
48

3

‘The body says what words cannot’: 
Martha Graham, dance and politics

Before Isadora Duncan’s untimely exit from the world stage in 1927, she 
and Martha Graham (11 May 1894– 1 April 1991)  shared the limelight 
for a while. After training in 1910 in the Denishawn School of Dancing 
and Related Arts, mentored by Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn, in 1926 
Graham founded the Martha Graham School of Contemporary Dance, 
creating a hub for ongoing embodied conversations and revolutions in 
American dance. Those revolutions continue, they spill into multiple 
dancing bodies that are still moving into the future. Martha Graham 
was a prolific choreographer who drew on manifold sources of inspira-
tion to create 181 dance pieces. Two strands of her work stand out: her 
‘Americana’ choreographies, including, among others, Chronicle (1936), 
American Document (1938), Letter to the World (1940) and, perhaps 
most famously, Appalachian Spring (1944), for which Aaron Copeland 
composed the score. The other choreographic strand that may be iden-
tified in her work are her ‘Greek’, works amongst which are Herodiade 
(1944), Cave of the Heart (an interpretation of Medea) (1946), Night 
Journey (1947) and Clytemnestra (1958).

This book is written as a tension between contraction and release; 
my use of these two concepts draws specifically on Graham’s interpre-
tation of the concepts on her own body and with many other bodies 
with whom she conversed. Martha Graham’s prolific career illuminated 
and problematised further political ruptures that were choreographed 
by Isadora Duncan. Isadora Duncan’s body contracts into Graham’s, 
and that in turn releases to create the discipline of modern dance as we 
know it today.

Graham’s career was also interwoven with many political tensions, 
which differed from the ones Duncan encountered; they set the scene for 
other choreographic political conversations that will arise on the world 
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stage. Martha Graham gave the world an evolving language with which 
to think about the world in and through moving bodies. That language 
was never static and never stable; in line with her interpretation of life 
and dance (which are always intertwined), this language was entangled in 
contradictions and tensions. Martha Graham constantly moved beyond 
the boundaries of her own body and the bodies of her dancers and audi-
ence members.

Life is a process of one body releasing into another while always con-
tracting into itself, as Graham knew. This process is not always chore-
ographed and its outcomes are not always intended; some of the most 
luminous political moments of Graham’s career occurred when she 
unwittingly cast a spotlight on the political contradictions of her life and 
times. Let us allow her to make her entrance into the argument.

‘Movement never lies’: Martha Graham’s complex politics

Graham’s body contracted into itself and released into multiple mov-
ing bodies that proceeded to contract and release into other bodies. She 
unravelled a shared space of dissent and disagreement. The moment in 
which Isadora Duncan waves a red scarf opens the curtains on a radically 
different performative world within which Martha Graham takes the 
stage. Throughout her life Graham created a shared space in which bodies 
conversed. Those bodies created methods of inscription that responded 
to her innovative method of inscription. Those meetings between sys-
tems of inscription created relationships of sic- sensuous, which in turn 
were released into engagement with politics carried out by words (for 
Graham, her dancers and spectators alike).

As an artist whose long life spanned most of the twentieth century 
and coincided with some of the most dramatic political upheavals of that 
time, Martha Graham’s relationship to politics has been widely discussed 
in dance studies. It should be noted, however, that this is the first reading 
of her work within political theory. Together with Isadora Duncan it is 
difficult, if not impossible, to explain the tension between their centrality 
in twentieth- century choreographic revolutions and absence within the 
world of political theory. Interventions in and through the female body 
are now taking centre stage, after years of being shifted to the wings of 
political philosophy.

Some analyses in dance studies have focused upon Graham’s artis-
tic response to the political events of her time. Helen Thomas quotes 
from an interview with Graham claiming that there was no intention 
on her part to choreograph dances of social or political protest (Thomas 
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1995). Henrietta Bannerman notes that the major concern in Graham’s 
dances from 1926 to 1948 was the individual’s struggle for freedom rather 
than any protest against social or class issues more widely construed 
(Bannerman 1999). Bannerman goes on to look at the political signifi-
cance of specific works: ‘Chronicle (1936) and Deep Song (1937) reflected 
anti- Fascist feelings connected with the Spanish civil war and recalled 
the horror associated with the First World War’ (Bannerman 1999: 17). 
However, McDonagh notes that ‘In July, the Spanish civil war began. 
Though other modern dancers often used political themes, Graham 
rarely did’ (McDonagh 1974:  119). McDonagh goes on to argue that 
Graham’s pre- eminence provided an attraction for those looking for poli-
tics in art in the 1930s, ‘but where they wanted political commentary, she 
provided moral parables. Her vision was directed to unlocking the fetters 
that bound the spirit, not those twisting the social fabric’ (McDonagh 
1974: 113). Thomas, McDonagh and Bannerman trace in Graham’s work 
the definition of dance as protest in its ability to reiterate opinions and 
positions articulated in words prior to choreographic intervention. This 
reading does not seek political positions expressed in the dance itself, 
independent of politics carried out in words. Thus it is focused theoreti-
cally on what has been described throughout the book as the weak read-
ing of political dance. I argue throughout the book for a move away from 
such a reading of the relationship between dance and politics.

