Hecuba, 

William Arrowsmith writes about the episodic form of Euripides' play. 

Two episodes, the death of Polyxena and the discovery of Polydorus' body 

on the shore, are jOined together without a causal connection, but 

together they 1 ead to Hecuba's revenge. Throughout the play, Hecuba 

presides: 

Carefully, if not elaborately, her progress, from grief to 
despair, toward the final atrocity is traced under the rhythm of 
the descendi ng blows, each one heavi er than the 1 ast; but the 
emphasis is not so much on the psychology of the change within 
Hecuba as the way in which, confronted by her tonnentors, she is 
forced to yield, one by one, her values, her self-respect, and 
the faith which makes her human. If what she suffers 

'" :--. 
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dehumanizes her, Euripides' emphasis is centered at least as 
much on what she suffers, its rationale, its cost, its 
significance, as on the anguish of the suffering itself. 
(489-90) 
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In the play, the characters discuss their positions and narrate their 

feelings. Polyxena talks about her fear and her desire for some degree 

of pride. Polydorus, appearing as a ghost at the opening of the play~ 

tells of the circumstances leading to his own death. And before 

Agamemnon, Hecuba pleads her own case, making every effort to persuade 

the new King into letting her take revenge. To Agamemnon, Hecuba says: 

Let me tell you why I kneel 
at your feet. And if my sufferings seem just, 
then I must be content. But if otherwise, 
give me my revenge on that treacherous friend 
who flouted every god in heaven and in hell 
to do this brutal murder. 

At our table 
he was our frequent guest; was counted first 
among our friends, respected, honored by me, 
receiving every kindness ~hat a man could meet-
and then, in cold deliberation, killed 
my son. 

Murder may have its reasons, its motives, 
but this--to refuse my son a grave, to throw him 
to the sea, unburied? 

I am a slave, I know, 
and slaves are weak. But the gods are strong, and over them 
there stands some absolute, some moral order 
or principle of law more final still. 
Upon this moral law the world depends; 
through it the gods exist; by it.we live, 
defining good and evil. 

Apply that law 
to me. For if you flQut it now, and those 
who murder in cold blood or defy the gods 
go unpunished, then human justice withers, 
corrupted at its source. 

Honor my request, 
Agamemnon. 

Punish this murder. (787-807) 

Fi na lly, Agamemnon agrees to turn the other way whi 1 e Hecuba b 1 i nds 

Polymestor. He confesses to seeing her logic, to being stirred 
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emotionally, and to trusting Hecuba's judgment. When Hecuba takes her 

revenge, Polymestor tells Hecuba her future as it was told to him by 

Dionysus, the Thracian prophet. She will be Odysseus' slave, and 

Polymestor tells Hecuba that she will drown at sea. She will climb to 

the masthead of Odysseus' Ship~ changed to a dog, a bitch with blazing 

eyes, and she will fall. She will die, and when she dies her tomb will 

be called "Cynossema, the bitch's grave, a landmark to sailors" (1270). 

Her reputation is ugly, but when her story is told, her reputation as a 

bitch is not warranted. 

deserved the blinding. 

Hecuba's revenge was justified; Polymestor 

In the play, Hecuba presents her argument to Agamemnon and, in 

effect, the audience overhears her. In Cortege of Eagles, Hecuba 

presents her case directly to the audience. During the first half, when 

the dramatic persons present themselves to the audience, they portray 

themselves in relation to the Queen. Priam is her loyal husband, Hector 

her warrior son, Polyxena her victimized daughter, Polydorus her 

innocent baby, and Paris her remote and cursed child. 

The most dramatic portrayal is Helen's, for Helen is oblivious 

to Hecuba's tormented posture. Helen appears insensitive and unable to 

be compassionate; hence, the audience is more likely to identify with 

Hecuba, increasing the intimacy and ultimate profundity of the tragedy 

played in the second half. During this second half, Achilles rapes 

Polyxena and kills Hector, Troy falls, Polyxena is killed on Achilles' 

grave, and Hecuba is shown suffering every grief dealt her. When her 

only solace--the safety of Po1ydorus--is destroyed, she can take no 

more. But Cortege of Eagles shows Hecuba blinding Polymestor after, and 
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only afters characters are explored and the incidents leading up to the 

blinding are established. 

The form Graham selected for Cortege of Eagles facilitates 

compass i on for Hecuba I s actions. The fi rst half of the ballet is an 

in-depth development of character that defi nes Hecuba as a mother and 

wife. The second half shows the sequence of tragic events which led 

Hecuba toward her revenge. Togethers they constitute a presentation of 

revenge based on maternal instincts. 

Unlike the forward action in Cortege of Eagles s fll!emnestra is 

a complex flashbacks a desperate women's return to her past that begins 

under pressure from the King of Hades and ends in her rebirth. 

The rhetori ca 1 argument inherent inGraham I s Clytemnestra is 

that the Queens who engaged in profound treachery both in life and after 

deaths is capable of a self-analysis pure enough to lead to spiritual 

rejuvenation. Clytemnestra's character is marked by selfishness, 

titanic prides resentfulness, spitefulness, and self-righteousness. 

These traits not only spurred her murder of Agamemnon, her affair with 

~egi sthus s and the torture of Orestes, but al so kept her from feeli ng 

any guilt. Can a woman who murdered her husband, slept with his cousin, 

and drove her son mad be absolved of her crimes? Graham's Clytemnestra 

presents a case for the affirmative. 

Absolution is possible if the Queen acknowledges her guilt. The 

dances then s must show Clytemnestra ~2alizing the evil of her deeds in a 

way that convinces the audience that she is sorry for her crimes. This 

is a monumental task (one left untouched by Aeschylus). Clytemnestra is 

arguably one of the most wicked women in the history of literatures and 
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at the end of the Oresteia she is demolished, with her every pleasure or 

hope for sol ace destroyed. Yet Graham appears to present a case for 

mercy on Clytemnestra. 

Boldly, Graham takes on the challenge of persuading an audience 

to feel compassion for this tyrannical woman. However, for Graham to 

redesign the original episodic form of the play and place special 

emphasis on the sacrifice of Iphigenia and Orestes' murder of his mother 

would be clearly biased. And for the Queen to suddenly fall to her 

knees begging forgiveness would be out of character. Clytemnestra never 

wanted to be forgiven because she believed her treachery was completely 

justified. Character, indeed, is the dilemma, for to elicit any 

compassion for Clytemnestra, she would have to realize the flaws in her 

moral disposition. This tack is problematic, though, because 

technically character is inborn and cannot be changed. Could, however, 

an element of a person's character have been repressed? If it is 

repressed, buried deep in the subconscious, could it be brought to the 

surface? Graham's choreographic answers to these questions manifest the 

psychoanalytical proposals of Sigmund Freud, and self-realization 

constitutes the basis for Graham's approach, which she presents in the 

form of a flashback. Under pressure from the King of Hades, 

Clytemnestra returns to Mycenae and rel ives her experiences; through 

thi s process, she fi nds within her character el ements of remorse and 

self-deemed culpability. 

In the ballet, Graham presents an evil woman who, upon reliving 

her life, brings remorse and the ability to recognize her own errors out 

of h~r cavernous subconsciousness, and in so doing, becomes born again. 
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Like Night Journey,. Clytemnestra is a flashback,. but in this 

ballet the Queen relives her experiences without the double-insight of 

knowing her fate while reexperiencing the episodes that led to her 

death. The dance becomes a Freudi an journey through the subconsci ous 

terrain of Clytemnestra's thoughts,. feelings,. and memory. Clytemnestra,. 

writes Stodelle,. takes lithe fonn of a panoramic procession of remembered 

experiences witnessed from the depths of the murdered Queen's mind" 

(183). In his critique of the ballet for the New York Times, John 

Martin writes, liThe theme of Clytemnestra is simply salvation, perhaps 

in a Freudian rather than a rel igious sense. II The ballet, then, is an 

extraordinary flashback into which the protagonist becomes inunersed, 

submerged so deeply that she will, in the end, either drown or emerge 

"baptized." 

The latter occurs. In the Epilogue, when Clytemnestra takes the 

leafed branches from the King of Hades, she surges forward and upward 

while the narrators on either side of the stage chant "Rebirth, 

rebi rth! II In court in The Eumeni des,. Athena fi nds no reason to redeem 

the Queen,. and Clytemnestra is left to suffer within the large but 

miserable confines of her ego. However, as Brian Vickers writes, "the 

Oresteia makes one afraid for one's life "(425); it is the story of lithe 

1 ust for power and the destructiveness that goes with it, the cl ash 

between male and female dominance, crime and punishment,. pollution and 

purification" (347). Yet for those who believe purification of even the 

most wicked is possible,. Graham's Clytemnestra may be persuasive. 

Persuasive or not,. Clytemnestra is an effort to redeem a tyrant. 

By having her relive her experiences through a rigorous flashback, 
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Graham rebuilds Clytemnestra's moral disposition, adding remorse and 

culpability, leading to a freedom from this fear of life. 

While Clytemnestra poses an intellectual question regarding the 

possibility or impossibility of a wicked wom~n's salvation, Cave of the 

Heart poses an empathic challenge. Cognitively, the rhetorical dilemma 

presented in Cave of the Heart might best be sUlllllarized as, "Jealousy 

can become destructive." Since the statement is hardly arguable, the 

rhetoric of Cave of the Heart is more aptly stated in visceral rather 

than cognitive tenms. 

Cave of the Heart? then, asks the audience to feel Medea's 

emotional tunmoil which culminates when her jealousy becomes an impulse 

for action. Toward this end, the aUdience's understanding of "jealousy 

as destructiveness" becomes empirical, albeit empathically. For 

example, when Jason parades his new bride across the stage, ahd Medea's 

response takes the shape of a distorted, off-center gyration, an 

audience member's ideal response would not be a cognitive one (such as, 

"Oh, see how she is upset") but rather a kinetic one of actually feeling 

as she feels; that is, slightly off balance. Hence the audience becomes 

infonmed of jealousy as human emotion through a vicarious experience of 

the body, not the mind. Graham moves the audience, with Medea, through 

each episode of jealous reaction, until the culminating event becomes 

inevitable. 

Euripides' Medea? too, infonms the audience, but differently. 

