Imagining the Dance of America, Regenerating “The Race”:

The Eugenic Fantasy of Ted Shawn

Siobhan Burke

Senior Thesis
Advisor: Jennie Kassanoff

April 23, 2008

Table of Contents

Preface

Retelling the History of Ted Shawn                                                                    

 3            










Introduction                                   






  
 4

Chapter One

“As the Dance of a Country Is, So Is Its Inner Health”:

A Clean Dance for a White America                                                                  

16

Chapter Two

From “Embryonic” to “Fine Healthy Form”:

(Pro)Creative Process and the Denishawn Family                                                                 24

Chapter Three

Out of the Effeminate, Into the Masculine Primitive:

A Return to the “Childhood of Mankind” 
  37                                  

Chapter Four

From Masculine Primitive to Nordic Ideal: 

The Evolution of Ted Shawn’s Men Dancers                                                     

 50

Conclusion                       


                   


  
            
 63

Appendix of Images                                                                                            

 65

Bibliography 








 66

Preface: Retelling the History of Ted Shawn

In the summer of 2006, on Saturday late-afternoons in the Berkshire Hills, I told and retold the history of Ted Shawn. I told it to groups of five, ten, and fifteen individuals, walking backwards, as tour guides do, along the winding, rocky paths that traverse the verdant grounds at Jacob’s Pillow. Strolling past the open-air studios and eighteenth-century barns that give this dance festival its rugged charm, I told the heroic tale of its founder, the first man to rise to fame in American modern dance. I explained that Ted Shawn wanted to dance but that America wouldn’t let him; in the United States, when he came of age, one couldn’t be a dancer and a man. I narrated his triumphant crusade to make dance a manly art: his world travels with his wife, the great performer Ruth St. Denis, when he learned that men outside America did dance; his subsequent move to these 150 acres, then wild and overgrown, in Becket, Massachusetts; and his recruitment of eight college athletes who built Jacob’s Pillow from the ground up, as they learned to dance like warring, laboring, athletic men. It was a satisfying, linear story, good for a Saturday afternoon, one of obstacles overcome and new frontiers forged, in which personal victories transcended an antagonistic culture. In what follows, I hope to put Shawn back into dialogue with his culture, to tell a more revealing history about his artistry, his manhood, and the color of his skin.

Introduction

When Ted Shawn emerged on the performance circuit in the early twentieth century, dance in America was not “Art.” It was lavish, sensuous entertainment: the chorus lines of the Broadway revue, the dazzling lights of the spectacle ballet, the social dances of the New York ballroom. Ballet—the concert dance of Europe, with its centuries-old, strictly codified technique—had found its way into American theaters in the 1800’s, but it had survived only in a highly commercialized form known as the “spectacle-extravaganza.” By the 1910’s, the vaudeville revue had become another popular arena for danced spectacles, a hodge-podge of chorus dancing, toe dancing, “ethnic” dancing, skirt dancing, ragtime, and musical comedy.
 Meanwhile, ballroom dance crazes, rooted in African American vernacular dances, were sweeping the cities of the nation, with ragtime springing up in the 1910’s and the signature Charleston of the Jazz Age following close behind.

Ted Shawn joined two other American artists—Isadora Duncan and his wife and creative partner, Ruth St. Denis—on a passionate mission to sculpt and stage the dancing body in unprecedented ways, to make it an expressive, artistic agent rather than an entertaining “toy.” Together, they were the pioneers of modern dance in America. Duncan has been hailed as the forerunner of them all, the first to supplant pointe shoes with bare feet, rigid technique with freely flowing movement, the gymnastics of the body with the expression of “the soul.” Shawn and St. Denis, whose solo careers merged in 1914, built upon her precedent as they developed their own philosophies and established Denishawn, which would remain America’s premier dancing school and professional touring company throughout the 1920’s. Rejecting the new rhythms of jazz, the antics of the vaudeville stage, and the European values encoded in the classical ballet, these white, middle-class choreographers sought to create a “dignified” art of movement that would communicate the message of America.
 

But they faced an uphill climb. Within the “respectable” ranks of American culture—the white, upper-middle class whose cultural (and financial) capital would fuel their developing art—professional dancing had fallen into ill repute, a line of work reserved for girls, and girls only, who had “chosen to throw away all respectability and a normal life.”
 At the turn of the century, the dance stage was a platform for the female body, for good looks and provocative charm, for “legs, toes, arms, hips, breasts, eyes, hair, the whole mélange of stage femininity,” as one journalist remarked in 1914.
 Meanwhile, dancing for men was “unspeakable,” in Shawn’s words.
 According to the art historian Paul B. Franklin, men who wished to dance professionally “raised doubts about their masculine potency,” risking accusations of weakness, effeminacy, and homosexuality. With the sheer preponderance of women in ballet, few male roles existed; in those that did, the danseur acted primarily as a support for the principle ballerina, standing just shy of the spotlight, passive and “aggression-denying.”
 The writer J.E. Crawford Flitch, in his 1912 book Modern Dancing and Dancers, suggested how deep the American distaste for the male dancer ran: “How often has not one heard the remark that it is unpleasing to see a man dancer. And a man himself would as a rule rather be caught in the act of stealing than of dancing alone or with his fellows.”

Throughout his career, Ted Shawn would seek to re-imagine, redefine, regenerate the art of dance, and the male dancing body most of all, in the eyes of white, middle-class America. But as the dance historian Nancy Lee Ruyter has shown, Shawn (and his contemporaries) could not simply formulate a new aesthetic and deliver it, without explanation, to a resistant audience. His creative goals required an equally impressive rhetoric that would imbue his art with “grandeur of vision and nobility of purpose.”
 Art for art’s sake was not enough. The dancing body had to become a conduit for something greater than itself, a force for social progress, the epitome of a national ideal. For Shawn, the first man to seek cultural legitimacy as an artist of modern dance—and to succeed—this ideal was a lofty one: the advancement of a white, Anglo-Saxon, manly America, which itself was seeking regeneration.

As Shawn was re-imagining the dancing body, a broader sphere of America was anxiously re-imagining the body politic with the intention of improving “the race.”  During the formative years of Shawn’s career—1915 to 1930, and particularly in the 1920’s—the popularity of Denishawn surged alongside one of the most intense periods of nativist racism that the United States has ever witnessed. The years directly following World War I saw a tremendous surge in immigration to the urban North, primarily from southern and eastern Europe, along with a simultaneous plummet in the national economy. According to the historian John Higham, an average of five thousand immigrants arrived daily at Ellis Island in 1920, the year in which “the postwar boom collapsed” and unemployment spiked. With the “utopian spirit” of wartime waning, America’s self-proclaimed “native” or “elite” whites—those claiming ancestral ties to the “old stock” of England and northern Europe—blamed their social ills on this groundswell of new arrivals.
 At the same time, African Americans were migrating from the rural South by the tens of thousands, seeking greater social, political, and economic opportunity in the industrial North. Mobilizing for social justice more resolutely than ever before, the “New Negro” appeared dangerously radical to whites, too ready to rise up against “native” America. Incisive prejudice and brutal acts of violence erupted as white northerners, in the words of the historian Matthew Pratt Guterl, “grapple[d] with ‘the Negro’ at close range, in face-to-face situations, and in unprecedented numbers.”

In 1916, the attorney and eugenicist Madison Grant published The Passing of The Great Race, an epic espousal of scientific racism that would earn its greatest vogue in the years following World War I, selling sixteen thousand copies by 1923. Explaining “the rise and fall of civilizations according to the amount of their Nordic blood,” Grant popularized the notion that America’s superior “racial stocks”—those of Nordic or Anglo-Saxon descent
—were suffering from a fatal intermixture with “lower types,” as waves of “Alpines” and “Mediterraneans” (southern and eastern Europeans) set foot on U.S. shores.
 Grant’s protégé, the political theorist Lothrop Stoddard, argued similarly in The Rising Tide of Color Against White World Supremacy (1920), highlighting “the Negro,” to a greater degree than Grant, in his litany of threats.
 Both theorists developed their claims through a pseudo-Darwinian understanding of social progress, a contention that the “races” of humankind were contesting for the “survival of the fittest” and that those with the most robust hereditary traits—the characteristics best suited to their environment—would triumph. Historically, it was thought, Nordics had reigned as the most supreme race, the builders of great civilizations and bearers of the highest physical, intellectual, and spiritual traits. But contact with “inferior peoples” and the inferior environments in which they thrived—urban and industrial centers—was sapping this “ivory white” race of its superior energies.
 Predicting the Nordic’s utter eclipse, Grant declared that, “If the Melting Pot is allowed to boil without control . . . the type of native American of Colonial descent will become as extinct as the Athenian of the age of Pericles, and the Viking of the days of Rollo.”

Nativist fears about racial purity were not merely expressed in theory; they brought with them applicable and widely publicized measures for keeping white America “clean,” measures that would “breed” the body politic in pursuit of the Nordic ideal. Chief among these were the measures of American eugenics, the “science” of controlling human reproduction in the name of “racial improvement.” While the term “eugenics” itself assumed a range of complex and conflicting meanings, it was often advertised in simple terms for the American public.
 As the prominent eugenicist Henry Fairfield Osborn explained in 1932, eugenics encompassed two broad methods of regeneration. Positive measures encouraged more offspring from the “fit”—or “the eugenic element” of society—those citizens with “a superior moral, temperamental, and intellectual endowment.” Negative eugenics, meanwhile, sought to curb reproduction among society’s “dysgenic element,” those who were thought to burden “the evolution of the species” through disease, criminality, and mental illness.
 Passing down only the premium, most desirable traits to future generations, Nordic America could selectively weed out the unfit and breed a better race. Additionally, some racial theorists subscribed to what the historian Marouf A. Hasian has called “neo-Lamarckianism,” the idea that controlled environmental conditions, not just reproductive ones, could further the project of racial regeneration.

In this thesis, I examine the ways in which cultural attitudes toward regenerating the body—individual bodies and the body politic—influenced Ted Shawn’s creation of a dignified, masculine, and distinctively “American” dancing body. Throughout his career, I will argue, Shawn merged myths of a white racial past with hopes for a whiter, manlier future into an ideal of the American body that lived in the present. I look at Shawn’s own body, the bodies he choreographed, and his body of work as sites of discursive intercourse for the social-scientific theories in which his art form came of age. In doing so, I join the dance scholar Ann Daly in her belief that we must examine the dancing body “not as a surface, or even as an object, but as a space” “constructed dialogically” between artists, audiences, and the cultures to which they belong.
 

If eugenics was the science of “better breeding”—the active manipulation of heredity and environment to increase the Darwinian fitness of future generations—then the art of dance, in Shawn’s hands, became one of the many cultural spaces in which that process was enacted, on a metaphorical level.
 To borrow a phrase from the literary scholar Betsy Lee Nies, I believe that Shawn built his artistic vision around a “eugenic fantasy.” The institutions framing and perpetuating his art—Jacob’s Pillow and Denishawn—became, in themselves, utopian microcosms of an ideal race, first, a race of eugenic youth, and ultimately, a race of virile, well-evolved men. Importantly, the theories of regeneration that informed Shawn’s art were not strictly limited to contemporary discourses on eugenics. In chapters three and four, I suggest that they overlapped with earlier, turn-of-the-century ideas about racial regeneration, particularly the notion—as put into practice by the ruggedly masculine Theodore Roosevelt—that by “re-living” one’s less evolved past, one could achieve a more manly, highly evolved whiteness. It was only through these exclusionist ideologies that Shawn remade the American dancer, particularly the male dancer, into an ideal that white Americans could optimistically admire—a model, even, to which they could aspire.

The socially constructed category of “race,” as the historian David Roediger has noted in his 2005 book Working Toward Whiteness, is an infamously “messy” one. Racial theorists themselves, while they would not have admitted it, were confused about the meaning of this term. As Roediger writes, in the 1920’s, “Race was at once biological and cultural, inherited and acquired. Race identified, depending on context, both a category and a consciousness.”
 Throughout this thesis, I do not seek to decipher what, exactly, “race” is or even what it was thought to be. I am primarily concerned with exploring how the idea of race was deployed and acknowledging that it was a vital category around which structures of identity were formed. 

In recent dance scholarship, there has been a growing effort to bridge the gap between dance studies and cultural studies, to look at the “ways in which dance signals and enacts social identities in all their continually changing configurations,” as the scholar Jane Desmond has written in her 1997 essay “Embodying Difference.”
 Historically, the academic discipline of dance studies (like dance itself) has been marginalized within the sphere of cultural studies, but by studying the dancing body as a political and social space, rather than as a purely aesthetic space, we can work toward a broader understanding of the body as an important source of cultural production. In this thesis, I hope to contribute to that effort, showing the ways in which Shawn rendered visible, in choreographed form, a specific set of political attitudes toward the body. I am concerned, however, not only with the finished products that Shawn created, but with his artistic choices at every level, from the selection of which bodies to present onstage, to decisions about thematic inspiration, to the creation of a movement style with specific kinetic qualities. In any study of dance, as Desmond suggests, we must continuously question: Who and what gets represented? Who and what gets left out? And why?
 What reaches the stage—what gets raised up on the proscenium platform in demand of the spectator’s gaze—is a result of those choices and of the political assumptions that inform them. In Shawn’s case, these questions are particularly important, for at stake in the choices he made was the representation, to borrow a phrase from the historian Nancy Ordover, of “an American phenotype.”

For scholars of eugenics and early twentieth-century race theory, I hope that this analysis of Shawn’s career can shed light on the pervasiveness of scientific doctrine in what may seem like distant corners of society and unrelated realms of cultural production. In the past decade, there has been a growing body of scholarship on the role of hereditary theory in modern literature, film, and theater, but little that specifically discusses its impact on the evolution of modern dance. Perhaps this is because dance, unlike the other arts, did not stage actual eugenic narratives; dances, at least those in Ted Shawn’s repertoire, did not tell tales of families gone awry through acts of miscegenation or races rendered impotent through war. Rather, they staged ideals of the body arrived at through a eugenic model of racial regeneration. That scholars have not recognized this strikes me as a serious oversight: dance, it seems, should hold a critical place in debates about the cultural influence of eugenics, for the contested site within the eugenic discourse—that is, the physical body—is the medium of the art itself.