A different strand of discussion on Graham and politics in dance 
scholarship looks at her public actions and verbal statements. One key 
event in that narrative is Graham’s refusal to perform in the 1936 Berlin 
Olympics. When Rudolph Laban and the Ministry of Propaganda invited 
Graham to perform with her company at the Olympics she refused on 
both ideological and practical grounds; Graham had African- American 
as well as Jewish dancers in her company and knew that her company as 
a whole would not be welcome in the Berlin of 1936. At the same time, 
interpreting this event still draws us away from Graham’s dance. Because 
this depiction of politics and choreography leads us to an understanding 
of dance as carrying no independent communicative power, I move away 
from those readings. Contrary to this position I argue that we can find a 
competing interpretation of politics in Graham’s choreography: a method 
of intervention in public life and a language that can iterate messages 
independently from spoken language. In this reading I unravel a stage for 
Graham to act upon using the language she utilised throughout her life, 
and within which she had claimed equality to those bodies against whom 
she intervened, including Duncan: dance. In so doing she showed that the 
body says indeed what words cannot; and the body, always writing upon 
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other bodies, is equal to words as a means of political expression. Let us 
unravel this realignment of reading her politics to allow her to intervene 
in a field in which her voice is absent: political theory. I invite the reader– 
spectator into one space in which a she danced her own sic- sensuous, the 
State Department- funded tours in which Graham participated.

Martha Graham and State Department- funded tours, 1955– 87

During the Cold War, the US State Department funded dance tours to 
Asia, Africa and Latin America as part of its cultural diplomacy. Those 
tours were part of the struggle for American cultural and political influ-
ence in the (so- called) Third World and aimed to project an image of 
America as cutting- edge, open and accepting. Eisenhower led the pro-
gramme, which started in 1954 (Prevots 2001:  8). He is quoted as say-
ing: ‘I consider it essential that we take immediate and vigorous action 
to demonstrate the superiority of the products and cultural values of 
our system of free enterprise’ (Prevots 2001: 22). In the most extensive 
overarching study of these tours from the perspective of dance, Dance 
for Export: Cultural Diplomacy and the Cold War, Neima Prevots reads 
the tours in the context of fear of communist ideological and military 
power and ‘its apparent uses in capturing the minds and souls of other 
countries’ (Prevots 2001: 7). After a Congress decision in 1954 to allocate 
funds to enlist the performing arts in the Cold War, Eisenhower founded 
the President’s Emergency Fund for International Affairs, which funded 
enterprises sending leading figures in American performing arts abroad. 
The first dance artist to represent the US on those tours was José Limón, 
who went to Latin America in 1954 (Prevots 2001).

Martha Graham was one of the most prominent artists to take an 
active part in this programme. Clare Croft, who has written extensively 
about dance and cultural diplomacy in the US, argues that Graham was 
defined as a ‘grand lady of dance’ in a memo sent in 1974 from Henry 
Kissinger to Gerald Ford (Croft 2015:  105). But Graham’s centrality in 
American dance predated the State tours. The State Department con-
sequently assumed she had international value, hence was a key figure 
in the State Department- funded tours. Graham’s first tour began in 
Japan on 23 October 1955.1 The next stop was Manila, and from there to 
Indonesia. In a statement in the Burma Star, the Burmese prime minister 
U Nu was quoted as saying:  ‘Artistes such as Martha Graham can very 
effectively contribute towards international goodwill and therefore are 
a potent force for peace’ (Prevots 2001: 50). The success of this first tour 
led the State Department to fund tours which continued till 1987. Prevots 
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notes that Asian audiences responded most powerfully to Night Journey 
and Cave of the Heart, two of her explicitly ‘Greek’ works (the former will 
be discussed in the next section).

The State- funded tours were created to celebrate American excep-
tionalism and the country’s self- perceived superiority. Croft argues 
persuasively that Graham was a natural choice for the tours due to her 
American- themed works, which seemed to portray an unequivocally 
positive image of American freedom (Croft 2015: 109).2 I intend to focus 
on the second strand of her works –  the Greek strand –  which, I argue, 
posit a clash between what I have called the weak reading and the strong 
reading of political dance. Graham, like Duncan, drew on ancient Greece 
in order to mobilise the international power of dance as a language that 
can transcend boundaries. She drew on the retelling of what she read as 
universal myths in order to develop her system of inscription. The inter-
section of the American exceptionalism that funded the performances 
on State tours, the perception of Greek tragedy as an universal underly-
ing narrative and the extraordinary multiplicity of the psyche and body 
which inspired Graham’s revolution presents a three- tiered sic- sensuous. 
I now contract into Graham’s body to explore the system of inscription 
that allowed her to perform this sic- sensuous.