When Euripides wrote the play, he changed the legend of Jason and Medea 

in at 1 east two ways, and these changes give a "cl ue to the purpose 

behind the play" (Arnott IS). In the traditional legend, Medea is 



105 

received well in Corinth instead of Jason, as it is in the play, and 

second, in the legend the children are killed accidentally, not murdered 

by Medea. With these changes, the immorality and destructiveness 

inherent in the legend are forced upon the audience, for the story is 

still about a man--a hero, no less--who abandons his wife to marry a 

pri ncess. Thus the tale of Jason and the Argonauts changes from a 

romantic tale of magic, dragons, battles, and love, to a tale of low 

self-esteem, evil, jealousy, and murder. lilt is Euripides' task," 

writes Peter Arnott, lito shake his audience out of their complacency and 

to demonstrate that stories they have accepted and enjoyed for years are 

in reality senseless and nauseating" (16). 

Of all the dances studied for this research, Cave of the Heart 

most nearly resembles the text upon which it was based. Both Graham's 

ballet and Euripides' Medea are episodic, both feature Jason and Medea 

as the 1 ead pl ayers, and both focus on Medea's revenge. There are 

differences between the two, however, for the princess is portrayed only 

in the ballet; the nurse from the play becomes a one-woman chorus in the 

ballet; the tutor, the Children, Creon, Aegeus, and all of the 

messengers, attendants, and servants are only in the play; and the plot 

of the ballet is skeletal, ~imited to Jason's seduction of the princess, 

Medea's observation of this seduction, and her response, which is the 

murder-revenge. 

Thus the ball et has an economy of plot and dramatic persons 

portrayed, permitting a choreographic opportunity to focus on Medea's 

kinetic response to her predicament. Most of the dance is Medea's 

physicalization of her emotions: her love for Jason and her hatred 

....... 
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toward his behavior, her fear of being abandoned, and her jealousy of 

the princess. These emotions are central to Cave of the Heart, and as 

Medea embodies them over the series of episodes, the audience is given 

the chance to feel as she feels, resulting in an empathic understanding 

of Medea's motivation--her impulse for action. 

In Cortege of Eagles, Clytemnestra, and Cave of the Heart, the 

forms are inherently dramatic, but more importantly, they are organic. 

The architectural arrangement of movements function in accordance with 

the whole aim of the dance; indeed, the aim and fonn are separated only 

conceptually. Regarding organic fonn and drama, Suzanne Langer writes, 

A dramatic act is a commitment. It creates a situation in 
which the agent or agents must necessarily make a further move; 
that is, it motivates a subsequent act (or acts). The 
situation, which is the completion of a given act, is already 
the impetus to another •••• In this way a genuine rhythm of 
action is set up •••• That rhythm is the "commanding fonn" of 
the play; it ••• dictates the major divisions of the work, the 
light or heavy style of its presentation, the intensity of the 
highest feeling and most violent act, the great or small number 
of characters, and the degrees of their development. The total 
action is a cumulative form; and because it is con~tructed by a 
rhythmic treatment of its elements, it appears to grow from its 
beginnings. That is the playwright's creation of "organic 
form." (Feeling and Form 355-56) 

likewise, John Martin distinguishes between organic and 

arbitrary fonns: 

Organic form is that relationship of elements by which a self
detennined identity is created with an inherent function 
emanating from the interoperation of its constituent.s, each of 
which is indispensably related to the whole. Arbitrary fonns 
are arrangements of materials according to patterns agreed upon 
for reasons outside the inherent functions of the material s 
themselves. (Introduction to the Dance 59-60) 

Thus the fonns used in the Graham ballets are organic; through those 

forms, compassion for Hecuba is aroused, Clytemnestra is rejuvenated, 
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and Medea1s motives are shared. Stated simply, the dramatic fonns used 

for each of the ballets provide frameworks through which the rhetorical 

propositions rise. 

Movement Vocabularies Are Created 

In all four of the ballets studied, Graham created vocabularies 

of movement. The vocabularies--developed and communicated to audiences 

through the use of different movement motifs and qualities with changes 

in rhythm--serve three primary functions: to identify and distinguish 

the dramatic persons portrayed, to express elements of character, and to 

infonn audiences regarding events which constitute plot. 

While these three functions of movement vocabularies are 

apparent in all four ballets, they are most salient in Cortege of 

Eagles. During the first half of this ballet, Graham uses movement 

voc;tbularies to introduce dramatic persons and their characters, and 

during the second half, the dancers use the same vocabularies to enrich 

the plot. As a result, the dance assumes its organic fonn. Because the 

function of movement vocabularies is so important to this dance, it will 

be covered in greater depth, while the movement vocabula~~es established 

in Cave of the Heart and Clytemnestra will be discussed briefly. 
I 

As Cortege of Eaglet opens, a pool of light falls center stage, 

and Hecuba remains perfect11 still, tense, and shadowed by the light. 

Helen of Troy appears, and with a sustained, flowing style, she passes 

by Hecuba who remains taut. The difference between Hecuba and Helen is 

established immediately through their movement styles. Hecuba--showing 
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her suffering through total bOdy-tensiveness--moves as Euripides' Hecuba 

spoke: 

o g"lds, 
is there no end to this ordeal of suffering, 
this struggle with despair? 

Why do I live? 
I should have died, died long ago. 
But Zeus preserved me, saved me, kept me alive 

to suffer, each time to suffer worse 
than all the grief that went before. (229-35) 

Hecuba is a vision of pain; Helen is a vision of beauty. Helen brought 

havoc to Troy but appears not to know. When Helen, the wife of 

Men£: 1 aus, eloped wi th Pari s and moved to Troy, the Greek army prepared 

to capture Helen by declaring war on the Trojans. "0 adulterous 

marriage:' cried the chorus, "Helen, fury of ruin" (Hecuba, 947-48). 

Graham uses two different movement qualities to establish the difference 

between Hecuba and Helen: Hecuba is tight and self-contained; Helen is 

graceful and uses the stage space freely. 

This same contrast between Hecuba and Helen appears during the 

second half of the ball et. When Hecuba I s youngest son has been 

murdered, he lays dead on the stage, and while Hecuba is stricken with 

terror, vibrating in every muscle, Helen glides by and steps over the 

dead child's head. That Helen--the cause of the Trojan War and the fall 

of Troy--remains oblivious to Hecuba's grief is expressed through their 

movement vocabularies. Had, for example, Helen had a flash of tensive

ness as she stepped over the dead chil d's head, she woul d have 

communicated a moment of empathy for Hecuba, but no such empathy occurs, 

-....... ~ . 
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for never does Helen use any of Hecuba's qualities or movement motifs, 

or vice-versa. 

This is contrasted by Hecuba's daughter, Polyxena, who--when she 

is raped by Achilles and later when she is sacrificed on his grave--uses 

Helen's movement motif, but with a twist in style. Early in the ballet, 

Helen and a warrior seduce each other, and Helen swings her hips in a 

soft, sensuous motion. This seduction scene is prefaced by the warrior 

standing behind Helen, and, as he spreads her cape, he presents her as a 

great winged bird. When Polyxena is presented to the grave of Achilles 

as a gift, she is escorted by two warriors; she stands on top of their 

extended palms. When she stands on the grave, she begins a dance using 

Helen's movement motifs, but with a different quality. Instead of soft, 

sensuous motions, she throws her hips, torso and head abruptly from left 

to ri ght. Thi s frenzy is characteri st i c of Polyxena' s movements 

throughout the dance, and mirrors the image Euripides presents in the 

play Hecuba. When her mother calls for her, Polyxena enters~ saying: 

That terror in your voice. 
That cry of fear 
flushing me forth 
like a bird in terror! (176-79) 

Throughout COitege of Eagles, Polyxena's abrupt twists capture the image 

a bird in terror, locking for the source of danger, ready t~ flyaway at 

every moment. 

While Polyxena's movement vocabulary isolates her from all 

others portrayed in the ballet, Hecuba interacts with the Trojan Women, 

and through their shared vocabulary, they establish a bond. For 

example, in one scene, two warriors are down center, facing upstage. 

-' ...... ":"" ... 
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Hecuba moves between the t~o of them and swings a high kick; she throws 

a hand toward the heavens and follows the motion with a gaze. The 

action is quick and vibratory. Suddenly, she contracts her spine, 

stands tall, and begins a walk by swinging one leg from the pelvis, 

keeping the knee straight. Behind her, five members of the chorus--the 

Trojan Women--are sustaining a calm series of movements; while one is 

suggest i ng the rocking of a baby, the other four move with thei r anns 

extended, as though in invocation. Hecuba then sits on the stage-right 

stool, and she holds her left hand over her left breast. After a 

moment, she leaves the stool and passes between the Trojan Women, 

touching each on the head as she passes. These rapidly alternating 

qualities indicate Hecuba's current agitation, but also the psycho

logical complexity of the character facing her moral dilemma. Through 

these movements, Graham establishes the relationship between Hecuba and 

the Trojan Women. This relationship is marked by helplessness, fear, 

and the desire for a support system. In Hecuba, the Queen speaks 

directly to the chorus of Trojan Women: 

o helpless of age! 
Too old, too weak, to stand-
Help me, women of Troy. 
Give this slave those hands 
you offered to her once 
when she was Queen of Troy. 
Prop me with your arms 
and help these useless 
stumbling legs to talk. (58-67) 

Disaster I dreamed, 
terror on terror! 
Never has my heart 
so shivered with fear! (82-5) 

..... ....~ 
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In Cortege of Eagles, Hecuba expresses this helplessness by throwing her 

hands toward the heavens, following the motion with her gaze. She 

expresses the fear as she moves quickly and in chaos, and she 

estab1 ishes a support system as she moves between the Trojan Women, 

touching each on the head. 

Another vocabulary of movement in Cortege of Eagles is 

established by Hector, Priam, and Achilles. They use sharp, angular 

gestures that appear militaristic. When they walk, they step high and 

their legs form right angles at the knees. They keep their torsos on a 

vertical plane, and their elbows, like their knees, bend to form harsh 

angles. Their movements express their roles as warriors, leaders of the 

Greek and Trojan militaries. Each, however, communicates deeper 

character by occasionally using different types of movement. For 

example, when the Trojans are losing the war, Priam--the King of Troy-

attempts a headstand but falls helplessly, indicating his loss of 

military power. When Hector and his wife Andromache are shown 

conceiving their Child, his movements are soft and curved, communicating 

his love for his wife. And when Achilles rapes Po1yxena, his movements 

are curved but forceful, and as he pulls her hair, grabs her thighs, and 

claws at her breasts, his violent disposition is communicated clearly. 

