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In her autobiography, Isadora Duncan recalled an assertion made by Karl Federn: “Only by
Nietzsche, he said, will you come to the full revelation of dancing expression as you seek it”
(Duncan 1995, 104). Duncan also told her students to read Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, as if
it was their “Bible” (Duncan 1928, 108). These statements justify an examination of Nietzsche’s
The Birth of Tragedy as an imperative source for understanding the depth of her dance
philosophy. This dissertation asks what it means to see Duncan’s philosophy of dance and its
practice in the context of this nineteenth-century German philosopher. It examines Nietzsche’s
words and ideas about the birth of tragedy and how they become body in the writings and dance
of Isadora Duncan.
This dissertation focuses on the philosophical idea of the “tragic idea” according to
Nietzsche’s and Duncan’s interpretations and applications of philosophy bodied forth in dance.
This tragic idea comes from an emerging idea in intellectual history initiated by followers of Kant.
The idea of drawing from Greek tragedy a philosophy that could be used in philosophical thought
to debate the meaning and function of art and even life was particular to German thinkers,
philosophers and literati. While it drew from Greek tragic plays a philosophy, German thought on
tragedy differed from the ancients in that it was applied as a philosophy for life. The ideas on
Greek tragedy that Nietzsche situates his own within were developed within and against the
Romantic aesthetic.
The characteristics of Romantics provide context for understanding the use of tragedy
as a source for thought and art. Although Nietzsche came to oppose aspects of Romanticism, his
first book was in part a dialogue with German Romantic thought and aesthetics. Nietzsche’s idea
of tragic philosophy in his The Birth of Tragedy is examined in precedence to Duncan’s use of his
iii

book. This dissertation provides an historical contextualization of the idea of a tragic philosophy to
show that Duncan’s choice to base her dance philosophy on Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy follows
this historical philosophical thread. As Nietzsche both dedicated The Birth of Tragedy to Wagner
and based the book on Wagner’s interpretation of Greek tragedy (Williamson 2004, 238), and
Duncan wrote on and danced to Wagner, Wagner is relevant within the specific context of
understanding Duncan’s dance as a philosophical practice of The Birth of Tragedy. This
dissertation, then, looks into Duncan’s writings as a way to read Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy,
and through these texts to interpret some aspects alive within the Romantic mood.
In addition, this dissertation incorporates as part of both the literature and the analysis
of Duncan’s moving image, an embodied voice of personal experience from its writer, who has
practiced this dance intimately. I weave my personal experience into the dissertation, using my
experience in dancing within this dance form to reflect on the ideas presented here. The tragic
idea as I see it within this movement drives the dancer’s ideas about dance as an expressive art
form. A tragic philosophy/wisdom motivates the imagination, the range of emotional expression
and the physical body as it shapes and moves itself in, through and around space. A tragic
sensibility represents a quality of investigation about the range of human experience that
happens in and from out of the body. It comes from deep within the body’s inner space and
emotional and physical aliveness. It is an idea that the dancer is conscious of and actively
engaged in as a process of dancing (for oneself) and making dance (as performance).
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
In this dissertation, I examine Isadora Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy as a
source paramount to the development of her idea for dance. This volume adds to the variety of
perspectives on Duncan by examining Nietzsche’s importance in an effort to understand the wide
scope of meaning Duncan portended in her dance. Using text analysis, I compare Duncan’s
writings to Nietzsche’s book and situate her use of Greek tragedy as it is drawn from his work.
Duncan connected to Greek tragic art through the lens of Nietzsche’s philosophical
interpretation of this art form. She understood Greek tragedy by interpreting Nietzsche’s ideas.
German thinkers drew on ancient Greece as a source for understanding the human condition,
experience and meaning. Ancient Greece became important as its perceived cultural and sociopolitical history stood as a comparative exemplary to modern life at a time of tumultuous religious
upheaval and war. The idea of the tragic, i.e., the “tragic idea,” was one that the Germans
initiated in philosophical thought and literary practice as a way to redefine an individual’s role in
society and life meaning. Nietzsche took up and redefined this tragic idea as his philosophy.
Through a text analysis of Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, I show that Duncan
embraced this philosophy in her dance practice and applied it to her idea for dance. In this
chapter, then, I set an historical backdrop for addressing the subject of Duncan’s use of
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy.
Historical Setting
The American sisters Isadora and Elizabeth Duncan opened their first dance school in Germany
in 1904, the year after Duncan was introduced to Nietzsche’s philosophy (Lowenthal 1993, 193).