Graham’s strong reading of political dance

There have been some efforts in dance studies to move away from 
the focus on intentionality in socially orientated messages and public 
actions in the reading of dance and politics in Graham’s work. In a 
recent study Victoria Thoms uses the term ‘haunting’ to examine the 
relationship between Graham’s actual body and its reception, focusing 
on its unknowability (Thoms 2013). In a powerful study of the politi-
cal engagement of dancers in New York in the 1950s, Ellen Graff notes 
that Graham was criticised for being ‘too personal and too individual’ 
(Graff 1997:  105), artistic tendencies exemplified in her Greek dance 
dramas of the 1940s and 1950s. Further, Mark Franko evokes the ten-
sion between Graham’s verbal statements and the audience reception 
of her choreographic work: ‘Although unequivocal political meaning is 
not found in Graham’s statements, she did court a left- wing audience, 
and her dances did contain revolutionary fantasies. Her emotional 
ambiguity, however, was apprehended by the left as political evasive-
ness’ (Franko 1995: 65). Franko shifts from the verbal discourse of the 
choreographer and her explicit artistic intentions towards the impact 
of her work on her audiences and their consequent interpretation of 
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politics. We are moved to seek a conflict between politics as articu-
lated in verbal statements and politics as unintentional effects on its 
audiences, which I show is exactly what Graham accomplished in her 
choreography.

We begin our interpretation of sic- sensuous in Graham’s own phi-
losophy of dance. She writes:  ‘Throughout time dance has not changed 
in one essential function. The function of dance is communication. The 
responsibility that dance fulfil its function belongs to us who are dancing 
today’ (Graham 1937: 50). Dance, to Graham, is never an individualistic 
enterprise. It is always aimed at conveying a message to someone else. It 
is intended at an Other, always relational. She writes:

To understand dance for what it is, it is necessary we know from whence it 
comes and where it goes. It comes from the depths of man’s inner nature, 
the unconscious, where memory dwells. As such it inhabits the dancer. It 
goes into the experience of man, the spectator, awakening similar memories. 
(Graham 1937: 50)

The emphasis in Graham’s interpretation of dance is on appeal-
ing to the interlocutor, on creating and sustaining a shared embodied 
space. Intervention always aims towards another body receiving this 
intervention.

The relationship between aesthetic change and political change is a 
complex one in Graham’s interpretation. She writes:  ‘great art never 
ignores human values. There lies its roots (sic). This is why forms change’ 
(Graham 1937: 50). She elaborates:

The modern dance, as we know it today, came after the World War. This 
period following the war demanded forms vital enough for the reborn man to 
inhabit. Because of the revitalised consciousness came an alteration in move-
ment –  the medium of dance, as tone is medium. Out of this dance came a 
different use of the body as instrument. (Graham 1937: 50)

For Graham, dance is indebted to the political background and can-
not be separated from this environment. At the same time, it is always 
forward- looking, aimed at the spectator who is sitting in the audience, 
watching and able to share the process that the dancer is undergoing on 
stage. Graham sees dance as a powerful method of reinterpreting life in 
a community and the interactions that human beings share with each 
other, which transcend the immediate setting of the dance concert. For 
Graham the body always shifts between contracting into its hidden lay-
ers, exploring the psyche, and being released into the bodies of her audi-
ence members.
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In a sentence that seems to directly critique the way politics has been 
traditionally sought in her work (discussed in the first part of this chap-
ter), Martha Graham writes:  ‘All of this has nothing to do with propa-
ganda as known and practiced. It only demands the dance be a moment 
of passion, completely disciplined action, that it communicate partici-
pation to the nerves, the skin, the structure of the spectator’ (Graham 
1937: 51). For Graham, politics in dance must not be reduced to restating 
our understanding of politics in language. Politics in dance should do 
something else: create a crystallised instance of complete dedication, a 
shared space between the communities that have generated it and the 
ones that receive it. Dorothy Bird, a member of the Graham Company in 
its first years, wrote:

Martha said, ‘dance has nothing to do with what you can tell in words. It has 
to do with actions, coloured by deep inarticulate feelings that can only be 
expressed in movement’. She did not permit a single sentence, neither a sub-
ject nor an object, to be considered as a basis for a movement, only verbs and 
adverbs. (Horosko 2002:48)

Following Graham’s writing and this forceful statement, I shift the focus 
from the narration of choreography to the choreography itself; I  shift 
the focus to the interpretation of dance as a world, or the strong reading 
of political dance. I invite the reader– spectator to join the moment that 
Graham unleashed her danced revolution into the world, in one of the 
first works that exemplify her movement language, Lamentation.

Lamentation (1930)

Music: Zoltán Kodály (www.youtube.com/ watch?v=xgf3xgbKYko)

Janet Eilber, former principal dancer in Graham’s company and cur-
rently the artistic director of the Graham Dance Company, remembers 
Graham giving her notes to help her lean her torso at exactly the right 
angle, physically and emotionally: ‘it is like you are suspended over the 
empty womb’ (quoted in an interview at Jacob’s Pillow Dance Festival, 
August 2013). Lamentation evokes lack and presence, inhabiting space 
and withdrawing from it into emptiness, mourning and humanity. The 
moving body on stage appears nameless, her identity obscure, and the 
keening, lamenting movements that give the piece its choreographic nar-
rative are without a specific referent. In fact, the dancer, moving inside 
an immense tube of fabric, loses the most quintessential elements of a 
dancer: the contours of her own body.
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Kimerer Lamothe reads this piece against Duncan’s Mother (1924):

Duncan’s ‘mother’ spills from movement to movement with fluid grace. Her 
arms reach and curl in unending flow; her torso bends and circles, while her 
lower body remains fiercely rooted in the earth. The soft folds of the dancer’s 
gown move with her cycles, brushing the air. Graham’s figure, rooted to her 
bench, sheathed in a purple tube of fabric, rocks tightly back and forth. Her 
movements are stark, percussive. Arms reach and punch, stretch and twist 
against her torso. The body convulses, doubles over, opaque and articulate in 
its silence. (Lamothe 2006: 152)

Apart from the theme, mourning and lamentation, these two pieces have 
very little in common. I join Lamothe in reading this piece as in tension 
with Duncan, asserting it as a performance of Graham’s unique style as 
a response to Duncan’s intervention that, as we have seen, legitimised 
modern dance. At the same time I read Graham’s Lamentation against 
Duncan’s Revolutionary,3 discussed in the previous chapter.