In the past decade, dance scholarship by Ramsay Burt, Susan Foster, Julia Foulkes, and Susan Manning has critiqued the nativist and misogynist politics that informed Shawn’s art, commenting on the essentialist notions of race and gender that affirmed his claims to white, masculine dominance.
 On the whole, however, their analyses have merely skimmed the surface of the eugenic and racial evolutionary discourses with which he engaged, despite the cultural pervasiveness of these discourses during his time. One of the most tantalizing—yet surprisingly nonchalant—recognitions of Shawn’s eugenic politics comes from an earlier text, Elizabeth Kendall’s 1979 Where She Danced: The Birth of an American Art Dance. Kendall states almost matter-of-factly that Shawn conceptualized and wrote about his work in “markedly eugenic terms,” suggesting that his aesthetic philosophy merged with contemporary ideas about “race purity.” With her emphasis on historical narrative over social analysis, however, she does not problemetize the budding relationship between modern methods of purifying “the race” and the modern art of dancing.
 By examining this relationship more intensively, I hope to bring dance and the dancing body, as influenced by Shawn, into fuller relief as socially and politically charged spaces. 

Dance scholars have also paid a great deal of attention to the homoerotic undertones of Shawn’s work. Given Shawn’s emphasis on normative representations of gender and his widely publicized marriage with Ruth St. Denis, it is surprising to learn that he identified with a “deviant” category of sexual preference, carrying on long-term sexual relationships with both women and men during his adult life, most notably with St. Denis and later, privately, with his principle dancer Barton Mumaw. Looking back on his work, it is easy to see an element of “protesting too much” in Shawn’s hyper-masculine aesthetic and its rhetorical framework, a sense that he championed the hyper-male dancer so that society would not interrogate or stigmatize his sexuality. I have chosen not to examine Shawn’s sexual politics, in order to more fully draw out the other strands of his social and aesthetic ideologies. Perhaps, rather than seeing his homosexuality as a source of insecurity that needed to be “closeted” by or “projected” onto a particular aesthetic, as Manning and Foster have done, we can see Shawn’s embrace of virile male-male love as an effort, in itself, to keep the race “clean” by simply not continuing “the bloodlines.”

In order to decipher Shawn’s own political leanings and aesthetic preferences, I look at him not only as a dancer and a choreographer but also as an avid and prolific (if somewhat amateur) writer and a devoted dance educator. Shawn did not merely stage his ideals of the body; he lectured, wrote, and taught about them at length—at rotary clubs and town halls, in books and local newspapers, at universities across the country—and he was remarkably consistent in his rhetoric. His written and spoken texts reveal a great deal about the social ideologies that informed his art and will serve as integral primary sources in this study. At the same time, they remind us that Shawn’s social and aesthetic message extended beyond the dance stage and onto bookshelves, blackboards, and coffee tables across the nation.

In the four sections that follow, I begin with a sketch of Shawn’s artistic philosophy, as he described it in writing, showing the ways in which his aesthetic mission reflected a broader eugenic mission to “clean up” America. I then turn to Denishawn in the 1920’s. Here, I will argue, Shawn put this theory of purification into practice, imagining his distinctively “American” institution as a eugenic family where his art would come to life through “good breeding.” In sections three and four, I look at two sites at which Shawn drew upon earlier, turn-of-the-century evolutionary theories in the service of regenerating white, American manhood: first, among the “primitive” cultures of what he called “the Orient,” where he traveled in 1925 to perform with Denishawn and to research ancient dances; and secondly, at Jacob’s Pillow in the 1930’s, the era of the Men Dancers.

“The eugenics project,” writes Nancy Ordover in American Eugenics, “revolved around imagining the nation: what it was (now threatened) and what it might be. . . . It was the sort of creative visualization that demanded both historical revisionism and ominous prophesy.”
 As we will see, Shawn imagined the dance of America along these very lines, with a manly, immaculate whiteness at the apex of “what it might be.”

 “As the Dance of a Country Is, So Is Its Inner Health”:

A Clean Dance for a White America

Among the early modern dancers, Ted Shawn was perhaps the most vocal proponent for a distinctive “dance of America.” The national art form he envisioned would encompass both concert dancing (choreography for the stage) and social dancing, a healthy cultural pastime and a source of “folk” inspiration for the artist. Shawn argued for the necessity of American dance with the conviction, shared by other intellectuals of his time, that dance was the oldest, most fundamental of all the arts, the foundation of all other forms of human artistic expression. Before man had developed the language of poetry, the instruments for music-making, or the requisite tools for the visual arts, he had relied for creative self-expression upon the movements of his own body.
 Movement thus communicated the body’s most innate and pressing urges—mental, spiritual, and physical—reflecting “the power of force implanted in the initial germ of man’s life.”
 

Beginning with the notion of dance as a site of potential for the individual self—a site for self-fulfillment—Shawn extended this idea to the level of national selfhood. He believed that with the development of organized societies and nations—from the ancient civilizations of Egypt and Greece, to modern-day Spain, Japan, and Russia—the intrinsic “art instinct” of dance had branched along with civilization itself. Rooted in the universal essence of prehistoric “man,” the practice had diverged with humankind’s development to express the innate “temperament” of each people. “Every nation in the world’s history,” Shawn declared in 1926, “has expressed in dance what was its most potential characteristic,” and the United States, as a “full-blooded, vigorous” leader among nations, a land full of youth and promise must now do the same:

The buds of ideas, the buds of art, of science, of religion, of philosophy are coming out all over this huge tree of America. On the trees of other nations we see full grown leaves, brown leaves and falling leaves. It is logical and right that the new things of value to the human race appearing in the world today should come through this newest, robust and growing nation.
 

 But where to begin the realization of America’s vast potential in the dance? “[T]he question,” Shawn wrote, “comes down to what is the spiritual basis of the American people. What is the fine thing, what is the deep and abiding and permanent thing which we have to express through the medium of dance?” With the procreative metaphor that would inform much of his writing, Shawn mandated that, in pursuit of dance’s national identity, “we must go back to the cause, that spiritual urge which gave birth to this nation.”
 

In searching for America’s “deep and abiding” spirit, Shawn conflated national identity with racial identity in a deeply nativist definition of American selfhood, echoing the broader political discourses of his time. The spirit of America, he suggested, was synonymous with its ancestral heritage. Within the first ten pages of The American Ballet, his equation of nation with “race” became overwhelmingly clear: the “real” America was white in appearance, Anglo-Saxon in origin. Taking for granted that his readers agreed, and implicitly addressing a white audience, Shawn asserted that the story of the “birth” of the nation “is known so well that I do not need to repeat it. . . . The foundation of America was by large percentage Anglo-Saxon. The principles upon which our constitutions are built are the principles of Anglo-Saxon men—high-souled, religious, spiritual-minded men.”
 The impending greatness of American dance—the flowering of the nation’s “most potential characteristic”—would stem, above all, from the “tradition of our Anglo-Saxon forefathers.” As heirs to their founding spirit, Shawn declared, “we [the American people] must in all our activities be a torch to the world and in the dance most of all.”
 

Perhaps Shawn’s glorification of the Anglo-Saxon race stemmed from his own ancestral identification with “native” America. Shawn took great pride in his mid-western, all-American origins; as one press release for the Men Dancers read, “No upbringing could have been purer U.S.A.”
 Born in Kansas City to a German immigrant father and a mother of English descent, he took an avid interest in his own genealogy. According to his biographer Walter Terry, Shawn traced his maternal ancestors, the Booth family, “back to 1318 in England,” and after doing “some further tracking, [he] came to the conclusion that his Booth forebears were among the Danish invaders of England at the time of King Canute.”
 The integrity of Shawn’s heredity was confirmed: the ancient Nordic race was still in his blood, coursing through his body as he danced for America.

Coming of age in the first decade of the twentieth century, Shawn would have been familiar with the widely publicized tenets of “the eugenic creed.” According to Marouf A. Hasian, Americans of that era had the experience of “growing up in a eugenical world,” a nation in which pseudo-scientific dogma shaped everything from foreign policy to the increasingly “hygienic” rituals of everyday life.
 Asylums for the feeble-minded, “better babies” competitions, physical and mental perfection contests, statistical studies on “comparative fecundity,” local “watch-towers against disease”: these were just a few of the “constructive suggestions” offered at the 1914 National Conference on Race Betterment, measures through which eugenics would enter public life in the next decade and through which white America would seek to reclaim its supremacy.
 The American Eugenics Society, founded in 1923, played a vital role in popularizing such measures, distributing educational literature to local libraries and schools and often portraying eugenics as a modern Christian ethos. The society’s A Eugenics Catechism, a promotional leaflet issued in 1926, assuaged any doubts as to the moral soundness of eugenics. This science did not “contradict the Bible,” the catechism preached, for both credos agreed that “men do not gather grapes from thorns and figs from thistles.” Posing the question, “What is the most precious thing in the world?” the catechism answered, “The human germ plasm.”

Shawn may have been optimistic about America’s future, but like the eugenicists of his time, he saw racial ruin lurking on the horizon, particularly within his own artistic sphere. On the Broadway stage, the Barbary Coast, and ballroom floors across the nation, “the Negro,” “the moron,” and the tenants of “the slums” posed a grave threat to the national identity of dance, looming over white society with “the black hand of jazz.”
 According to Shawn, jazz was to the dance of America as “the lower races” were to America’s Anglo-Saxon population: a menace to national and racial purity. Popular dances like the Charleston, the Shimmy, the Black Bottom and the Big Apple that swept the American ballrooms of the 1920’s and 1930’s were, in Shawn’s estimation, nothing but “poison and putrefaction,” the source of an “excitement-craving” hysteria that was engulfing the nation.
 In part, this antagonism arose from practical, economic concerns, the sense that popular, commercial culture was taking performance space, public attention, and financial resources away from his own art.
 But Shawn bolstered these sentiments with an evolutionist line of argumentation, by which jazz, with its African American roots, became “alien” to America. “Jazz as the expression of America is a lie,” Shawn declared in 1926. “There is no movement in [it] but what exists in the dances of savage peoples.”
 More than ten years later, he would maintain that, “The ballroom dance of today . . . has sprung up from Negro origins, and as such is alien to American nature and temperament.”
 In Shawn’s view, the realms of “the Negro” and “the American” were unassailably opposed.

Jazz may have been a “savage” influence on American culture, but importantly, Shawn did not object to African Americans performing the dance that “belongs rightfully to them.”
 Underlying this viewpoint was an essentialist understanding of race, or what Susan Foster calls a “complex evolutionist theory,”
 that marked “the Negro” as inherently less evolved than “the white man”:

Because negroes are very simple in their emotional structure and in their mental and spiritual development . . . the natural movements of the body are not sinful to them. And so their dances are innocently sensual. When one sees a negro do a dance of negro origin, he can do all sorts of things, such as the movements in the “shimmy” and the “Charleston,” and one likes it. It is his, and it belongs to him. But when one sees a white person do these dances, it is disgusting, because the negro mental and emotional conditions cannot be translated into the white man.

Shawn could not have been clearer: mentally, emotionally, and spiritually, dancers of different colors were intrinsically distinct, fixed in different stages on the timeline of evolution. When white men and women allowed black jazz to inhabit their bodies, the result was a “disgusting” hybrid, akin to a product of miscegenation. “The Negro” was closer to “nature,” closer to that phase of “the initial germ of man’s life” when the body had moved impulsively, without self-consciousness, freely sensual. “The white man,” however, had developed a “conscious sophistication,” the capacity for greater “bodily control” and a more refined “sense of proportion.”
 By Shawn’s logic, a white body that gave itself over to the rhythm of jazz risked “degeneration,” for there was an intrinsic difference between people of different colors: a level of conscious control over the body, specifically over its sexual urges. This level of consciousness—essential to one’s inborn, unchanging “structure”—determined one’s capacity for movement, and in an ideal dance of America, there could be no merging or mixing of disparate forms. Like “native” America itself, the dance of America must remain pure. 

As Shawn distanced himself from the racialized savage, he constructed whiteness not just as a function of color but as a function of class, or “good breeding.” Springing up from “Negro origins,” jazz belonged not only to “the negro from the dives of southern cities,” but also to “the hectic Broadwayite, the denizen of the cabaret, the habitué of the slums.” Shawn did not specify the “race” of these lower-class groups, but he emphasized their innate inferiority—the lowliness of their “mental and moral conditions”—and he urged his readers not to accept their “dictum . . . as our last word in the way of social dancing.”
 These “denizens” of society, he warned, who could barely rise “above the grade of the moron,” functioned like “the mob at its worst—control from the bottom—the ideals and standards of the lowest level of our social structure, imposed upon everyone else.”
 

Writing in distinctly eugenic terms, Shawn often likened the pervasiveness of jazz in America to a proliferation of filth, disease, dementia, and low forms of life. In Fundamentals of a Dance Education, he likened tap dancing—which “rightfully” belonged to “the Negro”—to “a mild case of epilepsy,” in which the dancer “allows the body to jerk and flop about.” To peer in on a roomful of ballroom dancers was to glimpse “a drop of dirty water through a microscope . . . the movement of amoebae, devoid of intelligence, grace, beauty, rhythm or design.”
 And alluding back-handedly to the image of the melting pot—which, like Grant, Shawn interpreted as a menace to national identity—he described jazz as “the scum of the great boiling that is now going on” in the “huge foreign population” of New York.
 Making reference to “the fox trot and its idiot brood”—which he deemed “degenerate” and “doggerel”—Shawn suggested that jazz itself was in a dysgenic state, the product of its own flawed genealogy.
 Cleanliness, clarity, order, balance, precision, refinement, intellect, self-control: these were the virtues that would make for a true dance of America, and that only “the white man”—with his more highly evolved mental, emotional, and spiritual endowment—could achieve.  

The eugenic aphorism that “some people are born to be a burden upon the rest” seemed to ring all too true for Shawn.
 The moronic, the uneducated, the poor, the diseased, the mentally ill, the immoral, “the Negro”: the dance of America was littered with all of those “dysgenic types,” whom eugenicists wished exclude from America itself. In Shawn’s view, this was not just an artistic problem limited to the dance hall or the concert stage; it was the sign of a broader cultural crisis. “As the dance of a country is,” he wrote in 1929, “so is its inner health.” The insidiousness of “degenerate” jazz reflected the broader degeneration of (white) America. But just as the art of dance had decayed with its native culture, so could it become a force for cultural uplift, a source of regeneration. The British sexologist, social reformer, and eugenicist Havelock Ellis, in his introduction to Shawn’s The American Ballet, seemed to agree. Alluding to the decay of modern life, he proclaimed that “another civilization is arising to restore Man to his place. Of such a civilization not merely the symbol but the actual evidence will be a revived art of the dance.”