A quite different movement vocabulary is established by the two 

Children, Po1ydorus and Astyanax. Their innocence and youth is 

expressed through their soft, circular motions as they scurry helplessly 

between their mothers, fathers, and Trojan Warriors. When left alone, 

they touch themse1'les, holding the left arm with the right hand, for 

example, as an indication of vulnerability. 

........ 
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A most unusual movement vocabulary is articulated by Paris, 

Hecuba and Priam's lost son. In Cortege of Eagles, his movements appear 

nonhuman. When he first appears in the dance, he is down center, facing 

upstage, and he begins to crawl upstage, using indirect motions, 

twisting, reaching, moving in a distorted style toward a mask suspended 

on the upstage wall. Paris moves upstage and makes gestures of 

invocation to the ground, and upon reaching the mask, he grabs the mask 

with his teeth and arches back toward the audience exposing his face and 

the mask upside-down. Paris thus becomes a personification of war's 

effects. In Hecuba, the chorus describes Paris' curse: 

One man's folly made 
a universal curse, 
ruin over Simois. 
Paris sat as judge 
upon three goddesses. 
Her verdict was war. 

War, slaughter, and the ruin of my house, 
while in her house the Spartan woman mourns, 
grieving by the wide Eurotas, 
and mothers mourn for their sons, 
and tear out their snowy hair 
and dredge their cheeks with bloody nails. (639-50) 

The personification of Paris' character is translated into movement 

through his use of indirection, twisting, distorted gestures, and 

invocations to the ground. Throughout the ballet, he moves between 

family members using twisting motions and slicing the air with his mask, 

creating a visual image of slaughter and the ruin of the House of Troy. 

Like the movements of Paris, the movements of Polymestor 

demonstrates his deceptiveness. Polymestor is the true villain in the 

dance, and this is cOl1lllunicated through his highly affected gestures. 

His pendular swings are angled unnaturally; while his torso is moving to 
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the left his eyes focus to the right, while his right hand is over his 

chest in mourning his left arm is reaching toward Hecuba's gold 

bracelet. These contradictions indicate his evil intentions. 

Al so in Cortege of Eagl es, Andromache, the wife of Hector and 

mother of Astyanax, undergoes a change in ci rcumstances duri ng the 

dance, and this change is communicated through a change in her movement 

qual ities and rhythm. Early in the ballet, she and Hector enact the 

conception of their son. The enactment shows the husband and wife on 

the ground, turning eac~ other over with graceful, pendular swings which 

are suspended at their crescendos and curvilinear throughout. When her 

husband has been killed and lies motionless on the stage, she crawls to 

him and places his hand on her breast. When his hand falls, she kisses 

him and wraps his arms around her. As his arms fall, she wraps his leg 

around her torso, but his leg falls. In The Trojan Women, Andromache 

speaks: 

Dear Hector, when I had you 
I had a husband, great 
in understanding, rank, wealth, 
courage: all my wish. 
I was a virgin when you 
took me from the house 
of my father; I gave you 
all my maiden love, my first, 
and now you are dead. (673-77) 

In the ballet, Andromache expresses these emotions through the 

repetition of bringing his limbs to her body, only to have them fall. 

Again and again, Andromache gives Hector a living motion--and, 

specifically, a movement he used during the conception of their son--but 

each time he goes limp. By trying to recreate movements seen earlier in 
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the GaiiCe, 
.&._ ..... ..1-= ___ _ 
", .. e;; Quu 1';"""'1;;. • ~ :-z:::~ :-::!:;;~ of Hector' slave and Andromache IS 

grief. 

The movement vocabularies in Cortege of Eagles articulate the 

wide variety of dramatic persons portrayed, their personalities and 

characters, and through shifts in their vocabularies, they enrich the 

plot. Hecuba, using a nervous, vibratory movement quality, is portrayed 

as a woman who, despite tremendous personal strength, has suffered 

beyond her capacity for suffering. Helen, using an aloof, sustained 

movement quality, is portrayed and an egocentric beauty, oblivious to 

the havoc she bri ngs to Troy. Pri am, Hector, and Achi 11 es use angular 

gestures and move on a vertical plane; they are upright, determined 

guardi ans of their peopl es. Polyxena, using an abrupt, scattering 

movement style, is portrayed as a young woman being used as a prize for 

victory. Andromache uses a pendular quality, and the two children tend 

to use movement which is light, sustained, and self-referential. Paris' 

movement is indirect and deceiving, almost as though an act of 

prestidigitation. Later in the ballet, Polymestor is introduced. His 

movement is marked by affectation, i nd i rect 1 i nes wi th ali ght touch, 

and his movement quality portrays a man who lies, who is false, who 

mocks the truth. 

Du ri ng the fi rst half of Cortege of Eagl es, Graham introduces 

characters and establishes a movement vocabulary in different contexts. 

She gives movement the potential for contextual meaning. By placing the 

characters and their movement vocabularies before the plot, the dancers 

are able to use the vocabularies to enrich the plot. Polyxena, for 

example, uses elements of Helen's movement vocabulary--a soft, sensuous 
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swinging of the hips--while she is being sacrificed to Achilles. 

Polyxena changes Helen's pendular motion to an abrupt motion, keeping 

the motifs the same, and the effect is rhetorical. Polyxena is being 

sacrificed, and as she is being killed, she refers to Helen, the woman 

who instigated the war but pays no price for her actions. Paris repeats 

the movement vocabularies of the Trojan Women and the child Polydorus, 

but he bastardizes the movements, engu~ing in invocations to the ground 

rather than the heavens, changing Polydorus' look of innocence to a look 

of cynicism. 

Like the movement vocabularies in Cortege of Eagles, the 

vocabularies established in Clytemnestra are developed well and vital to 

the conmunication of the ballet's themes, though their qualities and 

functions are not remarkably different from those in Cortege of Eagles. 

A noteworthy aspect of Clytemnestra, however, is the alterations of 

movements used by the protagoni st as she confronts, del ves into, and 

re 1 eases herself from tI'. depths of the subconsci ous. She plays the 

roles of wife, mother, Queen, adulteress, and murderer through shifting 

between movement qualities and motifs, and it is often during these 

transitions themselves that her character is most clearly revealed. 

Two scenes between the Queen and the King of Hades exempl ify 

this. During the Prologue, Clytemnestra stands at the King's side, and 

while one of the narrators sings, "Clytemnes'~ra, Why dishonored among 

the dead?A she conmunicates her fear by maintaining a vibratory movement 

qual ity as she steps forward, shoving her arms toward the ground. As 

her movements become less vibratory and more abrupt {there is less of a 

thrusting with the arms and more of an angular arrangement of her entire 
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body), she appears to be 1 ess afraid of herself and more angry at the 

King of Hades. It is through this transition between vibratory, 

thrusting motions and abrupt, angular motions that Clytemnestra appears 

to be a woman look i ng for someone to blame (i n thi s case the Ki ng of 

Hades) for her problems. The second scene between these two which 

exemplifies a meaningful transition occurs in the Epi1ogue. 

Clytemnestra has confronted her 1 ife and crimes; she has admitted to 

herself guilt, and she communicates the equanimity of resolve through a 

still, suspended movement quality, which blends pendular and sustained 

at low energy levels. This inner peace becomes freedom when the King of 

Hades hands her tree branches and she begins to move into a pendular 

run.. During this transition between the sustained stillness and the 

pendular run, Clytemnestra communicates the purging of her sins and a 

new-found rebi rth. 

uses transitional 

development. 

These two examples are indications of how Graham 

movements to reveal Clytemnest~a's character 

In Cave of the Heart, the four dramat i c persons portrayed use 

remarkably different movement vocabularies. Jason's movement is best 

described as two-dimensional posturing. He angles himself so that his 

limbs move on the same vertical plane as his torso. In effect, he 

appears to be a frieze on a classical Greek urn, a warrior whose abrupt 

and pendul ar moti ons form right angl es at the el bows and knees, whose 

head turns directly over his shoulders, whose style is regimented and 

rigid. No mercy is summoned for him, even when Medea kills his bride 

and his movement shifts to a pathetic tossing and turning on the floor. 

The princess, in contrast, is malleable in Jason's arms. For example, 
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when he holds her over his head as a trophy, she is rigid and holds her 

anns extended as a symbol of victory. During one solo, she stands on 

the balls of her feet, almost on her tip-toes, and her arms move lightly 

in sustained and pendular motions, creating the image of a butterfly. 

The chorus expresses her helplessness and torment by stressing her 

contractions and subsequent releases. In a typical motif, the one-woman 

chorus runs toward Medea, but--realizing Medea cannot be helped-

withdraws with an exaggerated contraction that she does not release 

until she has moved far away from Medea. 

Medea I s movement is almost consistently vibratory, with 

variations being developed through shifts in the rate of vibration. For 

example, when she is watching Jason and the princess in a love duet, she 

vibrates tightly, almost completely internally, but when she is watching 

the princess don the crown, she poisons the crown by extending one ann 

and shaking the hand and rotating the wrist. The cursing motion is 

still a vibration, but it is larger, verging on abrupt qual ities, and 

more clearly visible to the audience. Thus, the vocabularies used in 

Cave of the Heart establish Jason as a self-centered warrior, the 

princess as his property, the chorus as being sympathetic to Medea, and 

Medea as a frenzied, mad woman. 

These movement vocabularies created for Cortege of Eagles, 

Clytemnestra, and Cave of the Heart help communicate the identity of the 

dramatic person being portrayed, their elements of character~ and events 

which constitute the plot. In this way the vocabularies establish a 

total composition unique to each ballet, albeit comprised of similar 

motifs, qualities and rhythms. Motifs, qualities, and rhythms are a 

.... , : ... ~. 
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part of any dancers' technique, and the technique is rigorous, but, as 

dance critic LeRoy Leatherman observes about the Graham training, 

"COIIInunication occurs when the technique, once mastered, is put to use 

in the dramatic situation and there every movement must be meaningful" 

(47) • The movements, then, become meani ngful when they are used, for 

exampl e, to express the emoti ons of a young woman who is being 

sacrificed to a man who ravaged her body and her home; to express the 

rebirth of a wild and angry woman; or to express the motives behind a 

jilted wife's revenge. 