One of Graham’s signature choreographic features was using music in 
an asymmetrical way. Celebrated Graham dancer Gertrud Schurr writes:

The measures were not always in counts of four or eight. She introduced us 
to patterns with new counts, sometimes a slow four as a theme of movement, 
a three count for a lyrical equality, and a percussive or elevation quality on a 
two count or even an ‘and one’ count. This change of accent and counts, mixed 
rhythms, and uneven measures were additional firsts and Martha used them 
a great deal. Patterns of ten and five were not unusual. (Horosko 2002: 40)

This use of musicality creates a sense of unexpectedness, a heightened 
awareness of the movement. I read this use of musicality as Graham’s 
response to Isadora Duncan’s musicality. In one of Graham’s essays, 
entitled ‘Affirmations’ (1936), Graham writes:  ‘The modern dance of 
the present time began in America, strangely enough, particularly on 
the West Coast with Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis’ (Armitage 
1966:  109). Graham wrote about Duncan in the context of the new- 
found importance dance had in her day:  ‘while music of the dance 
is still transparent and exciting as an element, we still use perennial 
black velvet of another period as background. They were first used 
for the dance I believe by Isadora Duncan. She used them, from the 
same need we have today, to bring focus upon the dance, and she suc-
ceeded’ (Armitage 1966:  37). Graham placed dance in the limelight 
independently from other art forms. She reads dance as an expressive 
medium, able to communicate symbolic messages rather than being 
a form of entertainment used as divertissement, a piece of move-
ment created solely for aesthetic pleasure. That reading for Graham 
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is indebted to Isadora Duncan. Graham responds to Duncan’s revolu-
tion in its own language. Duncan’s Revolutionary was dark and aus-
tere because the music is dark and austere. Graham, however, starts 
the movement before the music. Dance is a method of inscription 
which writes upon the body independently of any other art form; 
in this work we see further breaks from music dictating aesthetic. 
Dance, in Graham’s reading, deserves recognition in its own right. In 
the genealogy of the politics of dance Duncan rebelled against ballet; 
Graham rebelled against Duncan, and by so doing both affirmed the 
independent power of dance as a mode of communication. Graham 
discusses dance with Duncan through the medium that Duncan 
legitimated, dance.

The moving fist, which ended Duncan’s piece, becomes a leaning torso 
enclosing into itself in Graham’s choreography. Graham’s lamenting fig-
ure is in a never- ending motion of resisting the finalities of her embod-
ied contours. The piece demands utter control of the torso. The dancer 
holds the audience captive by the movement of her upper body alone. 
The moving figure succumbs to Graham’s language of movement, which 
becomes one with the dancer’s moving body, indiscernible from the tube 
of fabric enclosing its invisible boundaries. The body moves from inner 
to outer, from psyche to the invisible boundaries of the body.

Isadora Duncan waved a red scarf and cried:  ‘you were wild once 
here, don’t let them tame you’. Martha Graham dances the wild, untamed 
spirit; she uses the demarcation between the fabric and the body in this 
work as a dual boundary. On the one hand, the tube of fabric effaces the 
contours of the dancer’s body. On the other hand, the use of the fabric as 
a constraint means the dancer is forced into developing an extraordinary 
vocabulary of movement while sitting down. Suspended over an empty 
womb, not only of herself, as a lamenting figure, but of all the bodies 
with which she is conversing, sharing the physical and emotional journey 
of mourning and loss, Graham’s lamenting figure is a tour de force of a 
radically new system of inscription. Indeed, Graham shows that she is 
revolutionary. Duncan’s scarf merges into Graham’s tube of fabric; but in 
this case it is in the dance itself, not in words, that Graham performs her 
revolution.

Graham’s engagement with lament and mourning, an underlying 
theme in her life’s work, can be seen in her ‘Greek period’ in which she 
interpreted some of the great Greek myths (starting from the 1940s and 
continuing through the 1950s and 1960s). I move the reader– spectator 
into another space, created by one of the most celebrated works of that 
period, Night Journey.
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Night Journey (1947)

Music: William Schumann  
(www.youtube.com/ watch?v=fFNsKeMbW20)

As Henrietta Bannerman, a dance scholar who focuses on Graham’s 
reception of ancient Greece, notes (Bannerman 2010: 259– 60), Graham’s 
turn to Greece was very much in the context of her contemporary zeit-
geist. Doris Humphrey’s dream to create a danced version of the Oresteia, 
which resulted only in Orestes reinterpreted as the Libation Bearers 
(1933), Anthony Tudor’s Lysistrata (1932),The Descent of Hebe (1938) 
and Judgment of Paris (1938) preceded Graham’s ‘Greek period’ (mainly 
the 1940s to the 1960s). On Broadway, The Golden Apple (1954), writ-
ten by Latouche and Moross, set mythical figures from the Trojan war in 
a small town in America. Uniquely for her choreographic intervention, 
Graham’s focus was on the individual, and specifically on the feminine 
individual, the heroines of those tragedies. Here she differs from many of 
her contemporaries.