 In Shawn’s view, dance could help to affect the kind of social purge—and restore the cultural order—that eugenicists imagined. “A great cleaning up of our national and racial consciousness must be achieved,” Shawn declared. “ . . . The American dancer”—by which he meant his dancers—“has begun this education of the public point of view.” In the next section, I will examine the ways in which Shawn began this “cleaning up,” as he took the patriarchal helm at Denishawn. Seeking legitimacy as an artist of the dance, he would shape his “American” institution into a figurative eugenic family, the microcosm of a “finer race.”

From “Embryonic” to “Fine Healthy Form”: 

(Pro)Creative Process and the Denishawn Family

Writing in the mid-1920’s, Ted Shawn and Ruth St. Denis expressed open regret for their marginalized positions as artists of the dance in America. Shawn, in his 1926 book The American Ballet, lamented the “public astigmatism” that had sunk dance to its lowly rank as “the Cinderella among the arts.”
 In her 1924 essay The Independent Art of the Dance, which Denishawn fans would have perused in their souvenir programs, St. Denis wrote with similar distress, “I am jealous for my beloved art. I want to see it enjoyed and recognized and discussed with the same consideration that is accorded the other arts.” The problem, as she explained it through the generative imagery of evolution, was that “dancing has suffered from a sort of arrested development. It has been such a charming toy in its infantile stages, so easy and delightful to watch and to perform, that scarcely any of its higher altitudes have been reached.”
 For American audiences, in other words, dance existed only within a frivolous, pleasure-seeking present. It had no bearing on the nation’s progress; if anything, as Shawn and St. Denis grieved, it was a source of cultural decay. Establishing Denishawn in 1915—the school and touring company which would produce, as the critic John Martin declared, “the first American ballet”—Shawn set out to uplift his art in the eyes of white America, to prove that dance could usher in a better future.
 The artists born of “the first great school of dance in America” would embody an imagined nation, as dreamt up by the nativist Shawn.

The nativist political atmosphere in which Denishawn came of age, and in which Shawn developed his own political views, offered dubious tools for forging a national ideal, particularly one that envisioned a national phenotype. At a time when heredity held the key to an American identity, Shawn constructed his American institution through a figurative forging of familial ties. Imagining Denishawn as an insular family—a site for “breeding” bodies through the discipline of dance—he vowed to keep his new art “clean” and imbued it with the weighty promise of bringing forth a physically, mentally, and morally purified society. His “embryo American ballet,” as he called it, was the “seed” of something potentially great, but he intended only to pass it down to youth of “good breeding” and “high ideals.” Shawn’s proclamations clearly informed his practice, for in its later years, “the Denishawn family” assumed the exclusionist dimensions of the national family: the performers reared under Denishawn’s wing would be almost exclusively white in appearance and Anglo-Saxon in origin.
 

In Our America, the literary scholar Walter Benn Michaels argues that in the nativism of the 1920’s, “the family,” became “the site of national identity.” In American modernist literature and cultural criticism, as intellectuals negotiated the boundaries of American selfhood in a postwar world, “it was in terms of familial relations . . . that new structures of identity were articulated,” particularly structures of “collective national identity.”
 The emergence of “nativist modernism,” as Michaels calls this school of anti-foreign thought, brought with it a new route to becoming an American. At the turn of the century, he suggests, naturalized citizenship offered sufficient grounds for considering oneself an American; so did a change of clothes, a haircut, or a nicer house. But in the 1920’s, as fear of the alien surged, national identity became more tribal and less political. Nativist modernism “transform[ed] American identity from the sort of thing that could be acquired (through naturalization) into the sort of thing that had to be inherited (from one’s parents) . . . ‘American’ designate[d] not a set of social and economic conditions but an identity that exist[ed] prior to and independent of those conditions.” That identity was rooted in one’s ancestral past, which itself was rooted in the body, inherent in “the blood,” and fully determined by one’s “race.” Within the paradigm of nation-as-family, “nationality bec[ame] an effect of racial identity,” for “race” was thought to tell the truth about one’s heritage.
 

In The Rising Tide of Color, Stoddard epitomized this conflation between nation, race, and family. Envisioning a “higher and nobler” America, he argued for the “supreme importance of heredity” in forging “a true race-consciousness (as opposed to national or cultural consciousness) which will bridge political gulfs, remedy social abuses, and exorcise the lurking spectre of miscegenation.” Thus, he replaced national/political with racial/hereditary ties as the threads of collective identity. Much of The Rising Tide was devoted to questions of who was reproducing with whom—that is, which “race-types” were “intermarrying”—and what varieties of offspring they were bringing into the world. To ensure healthy descent—indeed, the “the continued existence”—of a robust race, Stoddard insisted that the race “must remain itself, and it must breed its best.” The only potential savior from the “spectre of miscegenation” was “clean, virile, genius-bearing blood, streaming down the ages through the unerring action of heredity.” 
 

According to Michaels, the passage of the 1924 Johnson-Reed Immigration Act reflected, on a national political level, this intensified concern with America’s collective ancestry. Its significance, he writes, “was not only that it brought to an end the tradition of unrestricted European immigration but that it did so according to the principle of ‘national origins,’” marking the rising importance of “ancestral identity” over “political identity.” For European immigrants, the act established strict quotas based on ethnic demographics from the 1890 census, a retroactive strategy that favored western and northern European “stocks” (who, three decades ago, had been present in relatively greater numbers) over newer southern and eastern European arrivals. For those seeking American citizenship, therefore, and even for those who had already claimed it, identification with a particular ethnic “family” took on heightened importance in determining one’s place within (or outside of) the American family.
 According to the nativist assumptions of the 1920’s, then, American selfhood was something intrinsic, not the result of assimilation or an achievement of “the melting pot,” but the gift of biological inheritance, passed down through the generations by way of the reified “blood” that Stoddard and his fellow Nordicists prized.

The popular eugenics of this era turned the project of keeping the race clean into a well-publicized matter of keeping one’s own family clean. Beginning in 1920, the American Eugenics Society began rewarding Americans for their own ancestral purity at Fitter Families Contests across the nation. Sponsored by state fairs and expositions, these events encouraged nuclear and extended kin to submit to hereditary evaluations, analyzing individuals according to social and medical history, I.Q. scores, personal hygiene, physical anatomy, and other categories. In addition to front-page attention in the news, winners received a stone medallion portraying “two diaphanously garbed parents, their arms outstretched toward their eugenically meritorious infant,” and inscribed with the caption, “Yea, I have a goodly heritage.” According to one brochure from the 1924 Kansas Free Fair, this prize was “was worth more than livestock sweepstakes or a Kansas oil well. For health is wealth and a sound mind in a sound body is the most priceless of human possessions.”

As eugenicists were urging parents to protect their “immortal germ-plasm,” two eugenically sound bodies—diaphanously garbed and harmoniously dancing—were earning special attention in the press.
 In 1914, just a year before Denishawn opened its doors, The Washington Post published an article headlined: “Students of Eugenics Closely Watching This Marriage: Union of the Splendidly Developed Dancer Ruth St. Denis and Edwin Shawn, ‘the Handsomest Man in America,’ May Produce Results of Great Value to the Science of Race Betterment.” According to popular eugenicists, the bodies of Shawn and St. Denis—particularly when imagined in heterosexual union—were consistent with the scientific model of a “fit” American phenotype, the ideal progenitors of the nation’s children. “Graceful,” “strong,” and “exquisitely symmetrical,” with smooth muscular contours and ivory white skin, they were “almost perfect specimens of humanity.” Moreover, their loose, free-flowing garments, reminiscent of Greek togas, allowed them to further cultivate their “eugenic charms” in a healthful, “untrammeled” state. The article reported that “eugenic scientists will watch this marriage with closer attention, probably, than they have ever given to any other union,” awaiting the arrival of a “eugenic baby.” Rearing a eugenic family, in the case of St. Denis and Shawn, would bring society one step closer to “rearing a finer race.”

Within the discourse of eugenics, as this article demonstrates a little too lightheartedly, the reproductive body was a key site for contesting individual and national identity. Physical, aesthetic perfection was one of the greatest harbingers of social change, an outward manifestation of one’s rich genetic inheritance, and a talisman of one’s future ability to propagate healthy, vigorous children. As Nancy Ordover writes in American Eugenics, “Eugenics has always been primarily concerned with what the nation would look like: surveying which women were bearing which men’s children, tabulating (and frequently fabricating) hereditary disabilities . . . and zealously guarding the entryways to America’s bloodlines.” Nativism, she asserts, was largely a fear of “contaminated bodies and contaminators of the body politic,” from whole groups of people to microscopic forms of life. Staving off contamination, eugenicists sought to “distill an American phenotype,” to isolate some observable markers of white, Anglo-Saxon superiority and to reproduce these—and only these—in the national population. Under the tenets of eugenic thought, as Betsy Lee Nies suggests in Eugenic Fantasies, “national boundaries,” became synonymous with “bodily boundaries.”
 The reproductive body, as the progenitor of the family—and, incidentally, the instrument of dance—was also the progenitor of the race.

In spite of “scientific” opinion, St. Denis had no desire to biologically mother a child. As Shawn told his biographer Walter Terry, “Ruth was terrified of having children. She used every birth control method invented from medieval times to the present to avoid conception. So we never had children.”
 Her biographer Suzanne Shelton confirms that while Shawn, longing for “a normal family life,” urged his wife to become pregnant, “at thirty-eight, the thought of babies horrified her.”
 The only child Shawn would father would be a figurative one: the art of dance in America and the pristine youth who would serve as its ambassadors. Still, the Washington Post article reveals a great deal about the companionship between eugenics and dance. For Americans concerned with bettering “the race,” the aesthetic of the dancing body, as cultivated by St. Denis and Shawn, signified promise for the future of America’s “bloodlines.” Their physical make-up alone made them the quintessential eugenic parents, and while they would never bear any biological children, perhaps the next best thing was the kind of surrogate parenthood they took on, as they trained a new generation of bodies, shaping and disciplining them anew, through the healthy art of dancing. For Shawn, the promise of this “younger generation,” as he often called it, and his ability to cultivate them in his own image, offered promise not only for the future of the dance, but also for the future of the race.

In his 1926 preface to The American Ballet, Shawn declared, “For nearly two decades, a great renaissance of the art of the Dance has been in process in America. The long period of pregnancy is nearly at an end—the new birth is imminent.”
 Throughout the book, and in the essays he published in The Denishawn Magazine, Shawn continuously invoked the metaphor of his art as a newborn child, imagining the “birth” of modern dance as an act of procreation between himself and St. Denis. As he described his artistic mission in writing, aesthetic and biological production became one and the same, and the creative process assumed the import of the procreative process. Passed down from its parent pioneers to the bodies of America’s “clean-souled, clear-eyed” youth, the new modern dance, as Shawn imagined it, would be the figurative offspring of his artistic union with St. Denis.
 “We have given birth to an embryo American ballet,” he declared, adding elsewhere that “America is its cradle.”
 “The children,” as St. Denis sometimes referred to her students, would be the human embodiments of this “small, immature, almost embryonic” expression, as their bodies became the living, breathing vehicles for its material manifestation.
 

It is not unusual to conceptualize innovation in terms of “birth,” or to draw analogies between invention and new life. Shawn’s construction of this metaphor, however, was notable not only for its frequency but also for its specifically eugenic undertones. In The American Ballet, Shawn invoked a peculiar image to describe his collaborative efforts with St. Denis, equating artistic with biological potential and imagining art itself as the product of a eugenic marriage:

We are constantly experimenting and like all pioneers, we find our efforts very crude. When an idea is newly born, it looks strange and red-faced, without teeth and hair; but people who know babies know a healthy baby, even if it is not very beautiful, and so we know, when a new idea is born, whether that new idea is robust, and whether it is going to grow up into a fine healthy form.

The experimental process, Shawn suggested, like the process of “rearing a finer race,” required selective breeding—the eugenic assessment—of “healthy” ideas. As their bodies engendered new forms of artistic life, the progenitors of American dance retained only the most “robust” creations for their repertoire, as they worked toward “a greater and finer manifestation of art than we have ever known.”
 They also carefully selected the youth of America who would carry it forth.

Shawn often referred to “the younger generation” as the most hopeful site of potential for the growth of his art, and he insisted that the dancers in his company be “American born and American trained,” but he had a very specific type of “American” in mind.
 In The Denishawn Magazine, he depicted the “terrific forces warring against each other in America” for the youthful energies of the nation: on one hand, the “excitement-craving, un-rhythmic, sensation-seeking younger generation” who had lost themselves in “the nightmarish strains of the saxophone;” on the other, those children who belonged to “the better people of America,” “clean-souled, clear-eyed youth such as the hide-bound Broadwayite can not even picture in his imagination.” It was the latter, of course, who Shawn would accept into the Denishawn family. “This youth will express itself in a dance which will be its own,” he declared, “the dance of America’s elect.”
  

In The American Ballet, Shawn defined this “elect” along sharply hereditary lines. The process of admitting students to Denishawn—particularly to the touring company—looked much like the creative process itself: a selective evaluation of fit “material,” for biological “parentage”—which Shawn linked to the possession of “high ideals”—helped determine whom the Denishawn dancers would be. In Shawn’s elaborately detailed vision for a “Greater American Dance,” the “training school . . . would take sixty to one hundred children, especially chosen in regard to parentage which would indicate artistic leanings, physical health and beauty, character and intelligence.”
 Along the same elitist lines, Shawn boasted that “the quality of the girls and boys who are being attracted to the art of the dance each year grows better and better. They come in the main from upper middle-class families and are cultured, educated and of high ideals.”
 Suzanne Shelton notes that Denishawn’s public image was that of “a finishing school, where well-bred and carefully chaperoned young ladies might acquire charm and grace.”
 But while good breeding was certainly one product of a Denishawn dance education, Shawn suggests that it was an equally important prerequisite for entry. As the vessels through which the “embryo American ballet” would grow, Denishawn children themselves had to claim robust genealogical ties.