Synecdochical Movement Is Expanded Over Time 

When a precise image, gesture, or movement phrase is used to 

express a more inclusive idea, feeling, thought or event, the movement 

becomes synecdochical. It is, in literary tenns, a "part" being used to 

present the "whole." Synecdochical movement is inherently symbol ic 

because an analogous relationship between the part and the whole is 

being established for the purpose of cOlllnunication. The precise image, 

gesture or movement phrase is the symbol, and the more inclusive 

idea, feeling, thought or event is symbolized. Through symbolization, 

the audience actively par~icipates in the dramatic creation, for it is 

the people in the audience who associate the symbol with the symbolized. 

Th is use of synecdoche as a symbol is not Graham's invent ion, 

but rather a standard feature of the literary, visual, and perfonning 

arts. Graham's application of synecdoche, however, is unique for 

because the symbols she selects are daring, and their presentations are 
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extended over time. These facets of her synecdochical movement 

contribute significantly to the stylized dimensions of her choreography. 

Graham extends synecdoche over time through the use of 

repetition, exaggeration, or suspension. Suspension is used most 

frequently; the symbolic image, gesture, or movement phrase is held at 

its moment of highest tension. For example, the "family portrait" in 

Act II of Clytemnestra is a presentation of the House of Atreus, and in 

one suspended moment, both its regality and angst are communicated. 

After Clytemnestra has Idlled Agamemnon and before Orestes has Idlled 

his mother, three of the family members form a thrice-tiered column: 

Orestes is on his knees, Electra is standing directly behind him, and 

behind her stands the Ghost of Agamemnon. With their arms extended and 

palms facing outward, they inch toward Clytemnestra, who is crouched on 

the floor in front of them. The tiered faces appear totemic, an emblem 

of the ruling family. The family is divided, however, for the Queen is 

not in the emblem; she is separated from them and assuming a particular

ly unroyal posture, indicating angst over her forthcoming death. As her 

death will be by the hand of Orestes, the family portrait becomes 

symbolic of this House divided. 

In Cortege of Eagles, the closing gesture symbolizes Hecuba's 

entire life. She holds her hand, taut and wrinkled, to the side of her 

face, and she suspends her hand at that pOSition until the lights fade. 

Thi sis the hand that she used to estab 1 ish a bond with the Trojan 

Women, claw Helen of Troy, accept Priam's gold bracelets, comfort 

Polydorus, touch his dead body, and finally, avenge his death. 

Throughout the dance, Hecuba has used this hand to bring her fate, and 

.. ~ ---
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when she holds the hand in front of her face as the 1 ights fade, it 

becomes a mask, a movement suggest i ng II I died of sorrow wh i 1 e I was 

still alive" (Hecuba 431). 

The suspension of synecdochical movement is used as well in Cave 

of the Heart. Jason's attitude toward women is an issue central to the 

myth; he uses women to further his 'lwn status. No reason exists to 

believe that Jason really loves Creon's daughter, rather it is believed 

that he is going to marry her so that he may be a member of Corinth's 

royal family. Jason's interest in the princess, then, is utility. This 

is expressed through movement when Jason holds the princess on his 

shoulders and she extends her arms upward. Looking like a trophy 

paraded around Corinth, the princess--suspended on his shoulders-

symbolizes Jason's quest for royal status. 

Jason's jilting of Medea is communicated through a drastically 

different synecdochical image. As he and the princess are coming into 

the end of a love duet, he holds his new bride sensuously and 

erotically. Jealousy overpowers Medea, who is watching, and she runs to 

Jason. He takes Medea in his anns and holds her upside-down over the 

princess' reclined body. The gesture represents Jason's complete 

disregard for Medea's stability, literally and figuratively. In 

Euripides' Medea, she talks at length about how she has been mistreated 

by her husband. II I have no home, no country," she says of her 

lonel iness. "I am despised by my husband, something brought back from 

abroad" (232-33). In Cave of the Heart, Jason's abandonment of his wife 

and her response are expressed in the image of his suspending her upside 

down. 
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A second way of expanding synecdochical movement over time is 

through the use of exaggeration, when a gesture is magnified, or made 

larger than a corresponding, real-life movement. Through such 

exaggeration, the Watchman in Clytemnestra uses a series of movements at 

the opening of Act I to communicate the years of waiting for Agamemnon's 

return to his palace at Mycenae. In Aeschylus' Agamemnon, the Watchman 

opens the play by saying, "I ask the gods some respite from the 

weariness of this watchtime measured by years I 1ie awake" {1-2}. In 

Clytemnestra, the Watchman, weary from his long and arduous task, moves 

slowly and deliberately. He stretches each movement so that is consumes 

as much space as possible. He carries a shield that has a spike in its 

center, and he moves this shield in all directions as he twists, turns, 

extends his arms and legs, and at the end of this ritualistic scene, he 

leans over his shield and appears to pierce his own chest, but he does 

not die. With the spike against his breast, he crawls, longingly and 

laboriously, off the stage. The Watchman's movements present the 

audience with an image of what Mycenae has been during Agamemnon's 

absence: a place waiting for the return of its King, and upon that 

return, its demise. 

Another example of synecdochical movement expanded over time 

through exaggeration is found in Cortege of Eagles. In one scene, 

Achilles represents the Greek army while Priam represents the House of 

Troy. To express the destruction of Troy by the Greeks, Achilles grabs 

Priam's wrist, and Priam twists and falls to the ground. His twisting 

and falling is magnified, for certainly AChilles' action is not 

literally strong enough to bring a man--1et alone a kingdom--to the 
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ground. Though the action is abbreviated, the gesture is symbolic of 

the larger accomplishment. While Achilles· action is minimal, Priam·s 

response is exaggerated. This grabbing of the wrist, then, becomes 

symbolic of the larger accomplishment, and its temporal design is given 

duration through Priam·s magnified response. 

In Cave of the Heart, the one-woman chorus exaggerates a Usilent 

scream" by holding the palm of her hand in front of her mouth, and--as 

though her hand were her voice--extending her arm into the space around 

her. She repeats this gesture several times, and each time it becomes 

more pronounced. The overall effect is one of frustration and 

helplessness, of wanting to scream but no one is listening. This chorus 

parallels strongly the Nurse in Euripides· Medea, who says, 

Good servants take it as 
a personal sorrow 

When trouble and misfortune 
touch their masters. 

And I was moved to such 
a pitch of misery 

I longed to come outside, 
to tell 

Heaven and earth about 
Medea·s troubles. (48-52) 

While the chorus in Cave of the Heart expresses the same desires as this 

grieved nurse, she uses the exaggerated silent screams rather than 

verbal language to expose her Upitch of misery.u 

Repetition is another way synecdochical movement is expanded 

over time. Repetition--the reenactment of a movement motif in its exact 

form at different intervals in the dance--occurs only in Cortege of 

Eagl es among the Graham ball ets cons i dered here. Throughout the fi rst 

half of the ballet, the Trojan War is symbolized through the "Cortege 
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1 eap. " Thi s 1 eap is perfonned by the chorus of warri ors, usually two 

but sometimes three men who, wearing only black briefs and straps across 

the chest, move across the stage in a forward jump with one leg angled 

and tucked under the pelvis. Their anns, extended in a liT" as the leaps 

ri se, slap the th i ghs as they descend. Whenever the warri ors 1 eap 

across the stage, interrupting a scene or separating one scene from the 

next, the timing of the movement does not change; that is, the same beat 

and the exact same aSyJllIletrical design are used. The spacio-temporal 

elements of this leap constitute a rhythm that becomes restless and 

relentless, and through this rhythm, the Greek warriors appear to be 

hovering over Troy, searching for prey and ready to descend, like 

vul tu res over carri on. Th is 1 eap , then, becomes a patterned movement 

that, when repeated, is an expression of the coldness and cruelty of 

war. "SO dense a cloud of Greeks came, spear on spear, destroying," 

cries the chorus in Hecuba (908-09). This omnipresence of the Greek 

warriors is expressed not by having battles ongoing throughout the 

ballet, but rather by having this Cortege leap punctuate scenes. 

While Cortege of Eagles, Cave of the Heart, and Clytemnestra are 

replete with synecdochical movements, the instances presented here 

typify how precise images, gestures, and movement phrases symbolize more 

inclusive ideas, feelings, thoughts, or events. A totemic column as the 

House of Atreus, Hecuba's hand as a mask, grabbing wrists to symbolize 

battle, a silent scream as helplessness, a repeated leap as the 

relentless Trojan War, and other movements discussed here are daring 

propositions, but they are effective. Part of their success is due to 

the way they are perfonned by the dancers; boldly, they execute the 

.... -: : ...... 
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audacious gestures with skill and confidence. And because the gestures 

are insightful presentations of specific phenomena, they el icit 

imaginative responses from the audience, carrying the audience from the 

precise, symbolic movement to the large uwholeu which is symbolized. 

Stage Properties Assume Multiple Meanings Through Movement 

The stage properties used in the ballets assume multiple 

meanings through the way they are used by the dancers. Many of the 

properties--sculptures, movable items, set pieces, and other artifacts-

were designed by the visual artist Isamu Noguchi. His stage decor was 

created, after having seen rehearsals, expressly for the specific ballet 

Graham was choreographing. Regarding the designs, the art critic Sam 

Hunter writes, 

Noguchi provided Graham with symbols for the interior life 
of mind, its fears, s(!cret hopes, mythic connections, and a 
subconscious eroticism. She, in turn, managed to use these 
props as 1 iving elements. They became active protagonists in 
her charged dance dramas, and she was able to incorporate them 
into her sinuous or angular choreographic movements in an 
organic fashion rarely found in a marriage of the visual and 
dramatic arts. (71) 

This coalition between Graham and Noguchi produced stage properties that 

enriched Cortege of Eagles, Ca~e of the Heart, and Clytemnestra. These 

stage properties--inc1uding those that are elaborate creations by 

Noguchi and those that are simple, everyday items used in remarkable 

ways--are discussed in this section. 

The primary properties in Clytemnestra are spears, used to 

symbolize artifacts uf war, ceremonious rites of passage, and torture. 