Martha Graham’s Night Journey, which is her reinterpretation of 
Sophocles’s Oedipus the King, does not focus on Oedipus, as the play 
does, but on Jocasta. It is a reinterpretation of the story from the point 
of view not of the hero but of what Marni Thomas Wood calls ‘Graham’s 
anti heroines’ (Wood 2012). Here, again, she continues Duncan’s revolu-
tion in bringing the female body centre stage, while reading the Western 
canon against its grain. Premiered in 1947, the piece has been the subject 
of many debates about the role that feminism, psychoanalysis and, specifi-
cally, feminine subjectivity in Greek tragedy plays in Graham’s work.4 This 
piece was exemplary of Graham’s choreographic uniqueness:  the ability 
to present an individual who is always multiple, entrenched in a complex 
psyche but always referring back to her community, while communicat-
ing this complexity to audiences in and through the body. The ability to 
contest binaries in Graham’s choreography is the starting point for the 
dancing multiple subjectivity that is able to present a new politics in her 
body while being part of the old order articulated in her words. This dance 
for Graham is always entrenched in sic- sensuous, engaging two worlds in 
one: one world in which Jocasta plays second violin to Oedipus and one in 
which her contradicting embodied psyche takes centre stage.

American dance critic Anna Kisselgoff, writing on Night Journey, 
commented:

If one had to choose any fragment of Graham choreography to preserve for 
posterity, the sensational choral passages for these Daughters of the Night 
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would top the list. Every movement was worked out on Miss Graham’s own 
body as she choreographed the work. To see the angular contractions in which 
breath is so visibly expelled, or to be stunned by the distortions of the human 
body for expressive purposes in these passages, is to see choreography that 
remains incomparable. (Bannerman 2010: 272)

The programme notes for the piece (1967) comment that the chorus of 
women who know the truth before the Seer speaks it try in vain to divert 
the prophecy from its cruel conclusion. The chorus are on stage for most 
of the piece, making it an ensemble tour de force of Graham’s choreo-
graphic language. Dance theorist Ramsay Burt highlights Graham’s inter-
pretation of Greek heroines, and specifically places them as the powerful 
plot- spinners who have access to knowledge. He writes: ‘Jocasta is clearly 
the strongest role in Night Journey. Unlike Oedipus and Tiresias she is 
not blind and does not have to become blind in order to gain knowledge’ 
(Burt 1998: 46). At the same time, he acknowledges that there are other 
characters who have this strength in this piece: the chorus, reinterpreted 
as ‘Daughters of the Night’. Mark Franko, who has written extensively 
about Graham and politics, reads the chorus as identifying with Jocasta, 
thus sharing involvement in the action (Franko 2012). The action of the 
anti- heroine is then distributed between Jocasta’s body and the bodies of 
the Daughters of the Night. Franko quotes Graham as saying that ‘there 
are two areas of action; what may be called the actual and the dream. 
There is a thread linking the whole and that is the chorus action’ (Franko 
2012: 107). Graham aims to create a shared space that emerges out of her 
own body, dancing as Jocasta, through to the Daughters of the Night. 
Isadora Duncan said she wanted to dance the chorus; Graham, through 
her use of choreography and narrative structure, created a shared space 
between herself and the chorus.

I now turn the spotlight onto a series of twelve contractions performed 
in the midst of the chorus’s long choreographic phrase (prior to the tryst 
between Jocasta and Oedipus), as noted by Kisselgoff. As the chorus 
performs this series of contractions, we see an extension of the thread 
of embodied knowledge from Graham’s body, dancing Jocasta, onto the 
bodies of the dancers who perform as Daughters of the Night. But the use 
of this specific concept in movement is crucial within the ever- changing, 
ever- evolving Graham vocabulary.

There are two choreographic concepts which accompany the entirety 
of Graham’s career and have a central place within her work: that of the 
contraction and that of the release. Graham dancer Gertrude Schurr 
recalls their use as early as in the 1927– 28 season (Horosko 2002:  37). 
In the contraction, the body unfolds into itself, whereas release entails 
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unravelling of the spine outwards and the opening up of the body towards 
its environment. In the action of contraction the dancer explores the den-
sity of her own corporeality, in her inner being, while exhaling, whereas 
in the release the dancer places herself in her spatial setting and locates 
her body within its surroundings, while inhaling. In the action of release 
the torso opens towards the world –  the dancer inhales and utilises the 
movement to explore the spatiality of the stage and the body, as well as 
other bodies with which she is always conversing. These two actions are 
based not only on the body’s anatomy but also on the primordial action 
of breathing, reflecting the tension between inhaling, taking air from 
one’s surroundings, and exhaling, letting the air go to one’s environment. 
This shift draws on the materiality of the body but enables the dancer to 
mould it through disciplined action, and then communicate that action 
to other material bodies. The duality of this conceptual tension allows 
the Graham dancer to explore and delve deeper into her material sub-
jectivity. Dance theorist Kimerer Lamothe, who has written extensively 
on Graham and Duncan, argues that contraction and release relate to 
Graham’s reading of Nietzsche, which informed her aesthetics:  ‘they 
(contraction and release) are a way of “doing an I” ’ (Lamothe 2006: 82); 
they are part of the project of bringing movement back to life and life 
back to movement, and reinterpreting dance as a method of communica-
tion independent of words; affirming dance as a world.