In Shawn’s eyes, there was quite a bit at stake as he and St. Denis decided who and what would make it to the concert stage. “Our progress,” he declared in 1926, “depends upon ideals of beauty,” ideals which he, as the artist, had the power to create. Through the staging of “beautiful” bodies and “noble” expressions, Shawn believed, dance could become a “real civilizing force,” for the vision of the dancing body would inspire Americans to work toward a more physically perfect future. As Shawn explained, “I believe that the presenting on stage . . . of supreme examples of human beauty is good, for from the stage more than any other source mankind gets its dream-ideals.”
 But what end, exactly, would these dream ideals serve? To help Americans improve their own bodies? To inspire art of even greater beauty? For Shawn, presenting beautiful bodies (with their “clean” minds and souls) was not just a matter of improving the individual or the artist; it would help Americans to literally give birth to a more perfect race. As he proclaimed in The American Ballet, “The presenting of beautiful nude bodies, strong, healthy and moving rhythmically, intelligently and expressively, would present ideals to the minds of the youth of this nation which would tend to make them select their mates nearer this ideal, thus vastly improving the race in future generations.”
 Encouraging more offspring from the fit, the art of dance would serve as the creative means to a positive eugenical end, cleansing the national gene-pool as more beautiful bodies came together in the procreative act.

Shawn developed these claims with extensive quotes from The New Decalogue of Science, a bestselling treatise on racial purity by the eugenicist Albert Edward Wiggam. As “one of the leading popularizers of the [eugenic] creed,” Wiggam’s texts evaded the fine details of hereditary theory in favor of sensationalist, Biblically-coded language which Americans eagerly devoured.
 According to Wiggam, who saw Denishawn perform at Carnegie Hall in 1925, physical beauty was not merely “skin deep”; on the contrary, it was the most telling sign of a superior genetic endowment:

Beauty is the physiological basis of all that evolution has thought worth preserving. . . . It is as deep as protoplasm, as inherent as intellect, as vital as character. In the large it is woven into the protoplasmic fabric of the race with all that is admirable and excellent. It is correlate with intelligence and refinement of the soul. It is the one sure germinal basis of great racial stock.

Wiggam legitimated Shawn’s lofty visions for the dance. Beautiful bodies, like the ones coming out of Denishawn, were not those momentarily “charming toys” that St. Denis had spoken of. Rooted in a “clean” American past and cultivated in the image of the eugenically sound Shawn and St. Denis, they would to help bring forth a pure American future. One writer from the Hartford, Connecticut Times seemed to agree: the “artist-pupils” of Denishawn were “ideal American types, far from affectation, bad clothes, stupid habits of mind. If there were more of this kind, the world would be a much better place.”

The notion of dancers as eugenic children was not entirely unprecedented within the realm of modern dance. Isadora Duncan, in her 1903 manifesto “The Dance of the Future,” had linked her utopian vision of human progress to the latent maternity of her female students. Their training, she had written, “is not only a question of true art, it is a question of race . . . of the development of perfect mothers and the birth of healthy and beautiful children.”
 Cultivating universal models of beauty, strength, and health—examples of “the highest physical type”
 who would themselves become great mothers—Duncan embodied, in the words of the American artist John Sloan, “the mother of the race.”
 By sharing with St. Denis in the (pro)creative process, Shawn appropriated this figurative role, planting patrilineal roots for what, in America, had thus far been a matrilineal art. At times, Shawn replaced the metaphor of the embryo with the imagery of a “seed” implanted in the fertile soil of his nation, linking artistic innovation exclusively to the progenerative force of the male. 

Shawn put his hereditary theory into controversial practice in 1928, when he and St. Denis began to monitor the national origins of their company members. As Denishawn was opening new headquarters in New York City, St. Denis proposed establishing a quota system that would keep the company 90% Nordic. This meant that of the Jewish students in the school, only 10%, if that, could expect promotion to professional status, regardless of artistic capability. The policy sparked deep discontent among the Denishawn dancers, compelling two prized company members—Doris Humphrey and Charles Weidman, both Jewish—to leave, along with more than fifty fellow students.
 As one former Jewish pupil, Gertrude Sherr, recalls:

Here we were, all of us New York City kids, all of us Jewish kids, in the company, in the school there, and we thought we were going to be taken into the company. And then he [Shawn] came out with the idea that he wasn’t going to have Jewish people in the company. And only one-tenth of the company could be first generation American. Everybody else had to be from the Mayflower.

Born from non-native origins, outside the Anglo-Saxon family, Sherr and her fellow students were excluded from the Denishawn family. The situation was similar with Edna Guy, a young African American from New Jersey who was admitted to Denishawn in 1924 only after a series of written pleas to St. Denis. While Guy flourished in her classes during her three years there—and while she would go on to become a great pioneer of African American concert dance—she never made it to the professional stage with the Denishawn company. Dancing only for in-house recitals, she was invited on tour not as a performer but as St. Denis’s seamstress and wardrobe assistant, never fully admitted into the hereditary “elect.”
 In the eyes of St. Denis and Shawn, the non-Nordic body, and the ancestral past it carried, did not represent America’s “dream-ideals.” And for Shawn, no matter how deeply seated its Anglo-Saxon roots, the dance of America would not be complete until it uncovered its masculine origins.

Out of the Effeminate, Into the Masculine Primitive:

A Return to the “Childhood of Mankind”

For Shawn, the national identity of modern dance, as the fundamental expression of America, was not only contingent upon its racial identity; it also relied upon the authenticity of its manhood. In his ongoing mission to uplift the dance of America—and thereby, America itself—Shawn argued loud and clear for masculinity as the foundation of all great art, particularly the art of a “robust and growing nation”
 like his own. Part of the problem with dance in America, he argued, was its dominance by women and “effeminate” men, as well as the absence of a specifically masculine dance technique, which he took it upon himself to create. The art of dance would crumble, Shawn believed, “if dominated by one sex,” for “the dance in its fullness . . . demands strength, endurance, precision, perfect coordination of mind, body and emotion, clarity of thinking, all distinctly masculine qualities.”
 If the dance of America was to embody the best of the nation, it would require a healthy infusion of “the masculine element” from virile men like himself. With this rhetorical framework in place, Shawn set out to recreate the image of the male dancer in the eyes of his nation and to make dance “a field of creative endeavor for the American man.”
 

Writing in 1995, the dance historian Ramsay Burt noted, “If it is all right in the late twentieth century for American men to dance, this is largely due to Shawn.” But as Burt goes on to argue, Shawn waged this victorious battle for the male dancer “by remaining within hegemonic norms rather than confronting them.” He changed America’s conception of the male dancer only by reinforcing “conservative, western ideologies” of what constituted a man.
 In this section and the next, I examine how a specific set of ideologies—schools of evolutionist thought—informed Shawn’s construction of dancing for men and his idealization of the male body. Just as Shawn and St. Denis had given birth to the dance of America through a nativist ideology of purifying the race, so Shawn transformed the existing image of the male dancer through what the cultural historian Gail Bederman calls a “racial evolutionary view of civilization,” a celebration of white men’s Darwinian fitness that informed a nationwide reassertion of white male power at the turn of the twentieth century.
 Entering into this discourse, Shawn not only remade America’s reigning image of the male dancer, but he equally transformed him into a fitter man before the nation’s admiring gaze. Conquering “untouched” lands and channeling the masculine primitive through their Anglo-American bodies, Ted Shawn and his Men Dancers would emerge as models of racially perfect men.

Even before beginning his formal dance training, Shawn bore the brunt of America’s bias against the male dancer. As the story commonly goes, his decision to dance professionally met with scorn from his fraternity brothers at the University of Denver. “Dancing is effeminate,” they insisted, in Shawn’s recounting, “it is not a man’s work, dancing is for women!”
 A review from a San Francisco paper which Shawn received on his 1914-1915 tour sniveled that “it is well enough for a woman to be orchidaceous, but one dislikes it in a man.”
 And when Shawn’s press agent, Fern Helscher, promoted the Men Dancers to a major Midwestern newspaper, her colleagues chided her for representing “a bunch of fairies.”
 

Shawn often mythologized himself as a lone pioneer on a mission to make dance manly, a narrative that captivated the press. Headlines from the early years of the Men Dancers—“Ted Shawn, Noted Dancer, Pioneers In a New Field,” “Ted Shawn Offers New Idea in Dancing”—certainly augmented this image.
 In the early years of his career, however, Shawn’s remaking of manhood in dance resembled a broader nationwide defense of white male dominance, a result of the arguable “crisis of masculinity” that Bederman examines in her 1995 book Manliness and Civilization. At the time of Shawn’s birth in 1891, during a period of rapidly shifting class and gender relations in America, the nation’s white, middle-class men found their established claims to male privilege increasingly in jeopardy. As middle-class women were agitating for the vote, stepping outside the home, and entering the workforce in unprecedented numbers, reigning (if increasingly obsolete) ideals of Victorian manhood—morality, chivalry, propriety, sexual self-discipline—rendered men passive and restrained.
 To many middle-class men, this alleged feminization of American culture signaled its “overcivilization,” its decline into what Henry James called “a feminine, nervous, hysterical, chattering canting age, an age of hollow phrases and false delicacy and exaggerated solicitudes and coddled sensibilities.”
 The peril of overcivilized decadence threatened not only man himself but the society that was rightfully his; strangled by domesticity and decorum, American civilization would perish without a reassertion of white male power.

According to Bederman, Anglo-American men of this era sought to reclaim their manly supremacy by invoking the supremacy of their race, “constructing male dominance through racial dominance.”
 Exploiting hereditary theory, and finding self-affirmation in “science,” Anglo-American men placed their own most “civilized” race at the forefront of a millennial evolutionary march toward the perfection of civilization, deeming themselves the heirs of an unmatched genealogical fitness. Here, at the peak of the socio-biological order, the work of advancing civilization became theirs and theirs alone. It was not merely white men’s privilege but their racial duty to stave off decline and to keep social evolution on its rightful course toward millennial perfection.

In its hyper-civilized state, however, the white male body was not equipped to lead civilization forward. Nervous, effete, and overbred—trapped beneath an ever-expanding veneer of femininity (or so they feared)—white men sought to reclaim a connection with the vigorous energy of their less civilized but more “naturally” virile forbears. According to Bederman, the ideal man was one who could simultaneously embody two evolutionary states of manhood: “civilized manliness” and “primitive masculinity.” Manliness referred to the highly evolved Victorian qualities under scrutiny at the time—morality, virtue, sexual self-restraint—all aspects of the lofty racial status inherited by and exclusive to white men. At the other extreme, “masculinity” was linked with the “primal virility” of pre-modern man, encompassing qualities like “aggressiveness, physical force, and male sexuality.” While manliness had been achieved through centuries of evolution, masculinity was a less evolved state to which white men could voluntarily return in search of natural male vigor.
 Society’s fittest men, “the authors and agents of civilized advancement, the chosen people of evolution,” were those who remained vitally in touch with both stages of evolutionary development. Only they possessed the decisive balance between instinct and intellect, physical prowess and bodily self-control, which could lead civilization to greatness and fulfill the millennial progress of evolution.

This manly-masculine ideal came vigorously to life at the turn of the century in two virile American heroes: Rough Rider, frontiersman, African explorer, and U.S. president Theodore Roosevelt; and Edgar Rice Burroughs’s Tarzan of the Apes. While TR and Tarzan were not identical symbols of manhood, both possessed a vital blend of the civilized and the primitive. As Bederman writes of Roosevelt, “One source of his vibrant virility was [his] talent for embodying two contradictory models of manhood simultaneously . . . Combining manliness and masculinity, civilization and the primitive, Roosevelt modeled a new type of manhood for the American people.”
 The power of this contrast became evident during Roosevelt’s adventures on the American frontier, and later, on the plains of Africa, where he defeated his earlier public reputation as “the quintessence of effeminacy.”
 Burroughs struck a similar balance with the best-selling character of Tarzan: “Combining the ultimate in Anglo-Saxon manliness with the most primal masculinity,” Bederman writes, “Tarzan is violent yet chivalrous; moral yet passionate. . . . [His] perfect masculinity stems from two factors—his white racial supremacy, inherited from his civilized Anglo-Saxon parents, and his savage jungle childhood with the primitive apes.”
 Importantly, for both TR and Tarzan, civilized manliness is innately endowed, signifying their permanent membership in a white elect. Masculine primacy, meanwhile, can be learned or assumed with ease, allowing for a healthy—but temporary—connection with modern man’s primitive roots. Moreover, their manly traits belong to the interior realms of the intellect and the soul, while masculinity is a function of physicality, of exterior bodily exertion, be it hunting in the Wild West or chasing prey in the jungles of Africa. A highly evolved man has great resources of physical strength and sexual prowess, but he can control his violent passions through his powers of moral reasoning and intellect.

Shawn began dancing in 1910, on the waning end of America’s Victorian crisis of masculinity, but he was born at its height in 1891, coming of age just as Roosevelt was challenging “soft” American men to take up “the strenuous life.” Burt has compared Shawn to Roosevelt and Tarzan, arguing that their “essentialist reassertion of ‘natural’ male energy” informed much of his work for men, particularly his early male solos like Dagger Dance and Spear Dance, both from 1912.
 Like Roosevelt, the white statesman turned African hunter, and Burroughs’ Tarzan, the son of Anglo-Saxon royalty turned jungle savage, the Anglo-American Shawn also “borrow[ed] the outer appearances of primitive or non-western warrior cultures in order to evoke a ‘natural’ masculinity with which these ‘Others’ were believed to be in touch.” At the same time, as a member of “the dominant Anglo-Saxon social group,” Shawn managed to maintain a “position of power . . . in relation to the subject societies whose cultural forms he . . . chose to borrow.” Simply by virtue of being a white man, Burt argues, Shawn could safely make reference to non-white bodies and cultures, affirming his primal masculinity without putting his racial dominance up for question.

The theme of man in his primal state, both embraced and “othered” by a white body, was indeed a vital aspect of Shawn’s masculinist imagery. But a more complex story emerges when we contextualize Shawn within the evolutionary model of white male power that Bederman describes. Comparing Shawn’s ideal of manhood to Roosevelt’s, we can read his whiteness not merely as a fact of his appearance and social status but as a kind of performance in itself, enacted both onstage in his wide-ranging repertoire and behind the scenes in the creative process. Just as the frontier-forging Roosevelt performed primal masculinity and civilized manliness, Shawn never exclusively embodied, imitated, or immersed himself in his own notion of the primitive. In his writings and his art, he distanced himself from the over-civilized decadence of the feminine and from the un-civilized sexuality of the savage, preserving the “conscious sophistication” that he associated with “the white man.” Furthermore, while he often appeared in the guise of primitive warrior, he also found creative inspiration in the image of the classical Greek athlete, an emblem, particularly during the nativist 1920’s, of the “eternally supreme” Nordic race.
 Like TR and Tarzan, TS and his Men Dancers would achieve that vital simultaneous embodiment of masculine primacy and highly evolved whiteness, the kind that constituted perfectly evolved men.