Each spear is constructed with a shaft approximately ten feet long and 

an arrowhead at one end. Some of them have decorative ci rcul ar and 
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clover-like plates at the other end. These spears present immediately 

the image of war because they look like weapons. That the spears refer 

to the military is obvious but crucial; it is because of the Trojan War 

that Agamemnon killed Iphigenia, instigating the whole drama. The 

spears are used, though, in ways that symbolize more than war. 

Two pairs of crossed spears become ceremonious symbols of 

passage. During Act I, two pairs--each bound together at the center to 

form a large "X"--are carried back and forth across the stage as 

Clytemnestra begins to remember the events which led toward her revenge. 

Regarding the stage versiun of the ballet, dance critic LeRoy Leatherman 

writes, 

• they are the gates of her memory and as they cross and 
recross the stage, in the shifting, floating way of memory, she 
sees herself and Aegi sthus between them, walking toward each 
other, meeting in their first encounter, passing as though in 
the limitless corridor of time. (77) 

These spears, then, become a structure under which she sees hersel f 

pass, and in so doi ng, she begi ns to remember her past. The spears 

assume further attributes of passage when they are used for Agamemnon's 

entrance. Upon returning home from the Trojan War, Agamemnon is carried 

onstage riding a grand chariot, a frame supported by the four spears. 

In much the same way, the spears are used to support the funeral cart 

used to carry his dead body away. The spears thus become tools of 

Clytemnestra's passing from the present to the past, Agamemnon's return 

from war, and his funeral. 

Besides being used to symbolize war and passage, the spears are 

used to symbol ize torture. In the Prologue, Clytemnestra is forced to 

watch the sacrifice of her daughter Iphigenia. She reaches helplessly 

"' ...... 
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for her daughter but in vain; the girl is killed, and as if this were 

not enough, she must watch the girl's dead body perched on the spears 

and carried off to an altar to be burned. Here, the spears are used to 

intensify Clytemnestra's misery. 

Hand properties are also crucial in Cortege of Eagles where the 

chaos of war is expressed through an elaborate array of geometrical 

shapes. When the battle between Hector and Achilles is about to begin, 

a chorus of warriors enter:; carrying two six-foot wheels, each with 

three large spokes. The warriors cross from left-to-right and right-to

left across the stage, carrying these wheels, and Hector and Achilles 

cross back and forth behind the wheels using direct, angular movement, 

similar to those on Egyptian reliefs. Hector and Achilles hold swords 

and shields which are abstract plates with hand grips. These wheels and 

plates are, when they first appear, the armour of the two primary 

warriors, Hector and Achilles. However, as they begin to increase their 

energy, the wheels begin to spin and the plates move at angles behind 

the spi nni n9 spokes and the image becomes a Dr'! 11 i ant ka 1 ei doscope of 

cOll1llotion symbolizing the entire Trojan War. At the climax of this 

commoti on, Hector fall s defeated and the ~;leel s, swords and shi el ds are 

left in disarray on the stage floor, where they appear to be the ruins 

of war. 

Paris' mask (a curved, bone-l ike artifact) appears fi rst as a 

plaque hanging on the back wall of the stage. He turns this plaque into 

a mask when, during his introductory dance, he grabs the plaque with his 

teeth and holds it in front of his face. When he holds this mask in his 

hands, it assumes the shape of a small sword, and at intervals 

-", 
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throughout the ballet, he uses the mask as a sickle, slicing the air 

between family members and presenting a visual image of the slaughter 

and ruin of homes. At one point, this mask is used as the hands of a 

clock when, after a 11 of the dramatic persons have been i ntraduced, 

Paris is alone on the stage. He holds the mask at eye level and turns 

it coun-:er clockwise 180 degrees while simultaneously lifting his leg 

with the knee bent, unbending the knee, and finishing with the sole of 

his foot facing the audience and the mask turned upside down. Through 

this elaborate movement, he brings the scene of the dance to some ten 

years earlier. 

The key property in Cave of the Heart is a wire sculpture, a 

work of art in itself. At first glance, the sculpture looks 1 ike a 

stark, leafless bush, seven feet tall, formed by approximately forty 

del icate stems radiating from the two rounded spokes in the center. 

Thi s scul pture, made from brass, stands on a base that resembles a 

coiled snake. Throughout the dance, Medea moves around this glittering 

sculpture, crouching, hiding, plotting and acting as though it were the 

entrance to her private cave. At the climax of the dance, after killing 

Jason's mistress and dragging her across the stage, Medea proudly steps 

right into the middle of the sculpture and wears it as though it were a 

dress. She raises her arms and the dress rises above her head and, as 

she leans forward, the sculpture becomes a pair of vulture's wings. 

Medea hovers over Jason as he embraces his dead lover's body, and the 

brass wires personify Medea's wicked delight. She stands tall and again 

raises her arms and the sculpture appears to be a trophy symbolizing 

Medea's victory. Triumphant, Medea crosses to a platform up center, and 
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the sculpture becomes her chariot of fire when she stands on this 

platform, moving her legs as though she were treading water, still 

suspending the sculpture with her anns. and the del icate brass stems 

flickering as they catch light. This one sculpture has been transfonned 

from an entrance to Medea's cave to a dress, a pair of wings, a trophy 

and a chariot of fire drawn by wild snakes. 

While the spears, geometric swords and shields, masks, and the 

wire bush are elaborately designed worKS of art, Graham's dances also 

include ordinary, pedestrian stage properties that--like their elaborate 

counterparts--assume multiple identities through the way they are used. 

In Cortege of Eagles, for example, Achilles turns a coffin into a drum 

simply by pounding on it. The stage property is a large, black, 

rectangular box, and with Achilles laying on top of it, the audience is 

informed that the great Greek warrior is dead and the stage space 

surrounding it is his grave. When Polyxena is brought to this grave to 

be sacrificed to the memory of Achilles, she is frightened and 

reluctant. Achilles--from his tomb--slaps the palm of his hand on the 

side of the box in a slow, regular beat, and this death march heightens 

the terror. 

In Cave of the Heart, Medea has a simple scarf tucked into her 

bosom. When she has killed Jason's mistress, she takes the scarf from 

her bosom and dangles it in such a way that it looks like a snake. She 

then wraps this snake around her waist and it becomes a belt, and then 

she holds it to dangle like a snake again before she drops it to the 

floor. Medea falls to the floor, and while laying prostrate, she begins 

to chew on the end of the snake. With her jaws madly gnawing in wicked 
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delight, she bunches up the other end of this snake, suggesting she is 

consuming the serpent. Suddenly, she drops the snake, then picks it up, 

and finally she puts the scarf back into her bosom. 

Another example of a piece of fabric serving several functions 

is found toward the close of Cortege of Eagles. Hecuba is mourning the 

death of Polydorus, and the chorus of Trojan Women enter wearing one 

long scarf over their heads. They remove this scarf and place it over 

the dead child1s body, turning it into a burial cloth. Po1ymestor, the 

child1s murderer, enters and while Hecuba sets the scene for her 

revenge, the Trojan Women remove the burial cloth from the chi1d1s body 

and carry it upstage. They hold the long piece of cloth over their 

heads and shape it into the opening of a tent. When Hecuba invites 

Polymestor into her tent, he passes through the opening and Hecuba, 

reaching over the cloth, blinds him. 

Also in Cortege of Eagles, one simple gesture turns a piece of 

jewelry into the image of a baby. When Hecuba is ready to avenge the 

death of her youngest son, she begins to fondle her brooch. Polymestor 

enters the tent, and Hecuba removes the brooch with one hand, reaches 

over the tent with the other, claws her hand over Polymestor1s face and 

pulls it backward ov~r the tent, and with a look of madness of her face, 

she rams the brooch toward his eyes. With Polymestor blind and running 

across the stage, Hecuba closes her hands over the brooch, cradling the 

weapon, holding it close to her heart as though it were a tiny baby. 

The brooch is transfonmed from a piece of jewelry to a murder weapon to 

a treasured child. 
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Clytemnestra's scarlet cape is both simple and elaborate. 

Approximately twenty feet long and five feet wide, the velvet cape is 

both a costume and a stage property. Clytemnestra first wears it in the 

middle of Act I when Agamemnon makes his grand entrance. Not to be 

outdone by her phil anderi ng husband, Clytemnestra greets him weari n9 

this huge cape, wrapped over her shoulders with ten feet trailing to her 

left and ten feet trail ing to her right, each end held outspread by 

curved, steel rods. When she is ready to kill her husband, her 

attendants lay the cape across the stage, and it becomes a blood-red 

carpet. Clytemnestra graciously extends her arms, inviting Agamemnon to 

walk on it and into his private chambers. Though he hesitates at first, 

he uses the cape as a carpet, and as he walks its length, the steel rods 

are lifted and the carpet becomes the drapery covering the doors to his 

chambers. When he is concealed behind the drapes, Clytemnestra takes an 

axe, passes through the drapes, and they open briefly a moment later to 

show the axe crashing over Agamemnon's head. His mistress--Cassandra-

breaks into a frenzy and she too passes between the curtains. A moment 

later, the curtains are once again parted, revealing Clytemnestra 

raising the axe for yet another blow. Agamemnon's and Cassandra's 

bodies are carried off on a structure formed by spears, and the curtain 

is draped over the spears creating the image of a large vessel. This 

magnificent stage property, constructed simply with a large piece of 

ve lvet and two steel po 1 es, is used as a queen' s robe, a red carpet, 

draperies for a king's private chamber, and a hearse. 
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Through their metaphoric capacities, the stage properties used 

in Graham's ball ets stimulate imaginative responses. Regarding 

interest in the design of theatrical decor, Noguchi writes, 

My interest is the stage where it is possible to realize in a 
hypothetical way those projections of the imagination into 
environmental space which are denied us in actuality. UL 
Sculptor's World 123) 

hO 
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Medea's brass cave turned into a dress, a pair of wings, a trophy, and a 

chariot of fire drawn by wild snakes; Hecuba's shawl turned into a drape 

for her murdered child and a tent for the murderer; Hector's and 

Achilles' weapons turned into a kaleidoscope of war; and Clytemnestra's 

cape turned into a path toward death and a tent under which murder 

occurs are examples of artifacts--ordinary and extraordinary--which, 

when intercoursed with movement, evoke imaginative responses through 

their multipl icity of meaning. In the Graham ballets, what is ;s not 

what it appears until it becomes, like literature, a projection of the 

imagination. 