1

Their method of dancing and mode of studying the body and movement as both constituent and
expressive of other arts hailed from the Romantic tradition. For the most part, this meant a re-
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Lillian Lowenthal dates Duncan’s encounter with Karl Federn, who introduced her to Nietzsche,
to January 1903. I consider it likely that Duncan’s meeting Cambridge Classicist Jane Harrison
could have introduced her to Nietzsche’s philosophy on tragedy as early as 1900, given
Nietzsche’s influence on Harrison and her work on archaic (in contrast to classical) Greece.
1

2

visioning of classical art and philosophy and, in particular, Greek tragedy. A new dance
blossomed, and it harnessed a holistic idea of new living and new spirituality. Duncan saw a
contemplative flesh and a soul-motivated body as an antidote for the modern soulless
preoccupation with industrialization and materialism, i.e., as an alternative to life in steel
mechanics and factories.
The birth of Isadora Duncan’s method of creating dance in part developed within the
creative atmosphere of her family upbringing, which included her sister Elizabeth, who later
helped run the Duncan schools and taught dance; her brother Raymond; and their mother Dora
Duncan, who infused their home with music, poetry and art. Duncan’s family practices, which
became her method for conceiving dance, included visiting museums, studying Greek tragedy,
reading poetry, and poignantly embodying these in and through movement. Duncan developed a
way to engage in a sensibility toward these things by employing the body as the primary
investigator and expresser of these sensibilities. Philosophy was applied to dance, and it
3

constituted a way of life at the Duncan dance schools. Yet it is through Duncan’s encounters in
1903 with Karl Federn, a German writer and translator of texts by Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo
Emerson, among others, that she was able to fully develop the philosophical composition for her
dance. Indeed, it was Federn who introduced and explained Nietzsche’s work and helped her to
write about her dance in Nietzschean terms. This education in Nietzsche would lead her from a
superficial Greek aesthetic to an aesthetic by which to live.
Today, what is called “Duncan dance” has as many interpretations as there were
4

“Isadorables,” with the addition of many years of transmission by memory—and memory loss—
and individualistic expression. These interpretations were influenced by the developing
knowledge of the body in mid- and late-twentieth-century dance, modern and ballet technique,
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The term re-visioning is used by a variety of authors, including those who are part of literary and
psychology circles. See Felski (2008) and the work of contemporary mythologists, for example, at
the Pacifica Graduate Institute, Carpinteria, CA.
3
In personal correspondence from Sima Leake to my husband Francis and me, she recollects
attending the Duncan School in Germany. Other accounts of the Grünewald School, 1904–08,
and the Paris School, 1908–14, can be found in many biographies and the history documented by
Kay Bardsley (1979) in her article “Isadora Duncan's First School” about the first-generation
founders of the tradition: Anna, Irma, Lisa, and Maria-Theresa Duncan.
4
The Isadorables were the six main pupils of Duncan who performed with her.
2