Like many turn-of-the-century re-makers of men, Shawn often positioned the demand for virile dancers against the threat of effeminacy and overcivilization. For him, the Russian ballet epitomized excess and decline. In a 1916 essay in the Boston Globe, “A Defense of the Male Dancer,” Shawn derided Vaslav Nijinsky, leading male legend of the Ballets Russes, as “decadent, feverish, freakish,” a “feministic personality.”
 This representation of Nijinsky was by no means universal; rather, it betrays Shawn’s attempt to place the masculinity of dance in crisis and position himself as its savior. While some spectators likened Nijinsky to “a sentimental miss,” many others marveled at the “male prowess” evidenced by his strength, speed, and the tremendous height of his jump, even if expressed through unconventionally masculine roles.
 (Nijinsky was famous for dancing the parts of a forlorn puppet, an oversexed faun, and an illusory rose, a far cry from Shawn’s warriors, laborers, and athletes.) But no matter how technically brilliant, Nijinsky remained, in Shawn’s eyes, an effete product of the Russian school, stripped of his maleness by a rigid, codified system of “over-technique” that did not suit the male body.

Indeed, Shawn’s characterization of the Russian ballet system as a whole, not just its individual members, often echoed early twentieth-century warnings about the decline of American civilization. While Shawn conceded that the Russians had once achieved great choreographic heights, he historicized their art as if it had reached its pinnacle and fallen, tumbling from hyper-civilization into a state of nervous decay. Writing in 1926, seven years after Ninjinsky’s career had ended in a literal nervous breakdown, Shawn declared that “the brilliant, meteoric decade of the Russian ballet which is over, never to return in its pristine glory, was the swan-song of the ballet as a creative and progressive system.”
 Les Sylphides, the 1909 classic by the Russian choreographer Michel Fokine, had foreshadowed ballet’s imminent decline, “show[ing] itself like the last aristocratic scion of a family so proud that through constant inbreeding it has dwindled down to this final exquisite, anemic and impotent heir.”
 Weakness, disease, impotence: the “feminine spirit” of the ballet had sapped the Russian art of its masculine health and vigor, leaving only the remnants of a “dying system” in its wake.

The dance of America would rise to take its place, and Shawn would train the dancers to carry it forth. As he was busy claiming manly superiority over Nijinsky, Shawn was also at work developing a dance technique specific to male body. A 1917 brochure for the Denishawn School advertised “Mr. Shawn’s Work With Men” as an absolute necessity in the development of American dance:

Up to the present time there has been no school of dance, no system of movement, designed for men. The technique of the ballet has been a feminine technique in spirit with but few unimportant changes for men dancers . . . [Mr. Shawn’s] system is to provide a dance technique worked out from the principles of virile masculine movement without relation to any established form of dance. . . . [He] is providing American dancing for American men, believing that there is no foreign system that will meet the present day requirements.

In essence, Shawn took it upon himself to evolve the male dancer completely anew, rejecting all un-American and feminizing influences, and cultivating his “ideal type” from the ground up (quite literally, as we will see). The first step: to reclaim the masculinity of man’s primitive dancing forbears.

The idealization of a bygone male supremacy was an ever-recurring theme in Shawn’s writings and lectures; the key to modern dance’s virile essence, he believed, lay in its masculine past. “It would surprise almost every man today,” Shawn boasted in The American Ballet, “to learn in what a high place dancing has been held by every great civilization of the past, and that in all great nations of the past, as well as among savage and primitive peoples, the dancing has been done almost exclusively by men.”
 While delivering an honorary lecture at the Washington Ballet Guild in 1965, Shawn recalled that “the whole aim [of my work with men] was to reveal this importance, this ancient necessity for men in dance if we were going to have a great art of dance once more.”
 In primitive societies, he claimed, men had used dance as a socializing force, coming together in rituals of “harvesting, fertility, healing, war, hunting,” as well as religious expression and courtship. Meanwhile, Shawn stripped “women’s dances” of any significant social value, categorizing them as “romantic and sexual,” like a modern-day “burlesque show.”
 An important distinction emerges here between “courtship” dances and “romantic” dances; both make reference to the act of heterosexual sex, but courtship implies a procreative outcome, where as “romantic,” with its “burlesque” connotations, implies sex for entertainment. Shawn imports the task of procreation to the male dancer, marking it as a civilized activity, whereas sex for pleasure remains feminine, trivial, and vulgar.

In 1925, Shawn took a journey back in evolutionary time, or so he believed, to uncover the “genuine and unspoiled primitive dancing” in which men had been central to rituals of bodily expression.
 The occasion was a momentous tour of South and East Asia with St. Denis and the Denishawn dancers. In fifteen months, they spanned Japan, China, India, Indonesia, the Phillipines, Singapore, Burma, Ceylon, Malaya, Indochina, Hong Kong, and Pakistan, or what Shawn broadly called “the Orient.” Visiting major cities and rural villages, their performances were only one aspect of this “long-cherished” excursion. “[W]e were hunting native dancers and dancing teachers,” Shawn recalled, using a conspicuously gendered verb; “watching their performances and taking actual lessons from them; . . . and before our tour was half ended, we were actually producing and rehearsing our own material evolved from this native material.”
 Shawn wrote home on a monthly basis, publishing articles serially in The Dance Magazine, with accounts of his adventures and descriptions of the myriad “native” dances he had seen. 

In a sense, we can see Shawn’s well-publicized journey as its own kind of performance, through which he actively constructed his civilized manhood in relation to the non-white cultures he encountered. In his 1929 Gods Who Dance, a reprinting of his travel essays in book form, he characterized himself as a distinctly Rooseveltian figure, by turns a “white explorer” and a “big game hunter,” asserting his manly dominance even as he returned to what he called “the childhood of mankind.” Tracing his journey “West from California’s shores,” Shawn took readers with him as he “penetrated” the cultures of “these people who are still in the childhood-of-the-race stage” and searched for the “primitive forces” with which white civilization had lost touch. “Like the ‘humus’ of a soil that has been untilled through centuries,” Shawn wrote, “there is richness to be found in the rhythmic structure of the dance of so-called savage peoples that all the dancing of the white race . . . [has] lost.”
 In this land untouched by the over-civilized decadence of ballet and the corruption of low-life jazz, Shawn encountered the masculine energy of his art in its purest state, as it had existed before its so-called decay into a vulgar and feminine pastime. In a review of Gods Who Dance, a New York Times reporter commented on this recurring theme, noting Shawn’s “zeal” for his subject matter: “[Shawn] is quite sure that the condition of the dance in any country is indicative of the nation’s virility and over and over again he points out how this principle is exemplified in the lands he visited.”
 Here, among “the darker skinned races,” lay the key to the virile art of dance that Shawn would bring to white America.

And yet, there were some phases of these purely virile dances—some states of embodiment—that Shawn, as a white man, refused to interpret through his own body or bring home his white audiences. In borrowing from the primitive, Shawn believed, “we must avoid . . . the pitfalls of merely imitating the rhythms of those races which are essentially alien to our own and the copying of whose degenerates the dance and the dancers.”
 In this sense, Shawn’s writings on “the Orient” echoed his racial essentialist commentary in The American Ballet, his argument that “the Negro mental and emotional conditions can not be translated into the white man.” Throughout Gods Who Dance, Shawn commented on the excessive but innocent sensuality of the dances he observed, noting the innate “difference” between civilized man and his primitive forbears. In his chapter on “Aborigines in India,” for example, he explained that “a great deal of sexual license follows upon these long drawn out dancing festivals, some of which end in an absolute orgy. However, the whole primitive view of sex is so different from our modern and civilized view, that these people have no consciousness of wrong doing over the debauch.”
 Civilized bodies, like his own, had to stay true to their civilized instincts: their “conscious sophistication,” their innate awareness of the sinfulness of sex, mandated their physical self-restraint.

For Shawn, this “anti-sexual stance,” as Susan Foster has called his view toward the body, coupled with his (partial) embodiment of the primitive, would translate into a specific ideal of manhood that America would applaud, the kind that had made Theodore Roosevelt—and Tarzan of the Apes—enduring national icons.
 In laying claim to a more sophisticated consciousness than his “childlike” muses, Shawn echoed the evolutionist contention that white man, evolved from superior genes, possessed a superior intellect. While both he and Roosevelt could journey through primitive lands and learn the native rituals (the Wild West and hunting for Roosevelt, Southeast Asia and dancing for Shawn), and while both assumed the outer trappings of these cultures (Roosevelt in his buckskin suit, Shawn in belted loincloths), their performance of manhood could not sway too far toward the hyper-sexual masculine. They had to show their audiences that their manly self-control, superior intellect, and ivory complexion—the hallmarks of their whiteness—were thoroughly intact. For Shawn, this performance had been in the making since the earliest days of his career, but it would not fully flourish until the 1930’s, when his Men Dancers brought their “athletic art of the dance” to the American stage.

From Masculine Primitive to Nordic Ideal:

The Evolution of Ted Shawn’s Men Dancers
Having tapped into “the wellsprings of human consciousness” on his westward-facing journey, Shawn arrived home in 1926 with abundant inspiration for new choreographic material.
 Around that same time, his relationship with St. Denis became increasingly tense, as their artistic and financial interests diverged. By 1932, the couple had separated both personally and professionally, bringing about the dissolution of Denishawn and opening a new phase in Shawn’s career. In 1930, seeking artistic solace, Shawn had secured a plot of land in the wilds of Becket, Massachusetts, a 150-acre property with a run-down barn and an eighteenth-century farmhouse. Here at Jacob’s Pillow, far from the impurities and what he called “un-American” urban life, Shawn found the clarity he needed to purge dance of its overcivilized past and forge its virile, white American future. 

Shawn’s Men Dancers—eight of them in all—were American born and American bred, hailing from Atlanta, Dallas, Chicago, Arkansas, North Carolina, Florida, Boston, and Tennessee. Most of them had little, if any, former dance experience. Rather than auditioning trained dancers, Shawn had selected his men from college athletic teams across the country. Well-muscled and agile, their white bodies were repositories of physical strength and agility, untainted by the “over-technique” of ballet training. As Shawn recalled in 1965, “I had a clean slate to work with,” men who would come to embody, in his own words, “the ideal type of young representative American manhood.”
 Through Shawn’s rigorous training system and wide-ranging repertory, his Men Dancers became, at once, icons of the aggressive, masculine primitive and ideals of what Betsy Lee Nies has called “the classical white male body.” On the stage and on the farm, his dancers moved fluidly along a continuum of highly evolved manliness—the kind inherent in their ivory white bodies—and virile masculinity, retrieved from their primitive past. With the making of his “ideal type” and the undying applause of white, middle-class America, Shawn’s eugenic fantasy would be complete. 

In his 1938 lectures at Peabody College in Nashville, Shawn put forth a theory about the ancient roots of essentially “masculine movements,” inspired by Havelock Ellis’s studies on “the emotional, anatomical and functional differences between man and woman.” Each sex, Shawn argued, had developed “a different inheritance of movement impulses from the countless generations of forebears and their work and play experiences.”
 Citing the observations he had made on his world travels, Shawn now concluded that “the movements of men in manual labour all over the world are big movements of the whole body . . . for example, the movement of a man using a scythe.” More broadly, man’s natural way of moving, as “derived from the experience of the ages,” was “positive, aggressive, forceful, definite, explicit,” for “since primitive society, man has been the fighter, the food provider, the one who has gone away from home to fight, or hunt, or explore.” Woman, meanwhile, having historically played the role of homemaker and caretaker, had evolved within a confined range of motion, deriving delicate gestures of the arm and wrist from centuries of “sewing, cooking, or rocking a child to sleep.”

In light of this Lamarckian view of evolution—the notion that an acquired trait, such as dexterity with a scythe, could be biologically inherited—Shawn’s education of his men emerges almost as an attempt to enable their evolution, to recapitulate their racial development, through contact with the movement impulses of their virile forbears. While initially purchased as a private artistic retreat, Shawn’s farm soon became what one writer called the “training camp” for his new company of Men Dancers, an apt term considering the sense of discipline that he imposed on their daily lives.
 Strictly limiting the use of modern conveniences, Shawn designed a regimen of daily manual labor, supplemental to studio time and rehearsal: the dancers dug their own roads, built their own cabins, and harvested their own food.
 Barton Mumaw, the principle member of the Men Dancers, recalls in his memoir that Shawn’s “pursuit of his ideal was extreme” to the extent that “some of the men railed against certain of [his] edicts.”
 But rugged life on the farm constituted a crucial stage in Shawn’s evolution of the male dancer: setting them to work with shovel, scythe, and machete in hand, he immersed them in what he believed to be man’s primal past, that essential masculine state so vital to the fullness of manhood. Furthermore, if any of his men had shown signs of being “tender, protective, conservative, conciliatory, delicate and tentative”—all instinctively feminine qualities in Shawn’s binary classification—a healthy dose of labor would “correct” these unnatural tendencies.

The vigorous motions of manual work served not only to masculinize Shawn’s men offstage; they were also paramount in his creative process. In terms of the material body, hours of digging, cutting, hauling, and hammering surely strengthened the dancers’ physiques, crafting the lean, sculpted musculature for which the Men Dancers would soon become famous. On the choreographic level, the naturally “masculine” actions of labor found their way into many of Shawn’s works, most obviously his four-part Primitive Rhythms and Labor Symphony, both from 1934. As Shawn explained in The Berkshire Evening Eagle in 1936, “[W]hen we come into the studio to create a Labor Symphony, for instance, it is not mere abstraction—the sweat of these forms of primitive manual labor is on our backs, our muscles are soar with it and our hands calloused with it.”
 In this sense, the Men Dancers’ bond with the wilderness was not merely a temporary state that ended when the artistic process began. It became bound up in the most vital instruments of their art, their physical bodies, and informed the thematic content that they brought to the stage. 