Costumes Expose Movement and Indicate Character 

Costuming is an important feature of the Graham ballets. 

Costumes indicate the dramatic persons being portrayed, suggest elements 

of those persons' characters, and make vi sib 1 e the dynami cs of the 

dancers' bodies. Several trends of costuming techniques appear in the 

Graham ballets, and this discussion of costuming is organized around 

those trends: women in simple gowns, men in briefs, the use of capes, 

abstract designs for ethereal characters, heavy or encumbering clothing 

for a solemn effect, and finally, an overall design feature which is 

inherent in most of the costumes studied in this research. 
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The basic costume for many of the ~omen in the ballets is a 

gown, floor-length, tight at the hips and torso, and supported by one or 

sometimes two straps over the shoulder. They are differentiated by 

color, fabric, fullness in the ski~t, ~nd decoration. Medea, for 

example, wears a black gown with sequined stripes going over the 

shoulder strap and falling toward the hem, where the stripes coil and 

! look like a serpent, indicating her character. In Cortege of Eagles, 

Polyxena1s gown presents an image of her sexuality; it is maroon with 

IIV II shapes which are white and fall from the waist to the hem. Also in 

this ballet, the Trojan Women wear simple black gowns during the first 

half of the dance, but when the scene sh i fts to the earl i er, pre-war 

era, their gowns are yellow-gold. The color of the gown is also used to 

indicate character. Andromache wears a muted red, expressing her love 

for her husband and son; Hecuba black, expressing grief; and Helen pink, 

expressing femininity. Color becomes important in Ciytemnestra, too. 

The Queen wears a glittering black gown, expressing both her tragedy and 

ego; Electra1s gown is green, expressing innocence and naivete; 

Iphigenia1s dark blue, symbolizing her death at sea; and Cassandra1s a 

dark, muted purple, symbolizing her passion thwarted. The basic design 

of these gowns is the same, but through these mi nor vari at ions, the 

dramatic persons are differentiated and elements of their characters are 

communicated. 

In Cave of the Hea~ Cortege of Eagles, and Clytemnestra, many 

of the male dancers wear decorated leotard briefs; their legs are bare, 

and frequently there are straps across their chests, which suggest their 

warrior roles. Jason, for example, has red briefs with two triangles--
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one whites one blue--on the front; he also has four straps around his 

ri b cage and an ann band s supported by a strap over hi s shoulder. In 

Cortege of Eagles s many of the men--Hector s Achilles s Priams Polymestor s 

and the warriors in the chorus--wear similar outfits s distinguished only 

by color and sin the cases of Pri am (the Ki ng of Troy) and Po lymestor 

(the King of Thrace)s small capes to indicate their royalty. Astyanax 

and Polydorus s the two chil dren too young to be warri ors s wear the 

briefs but no straps on their chests. Likewise s in Clytemnestras the 

warrior 'men wear briers and chest strapss though in this dances the 

straps are more decorative. Agamemnons for examples wears what appears 

to be a lame fabrics and his attendants are in what might be considered 

military dress rather than actual battle annor. Throughout the dances s 

then, the men wear costumes that indicate their status and current 

activities--chest straps if they are warriors s decorated straps if they 

are vi ctori ous s a.nd capes if they are k i ngs--but the bas ice 1 ement of 

the costumes is the leotard-brief. 

The capes over the women's gowns and men's briefs not only 

indicate royaltys but also suggest character and heighten dramatic 

tensions. When Cortege of Eagles begins s Hecuba wears a dark blue cape 

over a black dress which has red stripes around the hem. In contrast, 

Helen appears wearing a gold-and-glitter cape over a flaming pink gown. 

Through this difference, the audience is infonned of the fact that while 

both women are of royal status, Hecuba's plain, dark cape expresses 

grief and humility while Helen's spectacular attire is a manifestation 

of unrestrained regality. Immediately the two are distinguishable s not 

merely by a difference in attire, but by character as well. However s 
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midway through Cortege of Eagles, when the time of the ballet shifts to 

a decade prior, Hecuba appears in a gold cape, and through this change, 

she reveals a previous joy. She once was a happier Queen of Troy, 

graced wi th go 1 d, rega 1 and proud. As her 1 i fe changes, her cape is 

replaced; Helen's however, remains the same. 

In Clytemnestra, like Cortege of Eagles, capes are used as 

symbols. One instance of this (Clytemnestra's magnificent scarlet 

cape-turned-carpet) has been discussed previously, but the ballet 

includes two other notable uses of capes. Before donning the scarlet 

cloak to greet her husband, Clytemnestra wears a purple sheer over her 

head. Draped over her face, this cape--or veil, actually--is both 

passionate and mysterious. This ambiguity indicates the Queen's 

relationship Aegisthus, for she has taken him as a sexual lover, but her 

motives for doing so are questionable, based more on spite than love. 

The second notable instance occurs when Agamemnon returns from the 

Trojan War. He enters wearing a luxurious velvet cape, and when he 

approaches his wife, he throws the cloth over her lap. Seconds later, 

he bitterly whips it off her so that it lands at Cassandra's feet. By 

throwing his cape from the lap of his wife to the feet of his mistress, 

he infuriates the Queen, and shortly thereafter, she invites him to walk 

down her cape and toward his death. 

While many of the dancers wear either the gowns or the briefs, 

some of the more ethereal persons portrayed wear abstract costumes, such 

as Paris and Charon in Cortege of Eagles, and the Messenger of Death in 

Clytemnestra. Paris--the son of Priam and Hecuba (and Helen's 

seducer)--had been brought up in obscurity because at his birth there 



135 

were predictions that Paris would be the ruin of Troy. In Graham·s 

ballet, Paris appears nonhuman. He is made up in white-face with his 

eyes outlined in black, and wears only a pair of red pants covering one 

leg; the other leg is bare. This costume shows Paris·s separation from 

the rest of his family. 

Another ethereal persona in Cortege of Eagles is Charon, who 

appears toward the end of the ball et. Three figures are on stage: 

Polydorus is stage right, Hecuba is stage left, and behind Hecuba is 

Charon. Charon is the Ferryman to the Underworld; in classical 

mythology, any person who died but did not take Charon·s ferry to Hades 

would be doomed to wander aimlessly for a hundred yeas. Charon is 

wearing dark briefs and a chest-plate, and he holds a mask shaped like a 

skeleton keyhoie; he is standing behind Hecuba, and he points the mask 

toward stage right. Hecuba stands and moves around and around in broken 

circles, and when Charon pOints more clearly, Hecuba crosses stage right 

and finds the body of her youngest son. Cnaron·s costume--including the 

mask--alert the audience that this whole scene is Hecuba·s dream. 

In Clytemnestra, the Messenger of Death wears an unusual 

costume, one as omi nous as hi s name. He wears a ba 1 d skull-cap, is 

hairless and nude to the waist; from his waist falls a purple cloth that 

forms a tight cloak. This cloak is longer than the Messenger·s legs, 

creating a pu.rple puddle at the floor. Wearing this (and holding a 

ten-foot spear wrapped by a snake), he opens the ballet and 

Clytemnestra·s journey through the Underworld. 

In addition to the abstract costumes for ethereal persons 

portrayed, some (like Tiresias in Night Journey) wear heavy or 
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encumbering costumes. Two instances are the one-woman chorus in Cave of 

the Heart and the Ghost of Agamemnon in Clytemnestra. The one-woman 

chorus wears a long, full skirt that is black with wide, red, horizontal 

stripes. Her blouse is a large, rectangular piece of the s~~e fabric, 

and there is a hole in the center, and she wears it by putting her head 

through the hole, letting the fabric extend to either hand. When her 

arms are extended to her sides, she appears to be wearing a tent. This 

costume is a burden to wear, but it fi ts her character, for she is 

burdened by having to watch Medea go mad. 

None of the performers in the ballets analyzed for thi s study 

wear shoes--save one. This exception is the Ghost of Agamemnon. His 

shoes are platform boots that elevate him six inches, and they make a 

dull clumping sound when he walks, making it clear that he plays the 

role of the Ghost. The shoes create a deathly, solemn effect. 

With the exception of the Ghost's attire, costumes worn in the 

four ballets have an inherent compositional design which creates a 

double-focus, drawing attention to two areas: the pelvis and the head. 

Attention is drawn to the pelvis through the way the costumes are cut. 

The women's basic gowns are tight around the torso and to the waist, and 

below the waistline, there is a change in design. Sometimes the fabric 

becomes pleated, and sometimes t'nere is a drop waist in a "V" shape, but 

there is always a difference which attracts the eye. Andromache, for 

example, has the "V .. cut below the waistline, and for emphasis, she 

wears a golden belt that p~rallels this design. The m~n's costumes also 

attract attention to the pelvis, often through default. Frequently, the 

men wear only bri efs, and whi 1 e there may be capes or chest-straps or 
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arm bands, the only area completely covered is the pelvis. Even the 

abstract costumes point to this direction, such as the Messenger of 

Death, whose skirt is wrapped around the waist in such a way that a uVu 

is formed over his genitals. Not only, then, do the dancers' costumes 

pOint to the essentially sensual elements of the human body, they also 

call attention to gestures emanating from the pelvis; in particular, the 

rotation during contraction-release movements which are primary to the 

Graham vocabulary. 

The second focal point of the overall costume design is the 

head. Women wear ornate hai rpi ns, scul ptured hats, and/or decorative 

makeup. Medea, for example, wears heavy makeup, especially around the 

eyes; Hecuba a snake-like hairpin; Clytemnestra a spiked hairpin; Helen 

a crown; and the Furies Mohawk head scul ptures. The best exampl e of 

sculptured hats is found in Night Journey, where the Daughters of the 

Ni ght wear wi re bushes on thei r heads. The women almost always wear 

something--sometimes subtle, sometimes outrageous--in their hair or on 

the face. The men, too, frequently, wear headpieces or heavy makeup. 

Agamemnon, Pri am, Polymestor, and Aegi sthus wear crowns; Charon and 

Paris heavy makeup; the Messenger of Death a skull cap; and the King of 

Hades a wood, sculpted hat. The human face naturally attracts 

attention, but with this wide array of paraphernalia painted and perched 

above the necks of the dancers, particular focus is achieved. 

This duality of focus between the head and pelvis adds to the 

coalescence of tragedy and eroticism inherent in the ballets. 