and the lack of proper dance training. Competitive ownership over style and the
dances/choreography also has done a disservice to the dance form. The Duncan style and
method inherited by twenty-first-century dance constitute a conglomerate memorial that might
make Duncan herself cringe — or, conversely, please her very much. We will never know. No
matter which “reincarnates” we meet who try to convince us that they are the “true” Isadora, our
judgment is left up to our individual tastes—and the way we read the archive.
In the Duncan approach to movement, I found the possibility for a merging of things I
loved: movement and dance, ancient aesthetics and emotional expressivity. The groundwork for
a performative dance lay here in a way more familiar to me in imagination than I had found in
other dance forms. A form of movement and body aesthetic originated from the place of an
impassioned body. Here, the moving form emoted an aesthetic interested in investigating the
physical limits of beauty and meaning. I found the possibility for this enlivened body—awakened
to the ideas of a very human experience of surroundings, the possibility for expression of
grandiose and personal experience, and the contemplation of human inner life—as deeply
imaginable. Within a physicalized memory of ancient Greek art and philosophy, I embodied a
meaning of myth and ideas I had become intimately familiar with years before discovering the
Duncan method of dancing.
Although the movement within Duncan dance allowed for such possibilities, something
was incomplete and incongruent about the various interpretations propagated by former
generations. In some ways, akin to her Romantic artists, Duncan universalized personal
experience through solo dances. This became part of her method for dancing and making
dances. In some cases, using one’s personal experience as a means to understanding dances
created by Duncan can be fine and healthy; in others, it can be destructive and negative. I soon
began to realize that I did not wish to take on a teacher’s personal pathology in an educational or
artistic setting, and this meant I had to question the value of the dance itself, as it is based so
much on the personality of who is teaching the dance. A lack of attention to philosophical theory
that Duncan based her work on leaves students to follow and accept the guidance of a
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personality. Having a variety of teachers proved best for getting to the essence of Duncan dance.
This is part of the way to un-myth Isadora.
Un-mything Isadora is, for me, going through the layers of Duncan history from her time
to ours in an effort to see what ideas and aesthetics belong to her and her dance, both in the past
and in the present. The scholar who also dances seeks to understand Duncan’s attention to
ancient cultures, and Greece in particular, as an aesthetic mode for making dances. The dancer,
posing critical observation of personal experience, seeks to comprehend the scholarly findings in
relation to the physical practice of this dance. The term myth alerts the reader to a poetic mode of
thinking about and making dance in which Isadora engaged in relation to both Nietzsche and her
contemporaries. To see a lifelong study on Duncan as a process of un-mything is to see that the
myth of Duncan, i.e., her expressions of the human condition in dance, shifts as the stories are
told over time through body, art and voice. What Duncan stated through dance was conveyed by
an artist, not an imitator of Greek things and art.
Williamson (2002) describes attention to myth as a longing or emotional stance toward
the future and the past, which I see as evocative in Duncan’s dance ideas and practice. Through
my years of researching and dancing Duncan, I have learned more about the philosophical
source for her dance ideas, which has afforded the possibility of further enriching this dance
genre. This has also led me to question my perception of practicing this dance. The challenge of
addressing conflicting ideas and beliefs contained within this dance gnawed at me from the
beginning; something was unsettling, unbelievable. This has prompted my investigation into
Duncan’s philosophy to un-myth Isadora. Un-mything Isadora’s philosophy for dance, as I learned
it through the body from dancers and scholars, has benefited from the dialogue between body
and texts over time and has afforded me a renewed embodiment of the dance.
At my first viewing of a Duncan style, I was puzzled, and I questioned both its potential
value as performative and as a dance that could even be enjoyable. The dancers were not
trained in the traditional sense; their limp limbs looked artificial and incapable of emoting energy.
As I separated myself from the whole of what I saw and focused on the movements, the
familiarity of what the movements and the body were to do overcame the unaesthetic
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appearance. I was able to find a range of dynamic energies and qualities that were potentially
expressible and physically interesting: ones that Duncan described in different ways as subtlety,
sensuality, flow, strength, lightness, and weight. Moving à la Tanagra, standing à la Grèc, or
becoming a figure that leapt from a vase or from Schubert’s Symphony in C Major breathed life
into my academic studies on ancient Greece by moving in space through time. This embodiment
of ancient Greek aesthetics as a basis in Duncan movement translated into dances concerning
other cultural iconography, such as the Russian Work Songs or The Blue Danube, Strauss’s
Viennese waltz emulating the Hungarian river. Given the role of music in propagating national
ideology and mythology, it is challenging for a contemporary critical dancer to enjoy the emotion,
movement and music of the dances in the face of the knowledge of socio-political problems. Still,
I practiced the embodiment of Greek aesthetics as more than appearance, more than a “look.” An
idea was transformed into physical reality, and a soulful and emotional expression of self in
relation to the world was manifested through body and movement.