Critics often lauded the Men Dancers for their “convincing” portrayals of warring and laboring men, particularly when it came to Primitive Rhythms (alternatively billed as “Tribal Dances”), a staple in Shawn’s repertory. Included in this suite of five works were Singhalese Devil Dance, inspired by a religious healing practice from Ceylon, and Dayak Spear Dance, Shawn’s take on a “mimic combat” ritual from the Malay Peninsula. The program notes for Primitive Rhythms conspicuously stressed that, “It is neither Shawn’s desire nor intent to present ‘authentic’ native dances. These dances are his own free creations on native themes.”
 But while Shawn may have adapted the dance from its original form, he seems to have fully captured the essence of virility that had so impressed him on his travels. As one Boston Herald reviewer noted, summing up the general consensus among critics, “These primitive dances depicted masculinity in its most powerful form.”

In Singhalese Devil Dance, two of Shawn’s men took center stage beside a live drummer, clad in feathered skirts, their faces masked by elaborate headdresses, and their bare, muscular torsos sheathed in brown body paint. The movements of the dance all sprang from a basic frontal stance: knees bent in a wide lunge, feet planted firmly on the ground, arms held rigidly in the air at right angles. From this position, the men would lift one leg and launch with a rapid hopping motion into wheeling turns and backward inclines, always moving in unison and maintaining the taut angularity of the body. In the Dyak Spear Dance, the soloist (and audience favorite) Barton Mumaw appeared in full war regalia, clothed (just barely) in a belted loincloth, an intricately feathered headdress, and two leather straps criss-crossing his naked chest. He wielded his most important accessory in hand: a long, piercing spear, even taller than his own strapping body. Again and again, in a motion that celebrated his warrior prowess, Mumaw sprang from the ground into a high, sweeping, almost hovering arc. Wielding his spear above his head, he repeatedly thrust it into his imaginary prey at the accented moment of his landing, remaining steady, almost frozen, in this triumphant pose before resuming the hunt. The Men Dancers put on a particularly authentic performance for a Rhode Island audience in 1937: “The devils in the Singhalese Dance were fiends incarnate, emerging from some dark nook of the jungles long ago, while Barton Mumaw, in the Dyak Spear Dance was so convincing that one winced as the spear plunged down on the unseen victim.”
 At least momentarily, Shawn’s men became the living embodiments of a primal, masculine past.

The apparent novelty of being, at once, dancers and men became a recurring theme in publicity on the Men Dancers. Critics were exceedingly interested in the labor-art continuum along which these “artist-athletes” lived. “They go from the building of a stone wall into the creation of a new dance form without any sense of transition or conflict,” remarked one admiring Detroit writer in 1937.
 In 1933, the Hartford Courant reported that, “The back-breaking, muscle-tearing work [on the Shawn Farm] is all a part of the daily life led by Shawn and his men dancers when they are not actually on tour. Every labor movement found in the patterns of the dances Mr. Shawn has created was actually performed by his group.”
 Here, the writer was referring to Shawn’s highly pantomimic Labor Symphony, a four-part suite that mirrored the development of manual labor throughout time. Always firmly rooted to the ground, performing every motion with deliberate force and clenched fists—a signature detail of Shawn’s work—the Men Dancers progressed from hoeing the earth in “Labor of the Fields,” to chopping wood in “Labor of the Forest,” to rowing an onstage hull in “Labor of the Sea.” In the final section, “Dynamo,” the men transitioned from doing the work to actually embodying the means of production; alert and upright, they scuttled through intricate spatial patterns that evoked the churning productivity of the modern machine. 

But the Men Dancers’ repertoire extended beyond spear-wielding warriors and axe-swinging foresters. As we have seen, Shawn’s “ideal” man—white in appearance and Anglo-Saxon in origin—was more than just a repository of brute force. His strength ran deeper than his musculature, for he also possessed a “conscious sophistication”—a highly developed mind—the defining feature of his superior evolution. This aspect of manhood came to life at the other end of the choreographic spectrum, where Shawn achieved what Susan Foster has called a “classical Greek” aesthetic. Here, opposite literal displays of killing prey and mining the land, were less pantomimic, more abstract works that made no explicit reference to “primitive” or “labor” themes, displaying the intellectual refinement and the unembellished bodies of Shawn’s men. Putting headdresses, rawhide skirts, and body paint back in the costume closet, Shawn staged his men as figures of barely-clad whiteness—sleek, sculpted, unadorned—in works of what he called “the dance as a pure art form.”
 These included his “music visualizations,” in which dancing bodies mimicked the intricacies of an orchestral score, as well as his “crowning achievement,” the 1935 Kinetic Molpai, in which his men aimed “to express that emotion for which words and harps and singing were not enough.”
 In these works, the body remained flexed and solidly grounded, but it became just as agile and expressive as it was thrusting and aggressive. Distinguishing such dances from his explorations of “tribal,” “folk,” and “labor” themes—categories which regularly appeared in the program notes—Shawn suggested to his audiences that the strapping, unclad white male body represented the epitome of high culture, a hallmark of civilization.

Critics seemed to agree, for while they marveled at the physicality of Shawn’s abstract works, these dances revealed a more refined side of his men, what The Chicago Tribune called their “cerebral appeal.”
 Though they were potently virile, “entirely vigorous,” the Men Dancers also possessed “grace,” “balance,” “soul,” “precision,” and “poise.” They were “melodic and harmonic,” wrote one California reviewer, as she lauded their “dignity and beauty.”
 One Nashville critic observed that, “Quite apart from the novelty of witnessing dance interpretations so virile, so thoroughly manly, and so shot through with the spirit of robust youth . . . there is the added attraction of seeing intelligence, imagination, and creative expression working out worthwhile ideas.”
 A writer from the D.C. Evening Star echoed these sentiments: “The programs which Mr. Shawn creates seem designed to prove . . . that [dance] can serve not only to portray the primitive impulses and the few subjects of strictly masculine character but that it can also express idealized emotions and thoughts.”
 Furthermore, in spite of their seemingly “natural” violent energies, the Men Dancers could exercise restraint. They were the masters of their own physicality, or what the Dallas Times Herald called “disciplined bodies.”
 Admiring Shawn’s “splendid physique,” one critic noted that “every muscle seems to obey his bidding.”
 He was the embodiment of “vigor limned by restraint; furious motion controlled and balanced and suggestive of mighty harmonies.”
 In an essay from Philadelphia, one female admirer echoed this praise in slightly more hyperbolic terms: “[Shawn] has developed his muscles so that they are strong and firm. He has absolute control over these rippling flesh slaves of his superb mind.” She extolled him as an emblem of “physical perfection,” who “appears to be a reincarnation of one of the gods of old.”

Perhaps this fan had seen the 1935 Kinetic Molpai, a tremendous audience success and Shawn’s own self-proclaimed masterpiece. Restaging the work in 1965, he would describe it as “dance at its purest”: “There is no elaborate décor. There are no lighting effects at all. It is as if the whole work is done in sunlight . . . . [R]ejecting everything in the way of theatrical aid you have the starkest, unadorned, unaided movement.”
 While the dance may have thrown off the trappings of the theater, a profound sense of theatricality remained in its emotional content—its progression through “Strife, Love, Death, and the Things Beyond Death”—weighty themes that the Men Dancers matched with their sturdy, resolute presence. From the intensely combative “Strife,” to the mournful “Dirge,” to the joyous finale in “Apotheosis,” the group maintained a precise symmetry, geometry, and synchronicity, as it moved through linear, rectangular, and pyrimidical patterns that were relatively simple but remarkably satisfying to the eye. Driving their movement was a cyclical upsurge and containment of motion, a wave of forward propulsion and instantaneous repose. As Foster has observed, “Dancers locomoted and then posed, turned and then jumped, ran to a new place and posed again . . . [their] limbs arresting abruptly yet swelled with tension as they maintained their position.” Utterly motionless, the dancers momentarily resembled the sculptures of antiquity, each man contained in his own bounded kinesphere.
 

Foster also describes Shawn and his men as “never undulating or contracting . . . . The dancers never looked soft of flexible; they never curved.” And indeed, Kinetic Molpai is comprised overwhelmingly of staccato gestures, rapid-fire footsteps, and sweeping arcs carved by unbending limbs. Throughout, however, we do see moments of undulation and softness. At times, torsos release themselves to ripple sequentially through the ribcage and spine—particularly during more sorrowful, yearning parts of the work—arriving at a bowed, downward-gazing posture or an upward incline of the chin and chest. What defines these movements is the sense of control that ignites them, guides them, and ultimately brings them to a halt, the sense that they could be reversed or redirected at any moment. Rigid and unyielding at times, Shawn and his men could also be fluid and lithe, yet acutely alert.

In their recent scholarship on Shawn, Foster and Ramsay Burt have paid particular attention to the “homosexual thematics” inherent in the choreographer’s classical ideal. “By showing the noble male body engaged in vital virile expressive work,” Foster writes, “[Shawn] begged entirely the question of his dancers’ sexual orientation.” Indeed, images of the nearly nude Men Dancers—often positioned pelvis to buttock in a long, straight line—are rife with homoerotic undertones. And is likely that for Shawn, classical Greek imagery was linked with ideals of homosexual love. Shawn avidly read the sexological studies of Havelock Ellis and Edward Carpenter, who exalted the noble manliness of homosexuality in ancient Greece, where relationships between men and boys had been considered one of the highest forms of love. In private, according to his lover Barton Mumaw, Shawn often referenced these theories in defense of his homosexuality. Even so, Burt and Foster suggest that his classical imagery would not have signified as exclusively homoerotic. As Burt explains, “Nude and semi-nude images of Shawn and his male dancers clearly relate to an American genre of male erotica, but could also double as acceptable images of athletic, classical males.” For American audiences, Foster conjectures, Shawn’s “classical cultivation of the body probably referenced high art, noble ideals, and nothing more.”
 

Burt and Foster offer important insight into the relationship between Shawn’s sexuality and his art. However, in their attempts to decipher the sexual undertones of his dances, these scholars overlook one potential reading Shawn’s classical aesthetic. During the peak years of his career, what Betsy Lee Nies calls “the classical white male body” was not merely a symbol of high culture nor the object of the homosexual gaze; it was also the symbol of a highly evolved race, the Nordic ideal.
 

According to Nies in her 2002 book Eugenic Fantasies, the archetype of the classical white male body—tall, fair-skinned, robust, impenetrable—was a recurring image in the visual propaganda of American eugenics, an emblem of the “eternally supreme” Nordic race. In The Passing of the Great Race, Grant had traced the ancestry of the Nordic male back to ancient Greece, where he, above all other “racial strains,” had advanced that civilization to its glorious heights.
 In post-World War I eugenic literature and the popular press, the Nordic ideal and the godlike Greek athlete became became visual synonyms; the ivory white man appeared “towering and statuesque,” with the “clean straight lines and impenetrable form” of Grecian sculpture. 

In scientific illustration, according to the art historian Mary K. Coffey, the Nordic was often the only figure to appear in a state of “idealized nudity,” with the “flexed and fit body of the classic Greek athlete,” demonstrating his capacity “to master the body and thus overcome the animal nature of the physical embodiment.” Indeed, for eugenicists, the body’s orderliness, its ability to regulate itself, was a potent signifier of its “race.” Eugenicists, according to Nies, “categorized bodies along axes of orderly/disorderly, regulated/unruly,” creating an ideal of whiteness marked not only by its physical strength and the color of its skin but also representative of “rationality” and “intelligence.” Standing nobly above the “darker races,” “whose short, dark bodies indicated physical and psychological chaos,” the classical white male signified the height of mental, emotional, and physical agility. “An image of containment,” he was utterly supreme, his intellect as indefatigable as his “clean, bounded white body.”
 

Comparing the Nordic archetype to visual and textual images of Shawn’s athletic men, we see a distinct resemblance between these two ideals of white manhood. But did Shawn’s audiences identify his classical bodies with ideals of racial purity, with a certain kind of whiteness? For Lucian Price—a writer for The Boston Globe and The Atlantic Monthly and one of Shawn’s most long-standing defenders—the Men Dancers were indeed the distinctive embodiments of a white racial heritage, the kind born of “native” America. In 1936, Price declared that, “[Shawn’s] new pioneering girds its loins with the regimen of our old pioneering;” his men were the reincarnations of those earliest Americans.
 “Is it entirely an accident,” Price implored in 1933, “that in this homestead of an 18th century New England pioneer now dwells a cultural pioneer of the 20th century?” Shawn’s Rhapsody, Opus 119, No. 4—a music visualization to Brahms staged for four white bodies in tight-fitting trunks—fully captured this “Teutonic” spirit:

The dance is a blaze of excitement; swift, furious, imaginative: a stage alive with leaping, whirling figures, incredibly agile. The air looks full of flying men. It is as if the frieze of the Parthenon came to life. I think Father Brahms himself, rough, true-hearted Teutonic bear that he was, would have been electrified by this rhapsodic fantasia.

Price commended Shawn for “unit[ing] the athlete with the artist, the doer with the thinker, for we Northern peoples tend to be men of action first and become men of thought only in our later blooming.”
 In his eyes, Shawn’s “all-man performance” marked the flowering of something distinctively American, but it was a specific national heritage—the spirit and the aesthetic of a Nordic America—that Shawn had captured in dance.

Perhaps it was not just Shawn’s classical aesthetic itself, but its place along his choreographic continuum, that imbued it with idealized racial meaning. Within the span of a single evening, Shawn his dancers would have appeared as loin-clothed, machete-wielding, Mohawk-wearing warriors in one number and nearly-nude instruments of “pure movement” in the next. A change of costumes between dances would have lured them out of their primal past and into a clean, glorious state of whiteness, or from the height of racial achievement back to their primitive, male-affirming origins. Paralleling these shifts, they would have traversed the thematic spectrum from simple, pantomimic tasks (spearing, tilling, chopping) to the expression of “idealized emotions and thoughts.”
 Highly developed minds inside vigorous bodies, all sheathed in a natural ivory whiteness: Shawn and his Men Dancers were the living embodiments of the primitive masculine and the civilized manly, their two vital states of manhood tempering each other in perfect harmony. In the words of one Texan in 1937, they were “America interpreted in dance     . . . the epitome of an eager young America.”
 