Certainly, the subject matter is tragic: grief, tyranny, sacrificing, 

murdering, and blinding penneate the ballets. The performers 
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communicate this partly through their faces, and the faces are 

emphasized through visual design. In spite of the constant terror, 

however, the ballets are sensu a 1, and whil e the movements themselves 

become the primary sensual appeal, the costumes serve as visual cues, 

drawing attention to the pelvis. 

The costumes, then, are an important feature of the ballets 

studied. They let the audience know who is being portrayed and elements 

of those persons' characters, and they expose movement by drawing 

attention to dynamics of the human body. 

Summary 

Tn this chapter, the five principles of stylized movement which 

emerged in studying the Graham ballets have been explicated. The 

substantive facts include rhetoric shaping form, the creation of 

movement vocabularies, synecdochical movement expanding over time, stage 

properties assuming multiple meanings through the way they are used, and 

costuming. The final chapter will explore ways these facets can inform 

the interpretive performer of literature. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSION 

The purpose of this study has been to propose principles for the 

use of stylized movement during the interpretation and performance of 

literature. To reach this end, four of Martha Graham's ballets have been 

analyzed, and as a result, five principles emerged. What follows is a 

discussion of how those principles can inform the interpretative 

performer of literature, the limitations of the principles, implications 

for further research, and a final note on methodological issues related 

to studying performance. 

Aoolications of the Princioles 

The first principle concerns the relationship between rhetoric 

and form. It was found that the dramatic form of each ballet did not 

necessarily conform to the play upon which it was based, but rather the 

form selected facilitated the rhetorical aim of the ballet. Oedipus the 

King, for example, is episodic while Night Journey is a flashback, and 

this permitted chor60graphic opportunity to present Jocasta's story in a 

way that would elicit an empathic response from the audience. Graham's 

change in dramatic forms provides a framework appropriate for eliciting 

this empathic response. 

This first principle, it should be noted, is not related 

exclusively to an interpretative performance using stylized movement. 

139 
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However, rhetoric shaping form became a salient feature of the Graham 

ballets, and it emerged as a principle because this interaction between 

rhetoric and form might be of value to the performer of literature on two 

accounts: form itself and that rhetoric shapes the form. First in 

importance is the presence of form itself. The Graham ballets studied 

are not formless; always present is an organic rhythm that grows from its 

beginnings and builds from scene to scene, each following the last in a 

way that leads to a subsequent act. Hence the substance of each ballet 

is arranged according to information containe~'within the production, 

rather than arbitrary or external conditions. 

Like a ballet, an interpretative performance of literature is 

serviced well by the presence of a dramatic form. Kleinau and McHughes 

encourage giving form to a production concept by shaping the specialized 

vision of a text (40-41). This investigation of the Graham's work, then, 

reinforces their encouragement; moreover, it provides insight toward 

developing an appropriate form; to wit, rhetoric shapes the form. 

By selecting a dramatic form based on the rhetorical aim of the 

production, the director's particular interpretation of a literary text 

is communicated, for it is through the form's organic rhythm that the 

rhetorical proposition arises. Through an appropriately selected 

architectonic structure, the director of a literary text can present a 

message with potentially persuasive power; hence an audience is given the 

opportunity to understand, feel, think, or believe something not 

previously understood, felt, thought, or believed. Stated tersely, form 

follows function. 
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The second principie addresses directly stylization of movement. 

In the ballets studied, Graham uses movement vocabularies that indicate 

the dramatic persons portrayed and elements of their characters. 

Furthermore, through arrangements of movement motifs, movement qualities, 

and rhythms, the nonverbal behaviors assume compositional elements of 

grammar and syntax. The movement vocabularies, then, realize contextual 

meaning through choreographic design. 

The director of a literary text who chooses to use stylized 

movement could create movement vocabularies which function in a way 

similar to those used by Graham. While no one way to create these 

vocabularies exists, this study has shown that procedural elements may 

include using movement motifs to identify characters, feelings, or 

events; repetitions of these motifs over the course of the production to 

express emotional conditions, changes in the condition, general mood, or 

a characteristic manner; and rhythm to permit variations in the motifs, 

transitional phrases, relationships between the dramatic persons 

portrayed, passage or suspension of time, or changes of scene. The 

vocabulary, then, can become "stylized ll by simply using motifs that are 

presentational or abstract, pure movement qualities to emphasize or 

highlight certain emotional conditions, and a rhythm based on the organic 

form created for the specific production. 

Creating movement vocabularies would, for the director of a 

literary text, be similar to creating a language system that is going to 

be unfamiliar to the audience. And as no director would bombard an 

audience with words for which no apparent meaning exists, no 

choreographer would use meaningless movements. Movements are given 
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meaning and then used contextually; hence, primary vocabulary is both 

selected carefully and limited. This vocabulary, then, can be used in 

different ways to express moral ~ispositi~ns, ideas, or events inherent 

in the text being performed. 

This stylization of movement is enhanced further through the 

third principle--the use of synecdochical movement that is expanced over 

time. As discussed in previous chapters, the Graham ballets contain 

certain gestures, motifs and phrases which express a more inclusive idea, 

feeling or thought; and these synecdochical movements are extended over 

time through suspension, exaggeration, or repetition. 

This notion of synecdochical movement is related to 

"suggestiveness," a term used frequently in textbooks on the interpreta-

tion and performance of literature. By suggestiveness, interpretation 

teachers have meant that the performer engage restraint, economy, and 

control; that less is more. A partial gesture, for example, when 

executed properly, is more effective than a complete gesture, for the 

partial gesture stimulates the complete act which is enacted in the 

viewer's imagination. 

This study of the four Graham ballets adds to this perspective on 

suggestiveness, and may even help clarify some of the confusion regarding 

this long-taught guideline. To understand how this clarification may 

occur, a cursory overview of stances on suggestiveness is helpful.1 

1. This overview is based on Cynthia Meier's argument in liThe 
Art of Suggestion." 
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In 1952, Charlotte Lee wrote that the interpreter's "aim is to 

suggest and not to represent character II (284). A year later, Lowrey and 

Johnson repeated this, saying interpretation "is a suggestive art II (48). 

Aggert and Bowen extended this cause in 1956, writing, liThe theatre 

represents actual life, interpretative reading merely suggests it" (7). 

In 1959, Cobin defined suggestion as lithe process of bringing an entity 

to mind by providing only a portion of it" and said that the interpreter 

should therefore be suggestive (189). However, Brooks, Henderhan, and 

Billings warn that "vivid and accurate suggestion (oral and visual cues) 

remain the readers' function" (230). Regarding physical action in 

readers theatre, Coger and White say movement is "merely suggested by the 

interpreter and is visualized in the minds of the audience" (53). 

Indeed, almost any--if not every--text on interpretation seems to advise 

suggestion, and as Brooks, Bahn, and Okey state, lithe word suggestion is 

considered by many to be the all-important qualifying term in the 

communicative act of oral interpretation" (34). 

While suggestion may have been a qualifying term, it seems to 

have been prefaced too often by such ill-chosen adverbs as "only," 

"merely," and "simply." In his 1966 text, Wallace Bacon criticized this 

popular term: lithe word suggestion has always been problematic, for it 

seems to say that the interpreter doesn't really do anything, but simply 

suggests something" (125). The purpose of suggestion is to evoke 

imaginative responses, but as Meier notes, misguided "adherence to this 

notion of suggestion as partial act has led interpreters to half-hearted 

and diluted presentations which evoke little besides a sigh" (4). 
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During the 1970s and 1980s, some writers continued using 

suggestion as a guide. Yordon, for example, writes that while actors 

"use a great expendi ture of gesture and movement, II interpreters lire lyon 

suggestion" (11). Meanwhile, other writers have helped clarify this 

concept of suggestiveness by using the word synecdochical, a term used by 

Geige~ as early as 1954 to describe a pattern of movement expressed by 

one or two characteristics of the pattern. This projection of the 

"whole" through selected characteristics is what Geiger calls a 

"behavioral synecdoche II (275). This concept was proposed again in 1976 

by Haas. "Suggestion is inherent in the idea of synecdoche," he writes, 

and the directorls task is to decide "of all the gestures that are 

possible, which one and how much of the gesture is the right part to 

evoke the whole in the imagination?" (52). 

This study, then, helps answer Haas I question. Grahamls 

choreography contain examples of innovative gestures, motifs, and phrases 

that are precise, synecdochical symbols; they evoke the entirety by 

stimulating imaginative responses. Both Grahamls selection of symbols 

and her ability to expand their time-element increase the interpretative 

director's understanding of synecdochical power. 

The first principle regarding stylized movement concerns the 

overall rhetorical form of the production, and the second and third 

principles focus on issues related to the motion of the performers' 

bodies. The final two principles involve external items--stage 

properties and costumes--that are brought into the production and used to 

enhance communicative functions of the movement. 
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Upon studying the Graham ballets, it was found that stage 

properties could be classified as either ordinary, household items or 

elaborate works of art. Examples of ordinary items are a rope, a long 

~iece of fabric, and a black bux, while the works of art include a 

sculptured bed, wire bush, and geometrically shaped swords and shields. 

It was also found that these properties were given multiple meanings 

through the ways they were used by the performers. 

Hence the fourth principle for the use of stylized movement 

arose: stage properties assume multiple meanings through movement. T~is 

principle both reenforces ideas currently held by directors of 

interpretative performances and adds additional insight into the use of 

symbolic stage properties. In Theatres For Literature, Kleinau and 

McHughes discuss the use of ordinary items such as a rope, a piece of 

cloth, or a stick as multi-functiona1 symbols (233-74).1 Stage 

properties, they write, require "imagination in their creation and use" 

(234). This study of the Graham ballets, then, provides examples of 

exactly how this imaginative and creative use can become operative. 

Furthermore, this study demonstrates the advantages of 

collaboration. Graham established an exemplary working relationship with 

Isamu Noguchi, and as Graham collaborated with this visual artist, 

directors of interpretative performances could be equally well-serviced 

by working with sculptors, painters, installation artists, weavers, 

quilters, photographers, ceramists, or potters. Like Noguchi with Graham 

1. It is interesting to note that Kleinau studied the dance
dramas of Martha Graham, and this may account for some of the 
similarities between this study and Theatres For Literature. 
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(and Picasso with Diaghilev), a talented artist with sensitivity to the 

text being performed might be best able to project into the stage space 

designs that communicate literary phenomena. 