For various reasons, personal and professional, when I originally conceived of this
dissertation, I planned to withhold from it my experiences in studying the movement. This was
somewhat because the representations of the movement and philosophy of Duncan interpreted
are so varied — and some so biased. Various interpretations stem from the teacher’s personal
investment and interest, rather than a concern for historical and philosophical objectivity.
Likewise, for example, I discuss Wagner in subsequent pages as an evident source for Duncan’s
ideas, particularly through Nietzsche. This constitutes a challenge that needs to be recognized
and confronted beyond attributing Wagner’s role to the enormous influence he had on the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In the face of the problems that accompany the use of such a
figure as Wagner, research is more interesting, honest and complicatedly human when one
acknowledges and addresses difficult issues rather than hiding historical evidence from public
knowledge to save one’s own image. As is understandable, some invest so much in being a
Duncan dancer that they are reluctant to acknowledge controversy, such as the racist comments
attributed to Duncan.
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I bring to the foreground my dancing experience, acknowledging that it introduces
another interpretation of Duncan. My personal experience acts as a methodological tool to help
develop an understanding of Duncan’s philosophy as put into practice. I conduct a text analysis to
anchor a strong interpretation of Duncan’s ideas that will then aid in deciphering the movement
shown in the photographs and drawings included in Chapter 5. I contribute my voice as a dancer
who has embodied the unique and magical movement of Duncan’s style and ideas. My
movement experience, along with my background in classical art history, informs my analysis of
archival photographs, drawings and paintings of Duncan dancing.
My interpretation of Duncan also includes a long history of study I access through
memory, text and visual arts. Studies in classics with attention to Greek mythology and, in
particular, the myth of the tragic deity Dionysos play a dominant role. The way that myth has
been translated and retold over time may be called re-visioning and is key to Nietzsche’s
philosophy. Now that I bring Nietzsche to the foreground in this study on Duncan, I have gone
further back in time, beginning with undergraduate work on Joseph Campbell’s approach to myth;
then to psychologists of the twentieth century (one cannot understand, with respect to myththinking, Campbell without Jung, Jung without Freud, and any of these without Nietzsche); and
even further to ancient texts in the original language of such philosophers as Plato and Aristotle
and their cultural history. Here, I come full circle to where I began as an academic researcher and
dancer: dance and myth conjoined. I address part of the challenges of working with myth from an
academic perspective as it relates to this dance subject through its encompassing of Greek
tragedy and Nietzsche’s philosophy.
While I enjoyed exploring the many expressions of myth through the body and movement
in other cultural dance practices, the Romantic aesthetic of ancient Greece, as interpreted within
the Duncan moving body, embodied the places, words and images conjured in the classical prose
and poetry I had grown intimate with throughout my undergraduate experience. The classical
stance, the figurative movements harkening back to classical statuary, forces of nature and
emotional expression evocative of various Greek deities kindled an imaginative moving form that
was so familiar to me that I comfortably and easily embraced the Duncan dance imagery as I
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perceived it. I especially valued these aesthetics as a base rather than a rule, emphasizing an
internal sensibility toward these things rather than executing the mimicry that Duncan worked
against. Duncan’s ideas about dance for that moment in time provided a place for me to test and
explore the possibility of dance and myth.
In harmony with her contemporaries and the historical past that fed and enlivened her
imagining body, Isadora Duncan emoted the Romantic mood in part by re-visioning myth as a
way to make a dance philosophy, dance practice and a wealth of dances. This Romantic
imagination manifested itself in aspects of human thought and creativity, including literature, arts,
philosophy, politics, and psychology. Why myth became so important is better understood in case
studies on the many individuals who made art and wrote down their ideas. The complex
investigation into the importance of myth involves the study of intricately wound facets of society:
particularly the arts, politics, social ethos, and academia.
For Duncan, myth entered into her life and dance by way of her unconventional American
upbringing and a life spent mainly living in Europe, with most of her time spent in Paris. A
Renaissance approach to the humanities infused her dancing imagination: selected American,
Western, and Eastern European literature and poetry; European art and sculpture; ancient and
medieval art; Greek tragedy; and German philosophy. This Romantic imagination was built on
some aspect of myth, whether narrative or non-narrative. In Duncan’s dance, the iconography of
Botticelli became “Three Graces,” or the dynamics of the winds in “Ecossaise,” or vines flowering
and winding in the “Classical Duet.” Ovid’s “Narcissus” became a dance gesturing Echo’s retelling
of Narcissus’s pining. “Water Study” simply describes without narrative the play of elements and
attributes associated with water. Duncan’s dance to “Dubinushka” or “Little Oak Stick,” a Russian
work song, signifies the life struggle of Russian workers as two lines of dancers gesture the
pulling of the barge ropes in harmony with the rhythmic chant, which propagandistically called the
working-class audience to rise up and seize power with symbolic club in hand. In this particular
dance, socio-political views were made evident by connecting movement with Proletariat
5

