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Spring 1998
Letter from the Editor:

By examining the history of women in theater and dance, it is possible to see how this
medium of art chronicles the change in women’s roles in society. While in the past
women'’s creative abilities have been repressed, we are gradually seeing a welcoming of
expression, often through acting and movement. This collection of articles reveal that the
shift is now towards the image of the woman who is in control—both of her body and her
ability to create art.

In this edition of the FSR, contributors provide insight on the history of women in dance,
personal reflections, and the changing role of women in the Russian theater. In Women
Performing Women, Katharine Power examines the way women express emotion through
the use of movement and their bodies. Power’s account of the history of women in dance
discusses many of the innovations women have made in this field. Josh Karter, on the
other hand, highlights the need for women playwrights and directors in Russian theater.
Unlike American theater, women in the Russian theater are still struggling for greater
prominence in their field. Finally, in a personal reflection, Marjorie Smith reveals how
she uses theater and play writing to convey her views of women in society. As the author
of the annual freshmen orientation play, Marjorie explains the way in which she chose to
address and present a play on rape. Also included in this issue is a bibliography compiled
by Patricia Bunker and a videography by Susan Erickson on women in theater and dance.

Since my experience with the areas of theater and dance is fairly limited, I felt that this
edition of the FSR could not only broaden my knowledge but also enlighten others. I
hope that this collection of articles and reference materials adds to our understanding of

the role of women in theater and dance.
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Women Performing Women: The Body as Text

In an essay titled “Aller a la Mer,” French feminist Helene Cixous condemns western
theater as a patriarchal institution which serves to make women disappear.! Patriarchal theater,
she asserts, has historically relegated Woman “to repression, to the grave, the asylum, oblivion
and silence.” She is loved only when “abused or absent.” Electra and Antigone are “eliminated.”
Ophelia is “banned and her soul violated;” Cordelia “asserts a femininity which refuses to be the
mirror of her father’s raving” and so must die. A dramatist herself, Cixous tells us she stopped
going to the theater because it was like going to her own funeral; she encountered there not the
stories of living women, but only her own violent absence.

Rather than lend our complicity to a theater in which a woman has to die before the play
can begin, Cixous calls for a new woman’s theater, a theater which will make present she who has
been absent: a theater in which woman’s performing body will become the source of a radically
new text. The process, she writes, will “take place where a woman’s life takes place, where her
life story is decided: inside her body, beginning with her blood.” Cixous envisions woman
performing body as a birthing event: “a body decoding and naming itself in one long slow push.”
By giving birth to her own theatrical presence, Cixous’s performing woman stakes a claim to
name herself...in one long slow push.

Cixous’s essay (first published in 1977) is a call for a theater yet to be: “it is coming to
pass,” she writes, “this arrival of Woman into the world.” But consider the following:

At the turn of the 20th century, a Californian by the name of Isadora Duncan discarded
the corset for a diaphanous Greek tunic and set out to create a new art--a new dance--based on
the beauty of the female body in motion. She envisioned woman dancing as “the highest
intelligence in the freest body.”

In 1916 Angelina Grimke wrote Rachel, a play about a young African American woman
who, in her refusal to bear children, claimed her body as a site of resistance in a world of racist