Drawing on the analysis above, it may seem at first sight that the release 
is the more communicative action of the two; it is that action that returns 
the dancer back to awareness of her surroundings and other dancers 
around her. However, the foundational philosophy underlying Graham’s 
technique shows that the contraction was just as vital for Graham as a 
communicative tool. As Graham dancer Alice Halpern writes, ‘The 
contraction not only fosters control of the torso and strengthens the 
abdominal area, it is also an inherently dramatic movement, a means 
to the expression of the inner landscape’ (Halpern 1991: 23). Copeland 
notes that ‘Graham’s contraction [also] serves to generate an involuntary 
muscular response in the perceiver, thereby uniting the spectator and the 
dancer in a shared kinaesthetic experience’ (Copeland 2004:  141). The 
contraction, although seemingly inward looking, is communicative in its 
unravelling of a space for the spectator in which she shares the sensation 
experienced by the dancer. It is grounded in the exhalation, returning 
air into the physical space the dancer inhabits. Hence it is Graham’s way 
to generate collective feeling, a shared state of bringing the internal into 
external expression through movement and for emotion to be experi-
enced by dancer and spectator.
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The chorus is assigned the role of drawing the audience into the piece, 
making them actively engage in the narrative through the use of contrac-
tion. As the contraction draws the body of the dancer and the body of 
spectator together, it allows further extension of the dialogue between 
Jocasta and the chorus, the Daughters of the Night, as discussed above. 
But beyond that moment of sharing, by using contractions Graham’s aim 
is that the audience also becomes part of Jocasta’s psyche, thus expanding 
the threads of those who share this position of privilege with regards to 
knowing the narrative. Night Journey is grounded in creating spaces of 
embodied sharing; between the protagonist and the chorus and between 
the dancers on stage and the audience. The use of contraction and its 
interpretation arose from Graham’s own body and the bodies of her 
female dancers. The contraction starts from the vagina. Graham’s move-
ment vocabulary and choreography start from her female body, which 
she elucidates and illuminates, allowing others to share in that process. 
The use of contractions in Graham vocabulary, then, gains further cen-
trality when read in this context; through the extensive disciplining of 
the torso in contractions, Graham opens up a shared space between the 
spectator and the dancer. Jocasta, the anti- heroine who retells the story 
of Oedipus the king, starts the retelling from the core of her femininity; 
that retelling extends to other women sharing the stage with her, and 
then extends into the audience. The body is saying what words cannot; it 
is retelling a canonical story while constantly questioning the boundaries 
between inner and outer, psyche and body, and one body and another.

We start watching Martha Graham’s choreographic journey from her 
lamenting figure, contesting her own embodied boundaries though con-
stantly releasing into the bodies with whom she converses. We continue 
this journey with a shared embodied space, enabled by a specific read-
ing of the contraction, between Jocasta, affirming the centrality of the 
woman protagonist in Oedipus the King, the Chorus, and the members 
of the audience. The empty womb spills into an array of female bodies, 
contracting into themselves and conversing with each other, expressing 
their individual voices. The boundaries of this shared embodied space 
are construed by the ever- deepening, ever- changing contraction. They 
are never stable. Martha Graham and her interlocutors move beyond 
boundaries on multiple registers.

Martha Graham provoked much disagreement in her unique inter-
pretation, outlined above. Kirstein wrote in the New Republic: ‘her jumps 
are jolts; her walk, limps and staggers; her runs, heavy blind impulsive 
gallops; her bends, sways. Her idiom of motion has little of the aerial in 
it, but there’s a lot of rolling on the floor’ (McDonagh 1974: 65). Graham  
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never tried to be a crowd pleaser; her dances were not aimed at cheer-
ing up spirits, or creating an enjoyable evening. Indeed, influential dance 
writer Edwin Denby writes: ‘I find watching her not a balm for the spirit, 
but certainly a very great pleasure for the intelligence’ (Denby 1986: 128). 
Graham’s work was unsettling; it was definitely not considered beautiful 
in the simple sense of the word. Elsewhere Denby writes:

It isn’t often I’ve seen in the lobby in the intermission so animated discus-
sion of a ballet as it was after Martha Graham’s new Deaths and Entrances. 
The piece is a harsh one:  it has neither a touching story, nor a harmonious 
development, nor wit and charm to help it along. But at both its recent perfor-
mances it held the audience spellbound. (Denby 1986: 109)

Graham knew very well how to present and perform a sic- sensuous, a 
presentation of an aesthetic not always considered beautiful experienced 
between two sensing bodies.