Conclusion

The Men Dancers were Ted Shawn’s true “dream ideals.” But Shawn did not limit the dreaming to his own imagination: he invited Americans to dream with him. Kinetic Molpai appeared as the third act in a longer dance, O, Libertad! An American Saga in Three Acts: The Past, The Present, and The Future. And a saga it was. Beginning with the conquest of Aztec civilization, “The Past” took audiences through the arrival of the Spanish conquistador and the onrush of the California gold-miners. In “The Present,” the Men Dancers donned sleek, bright white masks and full-length, closely fitting black suits, disguising their natural complexion to perform the otherwise unspeakable: a hip-swaying dance to the sounds of a jazz piano, along with a loose, low-kicking Charleston. Having marked the Jazz Age as something of a different color, the work moved through a derogatory portrayal of the then-rising star Martha Graham, offering a bestial vision of this thoroughly modern woman. Kinetic Molpai, following Graham’s angry rant, was billed as follows: “Shawn offers this as one of the forms of dance of the American man of the future—an art creation definitely ahead of the times, it indicates a direction in which America may proceed—the Athletic Art of the Dance as a field of creative endeavor for the American man.” When those men of the future arrived onstage, it was obvious what they were not: in no uncertain terms, Ted Shawn asked his viewers to imagine a manly, white embodiment of America. 

This thesis has been largely about imagining, about the creative process and its finished products as spaces where the social imagination and the choreographic imagination become one. We can now see the choreographer as an agent, who, through the power of imagining, disciplining, sculpting, and commanding the gaze of the human form, has the authority, the privilege, of controlling the body where other social reformers do not. As urgently as eugenicists tried, they could not align the human body or the body politic with the loftiness of their ideal; there would never be a purely Nordic America. But at Denishawn, there would be a stage full of promising Nordic children, as rhythmic and harmonious as their eugenic parents. And at Jacob’s Pillow, there would be a rugged expanse of earth inhabited by vigorous Nordic men. Invited to gaze upon their own idealized phenotype, white, middle-class America would enthusiastically applaud.


Could Shawn have imagined the body in any other way? In African American Concert Dance, John Perpener recounts the story of the aspiring Edna Guy: her exchange of letters with St. Denis, her admission to the Denishawn school, and her rejection from the Denishawn company. At one point, Perpener draws attention to the practical side of St. Denis’s story: with her “fingers on the pulse of American audiences,” she “realize[d] that the late 1920’s was not the time to present a racially integrated company.”
 Her middle-class viewers, Perpener implies, would have flatly rejected an art, an institution, that upended their social norms. Extending this argument, we could in fact forgive all of Denishawn’s exclusionary underpinnings, as well as the Men Dancers’. Perhaps Shawn and St. Denis, on a purely pragmatic level, felt compelled to perpetuate the nativist ideologies of their time, even if they had imagined otherwise. If they desired the moral, cultural, and financial approval of an upper-middle class, then perhaps they could not afford to rail against that class’s values. The aim here, however, has not been to locate blame for the artist’s reactionary politics. It has been, rather, to appreciate the “American” dancing body, at the time of its inception, as a site where politics and art converged, choreographed into motion and thriving in visible, embodied form. 

Appendix

Image 1. Photo by Hartsook. Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn in costumes used for magazine ad for Denishawn School, c. 1925. Courtesy of New York Public Library Digital Gallery.www.nypldigital.org

Image 2. Photo by Murray Nikolais. Ruth St. Denis, Ted Shawn and the Denishawn Dancers at Mariarden, 1922. Courtesy of the New York Public Library Digital Gallery. www.nypldigital.org. 

Image 3. Photo by Jane Sherman. Ted Shawn and His Men Dancers in Kinetic Molpai, 1935. Courtesy of Ramsay Burt, The Male Dancer.

Image 4. Barton Mumaw in Dyak Spear Dance, 1934. Courtesy of Barton Mumaw and Jane Sherman, Barton Mumaw, Dancer. 1934.

Bibliography

Primary Sources

Barry, Edward. “Shawn’s Men Dancers Win Big Audience.” Chicago Tribune. February

29, 1936.

Dalton, Sydney. “Ted Shawn’s Men Dancers Win Praise.” Nashville Banner. April 26,

1938. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New York Public Library for the


Performing Arts.

The Denishawn Magazine: A Quarterly Review Devoted to the Art of the Dance. 1.1-1.4

 (1924-1925).

Duncan, Isadora. The Art of the Dance. New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1977.

Eversman, Alice. “Shawn and Men Dancers Display New Artistry.” Washington D.C.

Evening Star. March 21, 1936. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New York

Public Library for the Performing Arts.

“Flashing Light Exhibit at Fitter Families Contests.” 1926. Image Archive on the


American Eugenics Movement. www.eugenicsarchive.org.

McGee, Marion R. Untitled essay. April 1938. Ted Shawn Collection. Jerome Robbins

Dance Collection. New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

 “Passed in Review, the Providence Stage.” The Providence Journal. January 30, 1937.

Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New York Public Library for the Performing

Arts.

Price, Lucian. “All-Man Performance.” The Atlantic Monthly. November, 1936. Jerome

Robbins Dance Collection. New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

----. “Berkshire Mountain Farm a Studio of Dancers’ Art.” October 22, 1933. Jerome

Robbins Dance Collection. New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

Program for Ted Shawn and his Ensemble of Men Dancers at University of Delaware.

March 8, 1938.  Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New York Public Library for

the Performing Arts.

Program for Ted Shawn and his Men Dancers at the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and

Sciences. January 11, 1935. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public

Library for the Performing Arts.

“Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn’s ‘Denishawn’ School Brochure, 1917.” Ocean Park,

California archives. http://www.oceanpark.ws/1917test.htm (accessed December 
15, 2007).

Shawn, Ted. The American Ballet. New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1926.

-----. Dance We Must. London: D. Dobson, 1946.

-----. Fundamentals of a Dance Education. Girard, Kansas: Haldeman-Julius, 1937.

-----. Gods Who Dance. New York: E.P. Dutton, 1929.

----. Kinetic Molpai. Motion picture. 1935. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New York

Public Library for the Performing arts.
----. Labor Symphony. Motion picture. 1934-40. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New

York Public Library for the Performing arts.

----. O! Libertad. Motion Picture. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New York


Public
Library for the Performing arts.

----. Ted Shawn and His Men Dancers. Videocassette. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection.

New York Public Library for the Performing arts.

----. “Ted Shawn Lecture: A Century of American Dance.” Audiocassette. 1962. Jerome

Robbins Dance Collection. New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

“Shawn Dancers’ Artistry Hailed: Adaptation of Molpai is Received with Storm of 

Acclaim.” The New Orleans Times-Picayune. February 14, 1937. Jerome Robbins

Dance Collection. New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

“Shawn to Give Recital Friday In the National: Company of Men Dancers to Illustrate

Phases of Human Progress.” The Washington Post, 13 January 1935, p. MR3. 
ProQuest Historcial Newspapers. Columbia U Lib., New York, NY. 1 Jan. 2008.

<http://www.proquest.com>.

“Shawn Group Impressive with Dancing.” Dallas Times Herald. February 24, 1937.

“Shawn’s Men Appear at Woman’s Club On April 15-16.” The Atlanta Constitution,
April 13 1936.

“Students of Eugenics Closely Watching This Marriage: Union of the Splendidly


Developed Dancer Ruth St. Denis and Edwin Shawn, ‘The Handsomest Man in

America,’ May Produce Results of Great Value to the Science of Race 
Betterment.” The Washington Post. November 22, 1914.

Swisher, Viola Hegyi Swisher. “Varied Fare Offered by Male Group.” Hollywood


Citizen-News, December 18, 1935. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New York

Public Library for the Performing Arts.

“Ted Shawn.” The Boston Herald, October 15, 1937. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection.

New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.

“Ted Shawn, Noted Dancer, Pioneers In a New Field: At His Beautiful Estate in Becket,

Mass. He Is Leading a Movement to Reintroduce the Dance As a Vital For of

Expression for Men.” The Hartford Courant. October 15, 1933.

“Ted Shawn Thrills Houston Audience By Dance Interpretations.” The Houston
Chronicle. February 20, 1937.

“Women’s City Club and Wednesday Town Hall Present Ted Shawn and His Men

 Dancers.” The Magazine of the Women’s City Club of Detroit. September-

October. 1937. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection. New York Public Library for

the Performing Arts.

Secondary Sources
Bederman, Gail. Manliness and Civilization. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995.


Burt, Ramsay. The Male Dancer: Bodies, Spectacle, Sexualities. New York: Routledge, 
1995.

Cogdell, Christina and Susan Currell, eds. Popular Eugenics: National Efficiency and 
American Mass Culture in the 1930s. Athens, Ohio: Ohio University Press, 2006.

Daly, Ann. Done Into Dance: Isadora Duncan in America. Indianapolis: Indiana


University Press, 1995.

Desmond, Jane. “Embodying Difference: Issues in Dance and Cultural Studies.” in Jane

 C. Desmond, ed. Meaning in Motion: New Cultural Studies in Dance. Durham:

 Duke University Press, 1997, 29-50.

Enlgish, Daylanne K. Unnatural selections: eugenics in American modernism and the

 Harlem Renaissance. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004.

Foster, Susan Leigh. “Closets Full of Dances: Modern Dance’s Performance of


 Masculinity and Sexuality.” Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On &

 Off the Stage. Ed. Jane C. Desmond. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press,

 2001. 147-207.

Foulkes, Julia. “Dance is for American Men: Ted Shawn and the Intersection of Gender,

 Sexuality, and Nationalism in the 1930’s.” Dancing Desires: Choreographing

 Sexualities On & Off the Stage. Ed. Jane C. Desmond. Madison: University of

 Wisconsin Press, 2001. 113-146.

Francis, Elizabeth. The Secret Treachery of Words: Feminism and Modernism

in America. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002.

Franklin, Paul B. “The Terpsichorean Tramp: Unmanly Movement in the Early Films of 
Charlie Chaplin.” Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On & Off the

 Stage. Ed. Jane C. Desmond. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001.

Free to Dance. “Part 1: What Do You Dance?” Dir. Madison Davis Lacy. Videocassette.

New York: Thirteen/WNET,  2000.
Graff, Ellen. “Dancers, Workers and Bees in the Choreography of Doris Humphrey.”

Dance Research Journal 28, no. 2 (Autumn, 1996): 30.

Gosset. Thomas. Race: The History of an Idea in America. New York: Shocken Books, 
1963.

Grant, Madison. The Passing of the Great Race: Or, The Racial Basis of European

 History. New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921.

Guterl, Matthew Pratt. The Color of Race in America: 1900-1940. Cambridge: Harvard

University Press, 2001.

Hasian, Marouf A. The Rhetoric of Eugenics in Anglo American Thought. Athens, GA:

University of Georgia Press, 1996.

Higham, John. Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925.


Westport: Greenwood Press, 1963.

Kendall, Elizabeth. Where She Danced: The Birth of American Art-Dance. Berkeley and

 Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1979.

Kelves, Daniel. In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Human Heredity.

 New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985.

Manning, Susan. Modern Dance, Negro Dance: Race in Motion. Minneapolis: University

of Minnesota Press, 2004.

Michaels, Walter Benn. Our America: Nativism, Modernism, and Pluralism. Durham:

Duke University Press, 1995.

Mumaw, Barton and Jane Sherman. Barton Mumaw, Dancer: From Denishawn to


Jacob’s Pillow and Beyond. Hanover: University Press of New England, 2000.

Ordover, Nancy. American Eugenics: Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of


Nationalism. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003.

Perpener, John. African American Concert Dane: The Harlem Renaissance and Beyond

Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001.

Proceedings of the First National Conference on Race Betterment. Battle Creek: The

Race Betterment Foundation, 1914.

Roediger, David. Working Toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became

 White:
the Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs. New York: Basic

 Books, 2005, 35.

Rosen, Christine Preaching Eugenics: Religious Leaders and the American Eugenics

Movement. New York: Oxford University Press, 2004. 

Ruyter, Nancy Lee Chalfa. Reformers and Visionaries: The Americanization of the Art of

Dance. New York: Dance Horizons, 1979.

Shelton, Suzanne. Ruth St. Denis: A Biography of the Divine Dancer. Austin: University

of Texas Press, 1981.

Stoddard, Lothrop. The Rising Tide of Color Against White World Supremacy. New

York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1922.


Terry, Walter. Ted Shawn, Father of American Dance. New York: Dial Press, 1976.

Wiggam, Albert Edward. The New Decalogue of Science. Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill,

1923.

� Elizabeth Kendall, Where She Danced: The Birth of American Art-Dance (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press), 1979, 4-13; 180-181.


� Ann Daly, Done Into Dance: Isadora Duncan in America (Indianapolis: Indiana, University Press), 1995, 2-20; Nancy Lee Chalfa Ruyter, Reformers and Visionaries: The Americanization of the Art of Dance (New York: Dance Horizons) 1979, 57-73.


� Daly, 16; Ruyter, 66-73; Kendall, 6. 


� Quoted in Daly, 156. See Daly, 156-177 for an excellent discussion of how Duncan revolutionized the representation of the female dancing body.


� Ted Shawn, The American Ballet (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1926), 87.


� Paul B. Franklin. “The Terpsichorean Tramp: Unmanly Movement in the Early Films of Charlie Chaplin,” in Jane C. Desmond, ed. Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On & Off the Stage (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), 60-61. See also Julia Foulkes. “Dance is for American Men: Ted Shawn and the Intersection of Gender, Sexuality, and Nationalism in the 1930’s.” Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On & Off the Stage. Ed. Jane C. Desmond. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), 113-114.


� Quoted in Franklin, 60.


� Ruyter, 13.


� John Higham. Strangers in the Land: Patterns of American Nativism, 1860-1925 (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1963), 264-270.


� Matthew Pratt Guterl, The Color of Race in America: 1900-1940 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2001), 51-62.


� Throughout this paper, I will use the terms “Nordic,” which racist thinkers like Grant preferred, and “Anglo-Saxon,” which Shawn regularly used in his writings, interchangeably. While historians often refer to the “Nordic vogue” or “Nordicism” that swept 1920’s America (see Guterl, 9-10), this white supremacist attitude celebrated those Americans thought to be of purely “Anglo-Saxon” ancestry or what Grant called “Colonial descent” (see Grant, 228). In Passing, Grant stressed that the Nordic population of the U.S. was “a large majority . . . Anglo-Saxon in the most limited meaning of that term. The New England Settlers in particular came from those counties of England where the blood was almost purely Saxon, Anglican, and Dane” (74). Given this slippage of terms, we can see Shawn’s frequent declarations of “Anglo-Saxon” supremacy as part of the 1920’s worship of the “Nordic.”


� Thomas Gosset, Race: The History of an Idea in America (New York: Shocken Books, 1963), 398;144; Madison Grant, The Passing of the Great Race: Or, The Racial Basis of European History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1921), 98.