The final principle presented here concerns costuming. In the 

Graham ballets studied, it was found that the attire indicates the 

dramatic person being portrayed and elements of that person's character, 

and furthermore, the costumes present a visual design that highlights 

movement dynamics. 

These costumi.19 features may be of interest to the interpretative 

performer. Costuming has long been an individual matter in interpreters' 

theatre. Some interpretation programs are housed in university-theatre 

departments, and these directors work with professional costume 

designers. Other directors tend to dress their performers in "neutral" 

clothes such as beige slacks and white shirts. Still other director tend 

to base costuming decisions largely on the contents of performers' 

closets. A production incorporating stylized movement, however, presents 

special costuming considerations because of the body's communicative 

functions. 

These special considerations are similar to those faced by 

Grah~n. In both her ballets and in interpreter5' theatre productions, 

the costumes need to be flexible enough to permit movement, and 

furthermore, they should be appropriate to the performance text. Based 

on this study of costuming in the Graham ballets, several guiding 

questions for the designer have been developed. These questions are: 

How can the costumes communicate and define character? How can they 

present symbols of the text's era? How can color be used to set mood? 
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How can the fabric content be adjusted to help shape the movement? How 

can the overall design highlight certain areas of the body? Answers to 

these questions might h~lp the designer enhance communication of the text 

being performed. 

Deciding what parts of the body should be covered and with what 

requires careful thought and creativity. Citing Graham as an example, 

K1einau and McHughes suggest studying costume design in modern dance to 

generate ideas. IIModern dancers,1I they write, "have long been adept at 

the presentational and symbolic use of both costumes and properties ll 

(235). Thus the present study reenforces their suggestion; through 

analyzing the four Graham ballets, the costuming emerged as a vital 

component with implications for the interpretative performance of 

literature. 

The five principles presented in this study are not discrete 

entities; they are best viewed as interoperationa1 guidelines for the use 

of stylized movement during the interpretation and performance of 

literature. It should be realized, therefore, that rhetoric and form are 

related to movement vocabularies, which in turn are related to 

synecdochical movements, stage properties, and costumes. Through these 

interactive relationships, a director might be able to create stylized 

movement, defined in Chapter One as the expression of literary concepts 

by means of bodily movement which is substantive, metakinetic, dynamic, 

presentational, and integral to the form of the production. 

The problem addressed in this study is that no principles for the 

use of stylized movement exist for the interpretative performer of 

literature. As a result of this investigation, five principles have 

,,~. -.' ... 
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emerged, and by using them as guidelines, the interpretative performer 

may understand, create, and utilize styliz~d movement that communicates 

the ideas, images, and actions inherent in the text being staged. And 

while this research is based on performances of classlcal literature, the 

principles can be applied to the staging of contemporary literature as 

well. Indeed, metafiction, concrete poetry, stream-of-consciousness 

prose, and other types of modern literature may be particularily well

suited to a performance utilizing stylized movement. 

Through its investigation of modern dance, this research 

contributes to the literature regarding physical movement during 

interpretative performances. Only one other study--Geist's thesis 

comparing the role of empathic processes--asks what interpretative 

performers can learn from modern dancers, and no previous studies have 

looked at modern dance for insight into the choreographic use of literary 

themes. This study of Graham's choreography, then, is significant in 

both its aim and findings. 

Limitations of the Principles 

While these principles are useful guidelines, their limitations 

should be recognized. The principles can inform the interpretative 

performer of literature, but it is important to realize what functions 

they cannot perform. They cannot, for example, be taken as a set of 

rules. In any fine art, rules become troubling burdens because as 

quickly as the rules are cast, an iconoclast leaps toward an open mockery 

of those rules. The principles which emerged in this study are most 

'. .~~ .. ~. 
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appropriately considered descriptive criticisms of the four Graham 

ballets. 

The principles are not five easy steps to a profound production, 

either. The principles which emerged in this study are not easily 

accomplished by others; to create an organic form through which a 

rhetorical proposition arises, for example, is a challenging task. 

Likewise, the creation of movement vocabularies, synecdochical movement, 

multi-functional stage properties, or costumes could fall completely limp 

if not handled with the freshness and clarity required in all fine arts. 

Similarly, Graham's ballets are not for everybody. Some talented 

directors may well be able to develop a stylized performance using 

puppets, kabuki, or mime as a guideline. As some patrons of the arts see 

no overwhelming value in Martha Graham's choreography, some interpreta

tive theatre directors may gain no insight by studying her translation of 

literary themes into movement. 

With these limitations spoken, the primary argument inherent in 

this dissertation is that by studying Graham's transformation of literary 

works into movement, certain guidelines emerge, and by using these 

guidelines as principles, the interpretative performer of literature 

might consider ways through which movement can be used to communicate 

literary texts. The principles can trigger imaginative resources in the 

directors ' creative faculties. 

Implications For Further Research 

The present study demonstrates the value of investigating modern 

dance as a way of developing guidelines for the use of movement as a 
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communicative medium. The five principles are both informative and 

flexible enough to be of service to a director; however, they are not the 

final words on stylized movement. 

Much more exploratory research is needed. Researchers in the 

interpretation and performance of literature could investigate other 

"literary" ballets by wide range of choreographers and the results might 

increase understanding of how stylized movement functions. Certainly 

other principles exist, and they could be realized through the analysis 

of modern ballets which communicate literary themes. 

A plethora of ballets is based on literature. Charles Weidman, 

for example, based Fables For Our Time on the text by James Thurber, 

Doris Humphrey based Dawn in New York on a text by Lorca, Hanya Holm 

based Wa 1t Whi tman Sui te on Whi tman I s poetry, and Jose Lim':>n based The 

Moorls Pavane on Shakespeare's Othello. 

Contemporary choreographers are using literature as a source, 

too, and it would be possible to study their translation of poetic texts 

into dance. Gai1 Chodera, a choreographer and currently a performing 

member at the San Francisco Moving Company, recently based a ballet on 

H.D.ls Bid Me to Live. Her dance--titled "A Madrigal" after the subtitle 

of H.D.ls novel--is a translation of the "visual images into movement and 

feeling.11 Explaining her interest in literature as a source for her 

choreography, Chodera says that when she realized her images and ideas 

were coming from the books she was reading, she decided to let those 

books "not only influence, but also become a part of the creative 

process. And 11m not alone. Other choreographers are doing the same 
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thing. There's Amy Rosen in New York, Della Davidson in San Francisco, 

Pat Graney in Seattle, and Cheryl Wallace in Cincinnati." 

These choreographers are engaging in a creative process that 

could be highly informative for the interpretative performer of litera

ture. They, like the interpretative performers, are translating literary 

ideas into a performance medium. Furthermore, they are communicating 

literary phenomenon through presentational movement. Hence interpreta

tive performers can learn how choreographers translate literature from 

the written text into a performed text, and also how presentational 

movement can be used in performance. The insight gained from studying 

literature as a source for dance might create the foundation for some 

fascinating performances of literature. The possibilities of production 

design are endless, and studies of dance (such as this dissertation) 

could trigger ideas regarding stylized movement, stage properties, 

costumes, stage design, and text adaptation. 

Even with this study, little is known about the use of stylized 

movement in the interpretation and performance of literature. Innovative 

experiments involving stylized movements appear at the national 

festivals, but research on the subject is a necessary supplement to 

experimentation, and as demonstrated here, modern dance provides an 

outstanding source for such study. 

On Studying Performance 

A unique feature of this dissertation is that it is the study of 

actual performances. Frequently, studies in interpretation focus on 

texts with performance potential; rarely is performance itself studied. 
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temporal, and while literature has temporal elements, 
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Performances are 

the words are 

written on paper, and the researchar can refer to these written words 

whenever necessary. Such is not true with a stage performanc~ because 

the act exists in time and when the performance is finished, the 

researcher must rely on notes or memory. Now, however, is an age of 

videotaping, and this leads toward the study of performance in much the 

same way as written texts. Between the "stop," "pause," and "rewind" 

buttons 1ie the opportunity to view carefully the performance in action, 

making rigorous inquiry into the temporality of people performing 

feasible. 

The need arises, however, to employ a critical methodology 

appropriate to the performance being studied. The present study employs 

a descriptive method using five of Aristotle's six elements of tragedy as 

a framework. This method--while effective in the end--produced some 

noteworthy trials and tribulations during its developmental stages. In 

the first draft of this dissertation each scene of each ballet was 

analyzed in terms of plot, thought, character, diction, and spectacle. 

This formulaic approach was both tedious and inaccurate, for the study 

read like a department store catalog and information became over

modified, sometimes falsified. Not every scene, for example, contains an 

aspect of plot, and attempts to discuss plot when none is expressed 

becomes a process of vivid fabrication. The methodology, it seemed, was 

taking precedence over the research question. 

In the second major rewrite of this dissertation, each ballet was 

described in a way similar to the analysis of Night Journey found in 
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Chapter Two. This too became tedious, though more for the reader than 

the writer. Particularly with a ballet as long and intricate as 

Clytemnestrc, reading a moment-by-moment description is far less 

interesting than the ballet itself. Such analysis, while necessary for 

the writer, does not help the reader. Hence the report was recast in its 

present form. 

This report, then, is a compromise between the reader and the 

writer. While the writer (as researcher) viewed each scene of each 

ballet and considered elements of plot, thought, character, diction and 

spectacle, a catalog was not written. And though a move-by-move 

description of each dance was written, it was not included in the present 

dissertation. The writer (as communicator) has provided a sample of the 

methodology in Chapter Two, but in Chapter Three the findings are 

organized around the principles themselves. Though laborious in thought, 

the compositional intent is to be as terse as possible. 

Thus the methodology selected for this study is both heuristic 

and serviceable. By considering plot, character, thought, diction and 

spectacle separately, much information was generated. As a result, a 

certain kinship arose between the researcher and the ballets, giving the 

researcher the confidence to take advantage of the flexibility inherent 

in the Aristotelian framework. By using the information as a guide, it 

was possible to shift between the elements of tragedy so that if, for 

example, one scene generated much information on diction but little on 

spectacle, diction became the focus. The study, then, did not become 

strangled by an inflexible methodology. but rather ideas were given room 
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to breathe, and five principles for the use of stylized movement during 

the interpretation and performance of literature emerged. 
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