Slightly more light- hearted but no less critical receptions of Graham 
are quoted in Copeland’s book on Merce Cunningham, Graham dancer 
turned into revolutionary in his own right. In reference to titles in char-
acters in her Dark Meadow, such as One who Seeks, He who Summons, 
The One who Speaks, Copeland terms Graham herself: ‘she whose head 
ached from allegory’ (Copeland 2004: 26). In perhaps one of the most 
famous lines of criticism of her work, echoing the sharp, angular move-
ment that became her signature, Stark Young responded to an invitation 
to see a Graham performance: ‘must I go? I’m so afraid she’s going to give 
birth to a cube on stage’ (Copeland 2004: 26). Graham’s sic- sensuous, her 
ability to elicit strong responses drawing solely on the body, allowed her 
to penetrate other political worlds, as I show next.

‘In my beginning is my end’: from the universal body to 
universal dissent

The argument in this chapter started from Graham’s body lamenting 
alone on stage; it then proceeded to spill into the body of Jocasta, con-
versing with the Daughters of the Night, the chorus in her Night Journey. 
This progression allows us to contract further into Martha Graham’s 
unique sic- sensuous.

The first layer of the sic- sensuous that we see in Graham’s work 
emerges from her interpretation of dance as a method of communica-
tion that transcends borders and communities demarcated by verbal lan-
guage, and the American exceptionalism policy that funded her tours 
abroad. During the 1955– 56 tours Graham was asked: ‘Why are there no 
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dances in your company in which the subject is universal brotherhood?’ 
To which she replied, ‘There are no dances in my company in which that 
is not the subject. I could not do a single step if I did not believe in broth-
erhood. But I am not a propagandist. I don’t need to make dances that 
say they are about brotherhood. All my dances are’ (Prevots 2001:  53). 
Graham’s universalist narrative is exemplified in her Greek works, which, 
as we have seen, were particularly popular within the context of the State- 
funded tours. The celebration of American superiority stands in sharp 
contradiction to Graham’s strong reading of politics as performed in 
Night Journey. As an example of Graham’s philosophy of choreography, 
her dance shows the inner contradictions communicated to the specta-
tors through various choreographic mechanisms. It is hardly possible 
to perform a singular narrative of American superiority in a dance that 
shows the complexity of humanity and communicates this complexity 
beyond boundaries.

At the same time, Graham’s interpretation of the universal power of 
dance is not without problems and inner contradictions. Clare Croft 
argues that Graham placed a white female body against a literal or figura-
tive backdrop of multiracial performers (Croft 2015: 111). Graham dancer 
and scholar Ellen Graff expands on this point: ‘Graham’s universal body 
was almost certainly assumed to be a white Protestant body that some-
how could subsume every other identity’ (Graff 1997:  130). Presenting 
Graham’s body as a source of the universal language of movement erases 
the social, racial and economic inequalities in which she intervenes. The 
white, female, middle- class body is presented as the universal body and 
those who do not relate to it are marginalised. John Martin’s writing on 
Graham and Pearl Primus, discussed in Chapter 1, shows us that this pres-
entation was indeed dangerously successful. The white heteronormative 
body is presented centre stage as universal. Other bodies can merely but 
respond to it. At the same time, let us revisit the argument presented in 
Chapter 1: the body is not universal but the body is able to intervene uni-
versally. Drawing on Hannah Arendt’s argument that underlying equality 
enables the communication of difference, I reread Graham’s attempt at 
universalism as exposing the politics of intervention from unique bod-
ies posed against her own. This unique and singular moment reveals 
Graham’s intent to create shared spaces of sensation actually traversing 
geopolitical boundaries in dissent rather than creating conformity to her 
own body.

Martha Graham cannot choreograph the responses to her choreog-
raphy; those are as diverse and manifold as the registers of the dancing 
psyche she focused on throughout her life. Graham contracts into her 
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own body. However, that contraction releases dissent in other bodies that 
respond to it. Universalism in intention becomes a singularly located 
moment of disagreement that is never beyond a particular space- time. 
That space- time, always located in a moving body, is in and of itself a 
harsh critique of a singular narrative of universalism. The failures of 
Martha Graham’s universalist narratives become the success of the sic- 
sensuous lying at the heart of her choreography, championing the com-
plexity of the individual embodied psyche. I invite the reader– spectator 
to share one such moment of dissent in one particular performance.

Clare Croft quotes Graham Company artistic director Janet Eilber 
reflecting on her memories of performing in another Graham signature 
piece, Diversion of Angels (premiered 1948). Eilber recalls the perfor-
mance setting, which largely comprised a military audience: ‘If you fall 
off stage, usually you run into a wall eventually. But there were no walls 
there [that night]. The theatre was open to the alleys that were there 
beside the theatre, and there were just storefront gates across them … the 
gates were filled with faces of people who lived in the alleys [who were] 
watching us’ (Croft 2015: 136).