� Guterl, 50-55.


� Lothrop Stoddard, The Rising Tide of Color Against White World Supremacy (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1922), 165. 


� Grant, 263.


� Marouf A. Hasian. The Rhetoric of Eugenics in Anglo American Thought (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1996), 7-12; 27-29. Hasian examines eugenics as an “ideograph” or a “symbolic discursive construct” that could assume a range of ambiguous, conflicting definitions suited to different rhetorical purposes. 


� H.F. Osborn, quoted in “Birth Control Peril to Race, Says Osborn,” New York Times, 23 August 1932. 


� Hasian, 20-21.


� Daly, 17.


� Francis Galton, the British founder of eugenics, defined his practice as “the science of improvement of the human germ plasm through better breeding.” Galton, quoted in Hasian, 1.


� David Roediger, Working Toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became White: the Strange Journey from Ellis Island to the Suburbs (New York: Basic Books, 2005), 35.


� Jane Desmond. “Embodying Difference: Issues in Dance and Cultural Studies,” in Jane C. Desmond, ed. Meaning in Motion: New Cultural Studies in Dance (Durham: Duke University Press, 1997), 32.


� Desmond, 2.


� Nancy Ordover, American Eugenics: Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of Nationalism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 6-7


� See Ramsay Burt, The Male Dancer: Bodies, Spectacles, Sexualities (London: Routledge, 1995), 101-110; Susan Manning. Modern Dance, Negro Dance: Race in Motion, (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press), 20-29; Julia Foulkes. “Dance is for American Men: Ted Shawn and the Intersection of Gender, Sexuality, and Nationalism in the 1930’s.” Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On & Off the Stage. Ed. Jane C. Desmond. (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001); Susan Leigh Foster, “Closets Full of Dances: Modern Dance’s Performance of Masculinity and Sexuality.” Dancing Desires: Choreographing Sexualities On & Off the Stage. Ed. Jane C. Desmond (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), 147-207.


� Kendall, 105-106.


� Nancy Ordover. American Eugenics: Race, Queer Anatomy, and the Science of Nationalism (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003), 7. My italics.





� Shawn, American Ballet, 5-6.


� Ted Shawn, “The Dancers’ Bible: An Appreciation of Havelock Ellis’s The Dance of Life.” The Denishawn Magazine, Vol. 1.1, 1924, 14. Jerome Robbins Dance Collection.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 6-7; 14.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 13.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 7-8.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 8.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 14.


� Qutoed in Foulkes. 133.


� Walter Terry. Ted Shawn, Father of American Dance (New York: Dial Press, 1976), 19..


� Hasian, 35-42.


� Proceedings of the First National Conference on Race Betterment (Battle Creek: The Race Betterment Foundation, 1914), 554-489


� Daniel Kevles. In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Human Heredity (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985), 57-63.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 43; 51-52. 


� Shawn, American Ballet, 8; 43.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 115-124.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 8; 50.


� Ted Shawn, Fundamentals of a Dance Education (Girard, Kansas: Haldeman-Julius, 1937), 21.


� Shawn was by no means alone among the pioneers of modern dance in his racist attitudes toward jazz and his essentialist view of race. See Daly, 206-220 for an examination of Duncan’s racist politics.


� Shawn, Fundamentals, 23.


� Foster, 162.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 21-22.


� Shawn, Fundamentals, 24.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 51-2.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 52; Fundamentals, 22.


� Shawn, Fundamentals, 24


� Shawn, American Ballet, 7-8.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 41, 45, 49.


� “Flashing Light Exhibit at Fitter Families Contests,” 1926, Image Archive on the American Eugenics Movement, www.eugenicsarchive.org.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 83; Havelock Ellis, “Introduction,” Shawn, American Ballet, xii.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 87, 124.


� Ruth St. Denis, “The Independent Art of the Dance,” Denishawn Souvenir Program, 1924, Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.


� John Martin, America Dancing: The Background and Personalities of Modern Dance (New York: Dance Horizons, 1936), 158.


� Ted Shawn, Dance We Must (London: D. Dobson, 1946), 24. Dance We Must is a revised collection of Shawn’s lectures at Peabody College in Nashville, TN, which he delivered as a guest educator in the summer of 1938.


� “Denishawn Notes,” The Denishawn Magazine, Vol. 1.3, 1924, 11, 


� Walter Benn Michaels. Our America: Nativism, Modernism, and Pluralism (Durham: Duke Univeristy Press, 1995), 6.


� Michaels, Our America, 7-9.


� Stoddard, 305-309.


� Michaels, 30.


� Daniel Kelves. In the Name of Eugenics: Genetics and the Uses of Human Heredity (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1985), 61-62; Daylanne K. English, Unnatural Selections: Eugenics in American Modernism and the Harlem Renaissance (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004), 237 (n.37).


� Michael Guyer, Being Well-Born: An Introduction to Eugenics (Bobbs-Merrill, 1916), 160, quoted in Kelves, 67. 


� “Students of Eugenics Closely Watching This Marriage: Union of the Splendidly Developed Dancer Ruth St. Denis and Edwin Shawn, ‘the Handsomest Man in America,’ May Produce Results of Great Value to the Science of Race Betterment,” The Washington Post, 22 November 1914.


� Ordover, 6-7; Betsy Lee Nies, Eugenic Fantasies: Racial Ideology in the Literature and Popular Culture of the 1920’s (New York, Routledge: 2002), 13-14.


� Quoted in Walter Terry. Ted Shawn, Father of American Dance (New York: Dial Press, 1976), 13.


� Suzanne Shelton, Ruth St. Denis: A Biography of the Divine Dancer (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 139.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 1.


� Ted Shawn, “The History of the Art of Dancing in Four Parts: Part III,” The Denishawn Magazine, Vol. 1.3, 1924, Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. 


� Shawn, American Ballet, 135; Ted Shawn, “The History of the Art of Dancing in Four Parts: Part IV,” The Denishawn Magazine, Vol. 1.4, 1925, Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts. 


� Shawn, “The History of the Art of Dancing in Four Parts: Part IV.”


� Shawn, The American Ballet, 12-13.


� “Denishawn,” The Denishawn Magazine, Vol. 1.1, 1924, 7.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 40.


� Shawn, “The History of the Art of Dancing in Four Parts: Part III.”


� Shawn, American Ballet, 125.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 134.


� Shelton, 137.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 80-81, my italics.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 80.


� Kelves, 59; Christine Rosen, Preaching Eugenics: Religious Leaders and the American Eugenics Movement (New York: Oxford University Press, 2004), 128-132.


� Albert Edward Wiggam, The New Decalogue of Science (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 1923), 212, quoted in Shawn, American Ballet, 79-80. 


� Quoted in Kendall, 172. Kendall does not give a precise date for this quote.


� Isadora Duncan, The Art of the Dance (New York: Theatre Arts Books, 1977), 61.


� Duncan, 131-132.


� Quoted in Elizabeth Francis, The Secret Treachery of Words: Feminism and Modernism in America (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 16.


� Ellen Graff, “Dancers, Workers and Bees in the Choreography of Doris Humphrey,” Dance Research Journal 28, no. 2 (Autumn, 1996): 30.


� Quoted in Graff, 30.


� John Perpener, African American Concert Dance: The Harlem Renaissance and Beyond (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2001), 56-61; Free to Dance. “Part 1: What Do You Dance?” Dir. Madison Davis Lacy. Videocassette. New York: Thirteen/WNET,  2000.


� American Ballet, 13.


� Shawn quoted in Foulkes. 124.  


� Program for Ted Shawn and his Ensemble of Men Dancers, March 8, 1938,  Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.


� Burt, 108-109.


� Gail Bederman, Manliness and Civilization (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), 23-31.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 87; Terry, 41.


� Quoted in Shelton, 125.


� Terry, 154.


� “Ted Shawn, Noted Dancer, Pioneers In a New Field: At His Beautiful Estate in Becket, Mass., He Is Leading a Movement to Reintroduce the Dance as an Art For of Expression for Men,” The Hartford Courant, 15 October 1933; “Ted Shawn Offers New Idea in Dancing: Sails for London With Octet of Men to Refute Notion Their Art is ‘Effeminate,’” The New York Times, 16 May 1935.


� Bederman,10-15.


� Henry James, The Bostonians (New York: Modern Library, 1965), 343, quoted in Bederman, 16.


� Bederman, 20.


� Bederman, 23-31.


� Bederman, 16-19.


� Bederman, 44.


� Bederman, 44.


� Bederman, 170.


� Bederman, 219-221.


� Burt, 103.


� Burt, 107-109.


� Nies, 30. 


� Quoted in Foulkes, 113; quoted in Franklin, 60.


� Burt, 79-82.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 35.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 11.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 33.


� Shawn, American Ballet, 10.


� “Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn’s ‘Denishawn’ School Brochure, 1917,” Archives from the city of Ocean Park, California, http://www.oceanpark.ws/1917test.htm. 


� Shawn, American Ballet, 89.


� Ted Shawn, “Ted Shawn Lecture: A Century of American Dance,” 1962, Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.


� Shawn, Dance We Must, 107.


� Terry, 117.


� Shawn, Gods Who Dance, xiv.


� Shawn, Gods Who Dance, 204; xi. Shawn’s decision to recount his journey as “facing west” rather than traveling east, is significant, for it placed his exploits within the national discourse of westward expansionism. Specifically, it recalled the Pacific expansionism that had emerged at the turn of the twentieth century with the historic “closing of the frontier.” See Arthur Herman. The Idea of Decline in Western History (New York: The Free Press, 1997), 174-179. 


� New York Times book review of Gods Who Dance, quoted in Denishawn publicity leaflet, 12 May 1929, Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.


� Shawn, Gods Who Dance, xii-xiii.


� Shawn, Gods Who Dance, 107-108.


� Foster, 163.


� Shawn, Gods, xii.


� Shawn, “Ted Shawn Lecture: A Century of American Dance”; Ted Shawn, “Shawn Trains Dancers in Berkshire Refuge,” Berkshire Evening Eagle, June 27, 1936, my italics.


� Shawn, Dance We Must, 103.


� Shawn, Dance We Must, 103-104.


� “Shawn Men Appear at Woman’s Club On April 15-16,” The Atlanta Constitution, April 13, 1936.


� Barton Mumaw and Jane Sherman, Barton Mumaw, Dancer: From Denishawn to Jacob’s Pillow and Beyond (Hanover: University Press of New England, 2000), 91-93.


� Mumaw and Sherman, 93.


� Shawn, Dance We Must, 103-4. Shawn’s method of training his dancers by re-enacting “primitive” movement echoes the educational theories of the psychologist G. Stanley Hall. Hall’s writings influenced Shawn and St. Denis as they shaped the Denishawn pedagogy (see Shelton, 128), and Shawn cited Hall’s work Adolescence in his bibliographies for Dance We Must and Gods Who Dance. With his theory of recapitulation, Hall argued that the developmental stages of an individual human life mirrored the evolutionary stages of the human race; white children could evolve to maturity only by re-experiencing their “primitive” past. Hall advocated many forms of outdoor exercise as part of this education (including folk dancing), and it is likely that Shawn drew on this theory as he developed his training system for men.


� “Shawn Trains Dancers in Berkshire Refuge,” the Berkshire Evening Eagle, June 27, 1936.


� Program for Ted Shawn and his Men Dancers at the Brooklyn Institute of Arts and Sciences, January 11, 1935, Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.


� “Ted Shawn,” The Boston Herald, October 15, 1937.


� “Passed in Review, the Providence Stage,” The Providence Journal, January 30, 1937.


� “Women’s City Club and Wednesday Town Hall Present Ted Shawn and His Men Dancers,” The Magazine of the Women’s City Club, September-October, 1937.


� “Ted Shawn, Noted Dancer, Pioneers In a New Field,” The Hartford Courant.


� Shawn, Dance We Must, 107.


� Mumaw and Sherman, 271; Program for Ted Shawn and His Ensemble of Men Dancers at University of Delaware, March 8, 1938, Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.


� Edward Barry, “Shawn’s Men Dancers Win Big Audience,” Chicago Tribune, February 29, 1936.


� Viola Hegyi Swisher, “Varied Fare Offered by Male Group,” Hollywood Citizen-News, December 18, 1935.


� Sydney Dalton, “Ted Shawn’s Men Dancers Win Praise,” Nashville Banner, April 26, 1938. 


� Alice Eversman, “Shawn and Men Dancers Display New Artistry,” Washington D.C. Evening Star, March 21, 1936.


� “Shawn Group Impressive with Dancing,” Dallas Times Herald, February 24, 1937.


� Dalton, “Ted Shawn’s Male Dancers Win Praise,” my italics.


� Springfield Republican, 1934, quoted in Foster, 166.


� Marion R. McGee, untitled essay, April 1938, Ted Shawn Collection, Jerome Robbins Dance Collection, New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.


� Ted Shawn, “Ted Shawn Lecture: A Century of American Dance.”


� Foster, 164.


� Foster, 106; Burt, 109-110; Mumaw and Sherman, 45.


� Julia Foulkes, in her 2001 essay Dance is for American Men, briefly draws the connection between Shawn’s Greek athletic imagery and the physical ideal of the Nordic man, noting the link between this classical white male aesthetic and “nationalist and fascist movements based on eugenic ideas in Germany and Italy” (127). She also notes that Shawn appeared in the magazine Physical Culture, published by the American body-builder Bernarr MacFadden, which featured “occasional articles by Benito Mussolini, who extolled healthy ‘aggressive’ bodies as the basis for his fascist citizen army” (129). While Shawn’s aesthetic may have been bolstered by these fascist trends in Europe, we must recognize that it was equally influenced by similar ideas coming from racial theorists in the United States.


� Nies, 30-32.


� Nies, 20-23; Mary K. Coffey. “The American Adonis: A Natural History of the ‘Average American’ (Man), 1921-32,” in Christina Cogdell and Susan Currell, eds. Popular Eugenics: National Efficiency and American Mass Culture in the 1930’s (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2006), 192.


� Lucian Price, “All-Man Performance,” The Atlantic Monthly, November, 1936.


� Lucian Price, “Berkshire Mountain Farm a Studio of Dancers’ Art,” October 22, 1933, my italics.


� Eversman, “Shawn and Men Dancers Display New Artistry.”


� “Ted Shawn Thrills Houston Audience By Dance Interpretations,” The Houston Chronicle, February 20, 1937.


�Perpener, 67.





PAGE  
10