The piece ends with Eilber’s danced character opening her chest and 
arms towards the audience, in this case the uninvited audience members 
who watched from the sides of the stage. This moment of shared sensa-
tion between Eilber and the uninvited recipients of her movement shows 
another level of Graham’s sic- sensuous. This sic- sensuous occurs between 
the audience as demarcated by ‘legitimate’ ticket holders and those unin-
vited guests who indulge in the shared sensation nonetheless. This clash 
unravels inequality experienced outside the theatre, between privileged 
and underprivileged bodies, those deemed worthless and not allowed to 
be formal spectators, and their improvised experience of spectatorship in 
which they are equal to those who exclude them. This clash shows both 
those characteristics that make bodies unequal and that shared capacity 
that allows bodies to relate to each other beyond those differences. This 
is not an appeal to the universal body as a source of communication that 
allows a plot to unravel and knowledge to be shared. This performance 
exemplifies the universal capacity to dissent through the body as a mech-
anism to elicit intervention in a way that transgresses physical and non- 
physical boundaries. Further, this moment of transgression shows the 
differences between various bodies, as well as their equality in response 
to each other. The presentation of a narrative of universalism ends in a 
moment of reception that shows that the most universal feature about 
human bodies is their resistance to final boundaries. Graham’s uninvited 
audience members, in creating a shared embodied space with Eilber, 
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not only resist the boundaries set by the conception of the theatre, they 
resist being deemed as unequal by those, the privileged, invited audience 
members. Graham’s dance drew on the complexities of the human psyche 
and body. In so doing it unravelled further possibilities for transgression, 
which are always located in a moving body responding to her choreo-
graphed bodies in motion on stage.

In her diaries, which contain elaborate choreographic notes on the 
sources that she read for inspiration (from Plato to T. S. Eliot, Nietzsche 
and many more) and explicit stage directions, Graham writes (Graham 
1973: 302):

People say – 
How did you begin?
Well –  that is the question – 
And who knows – 
Not I5– 
How does it all begin?
I suppose it never begins, it just continues – 
Life – 
Generations – 
Dancing

Graham’s choreography enabled a sic- sensuous between the body, which 
is able to create shared spaces through breathing together, the most pri-
mordial action that underpins our lives as human beings, and systems 
that deem some bodies superior to others. In her notes for one of her 
works, Episodes 1, Graham rewrites a T. S. Eliot line from his poem Four 
Quartets:  in the beginning is my end turns into in my end is my begin-
ning. Susan Jones provides a profound literary analysis of this move (Jones 
2009, Jones 2013); here, however, I  focus on the political significance 
of this rephrasing. The end of the presentation of a coherent narrative 
through the weak reading of Graham’s political dance was the beginning 
of the strong reading of political dance as an interruptive language that 
entails acts of writing between two sensuous bodies. In Martha Graham’s 
end was her beginning. There was nothing cohesive or singular about her 
interpretation of dance. Martha Graham’s body existed in performance, 
but at the end of the performance her body was carried by multiple bodies 
who responded to her dedicated acts of light. Her body becomes lumi-
nous in the reception of other bodies responding to it, running towards an 
angel diverting into the audience. Isadora Duncan started the revolution. 
Martha Graham celebrated it. The flaws in her reception were her biggest 
success; those ruptures and inconsistencies unleashed numerous systems 
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of inscription, which have given us modern dance as we know it today, 
in the US and beyond. All dancing names and all moving bodies find a 
trajectory in Martha. From Merce Cunningham to Pina Bausch, no one 
can escape the Grand Lady of dance asking them how it all begins. She 
knew it is not for her to answer. The only way to understand dance is to 
turn the spotlight on those who are there to continue the movement after 
the performance ends. Performance is ephemeral, and a dancer’s life is 
entangled in contradictions and hesitations, but dance never really starts. 
It is always a continuation to another dance. It is always the count starting 
after the ‘one’ count. The errors and misreceptions are as essential a part of 
Graham’s politics as her intended and articulated reading of dance.

Many people unconnected with dance for stage as performed in con-
texts such as the ones discussed in my reading of Duncan and Graham 
understood very well its immense power to intervene in political con-
figurations in and through the body while challenging the boundaries 
of what is deemed acceptable and beautiful. I  now invite the reader– 
spectator to turn to an instance in which dance was used as a means of 
communication when words were not allowed, and where it played with 
the boundaries of equality and inequality in a completely different set-
ting: the gold mines of South Africa.

Notes

 1 Victoria Thoms notes that Graham subtly influenced the panel to allow her 
to go on tour (Thoms 2013).

 2 Croft bases her analysis on the contradictions between those explicit mes-
sages (articulated, among other ways, by reading onstage the Gettysburg 
Address and the Emancipation Proclamation) and the choreography of 
Phaedra and Night Journey, in particular, which exemplify the tensions 
between freedom and un- freedom (Croft 2015).

 3 Ann Daly also sees choreographic resemblances between the two pieces in 
her Done into Dance.

 4 Croft provides a reading of this piece as what she terms a ‘diva stance’, a 
hybrid gender identity, portraying both female sexuality and modes of mas-
culinity (Croft 2015). Ramsay Burt argues that ‘Night Journey subversively 
re- appropriates a canonical text in order to interrogate the psychological 
construction of feminine subjectivity through the discourse of psychoana-
lytical theory’ (Burt, 1998:  50). Marni Thomas Wood, who performed in 
this piece and reconstructed it, writes about Jocasta:  ‘she surrenders to the 
vulnerability of being a woman, her downfall growing out of her endeav-
ours to define herself in the consummate role of wife/ mother/ lover queen’ 
(Wood 2012).

 5 My emphasis.
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