By base, I mean that the Greek philosophical aesthetic is a foundation with which to approach
other Duncan topics, including her dances about Russian workers and other political material.
She danced about things that did not involve Greek subject matter, but maintained this sensibility.
7

symbolism and imagery. Mythic figures and their situations as told in Greek tragic plays, which
Duncan both read and saw performed in theaters, became body in her dances.
As a young professor of classical studies, Nietzsche, at the shifting impulse between
Romanticism (1790–1856) and Modernism, explored the meaning of ancient Greek myth. In fact,
Nietzsche wrote articles that in some way addressed myth as a means to think about human
existence, specifically the Greek tragic myth of Dionysos. These include “The Dionysian
6

Worldview” and “The Birth of The Tragic Idea,” both written in 1870, before his The Birth of
Tragedy was published. He also commented on the then-present trend of comparative mythology
and the study of myth as relative to contemporary society. According to historian George
Williamson (2004), Nietzsche “insisted” that myth held an “aesthetic and ethical” significance, and
that “a given mythology could not be reduced to its linguistic or material origins” (242). In his
early articles, Nietzsche introduced his use of the mythopoeic writing style and idea-making that
constructed his philosophical theory as based on the tragic idea and formed his The Birth of
7

Tragedy. As Williamson also points out, Nietzsche’s use of myth in his first book, The Birth of
Tragedy, published in 1872, is a vehicle for his proposed aesthetics and way of life as based on a
variety of ancient Greek players, including the mythic deities Apollo and Dionysos, as well as
tragedians and philosophers. I see Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy as Duncan’s primary source
for developing her dance and as the anchor for thoughts and feelings emergent within early
German Romanticism. With Nietzsche and other thinkers and artists of the Romantic era, Duncan
shared the attention to myth and the concepts of art as synonymous with life, importance of
imagination, longing, emotion, and spirituality as defined separately from religion.
Myth was used by both Duncan and Nietzsche—and Duncan through Nietzsche—as the
main vehicle for conveying ideas that were important to the Romantics. Early German
Romanticism was the source for these ideas, including individualism and freedom, spirituality,
expressing emotion, the idea of life as poetry/art and a longing for an idealized past (Mosse
1988). Williamson (2004) describes the attitude toward ancient and medieval sources as a
6
7

http://www.geocities.com/thenietzschechannel/ntexteng.htm (accessed August 25, 2008).
See, for example, del Caro (1989) and Porter (2000).
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“longing for myth” for it was myth that connected the impulses of the Romantics to that perceived
better past. A Romantic emotionally gestured to hold onto or call up the past while being pulled—
or pushed—into the future.
Drawing on Greek tragedy based on the tragic myth was a way for Nietzsche to
distinguish himself through a sort of anti-thinking. Nietzsche advocates for mythopoeic thinking,
i.e., for a myth-thinking that contrasts the adversary and decadent Socratic method, which
functions on rational, scientific reasoning and is against processes of the imagination. Mythopoeic
thinking was, for Nietzsche, a way to critique his culture through the humanistic features of Greek
myth, by using Greek mythic elements as metaphorical of human nature and experience.
Duncan, in turn, applied this way of thinking by using Nietzsche’s interpretation of Greek myth,
tragedy and their figures and circumstances. She, too, believed in Greek tragedy as the most
powerful art form and aimed for a dance art that would emote this transformative and powerful
expression of the human condition.
As I present in this dissertation, the perspective on the tragic idea that Duncan
interpreted through Nietzsche intersects with the renewed and growing attention to Greek tragedy
8

in art and academia, areas that have developed the “tragic idea.” The tragic idea historically
began as a uniquely German idea (Schmidt 2001). Duncan’s attention to Nietzsche’s work places
their ideas in a contemporary relevancy for philosophers, academics and artists creating and
9

writing today. While much work is being done on “re-thinking tragedy,” many are revisiting or revisioning Nietzsche’s interpretation of tragedy.
What was it that made ancient Greek ideas and aesthetics so important to Duncan and
her generation—and now to ours? It was not a literal invocation of being an ancient Greek or
doing “Greek dances.” What captured my imagination and is true for me? What is it in our human
nature that, akin to my own experience and by Duncan’s own words and those of many other
thinkers and artists, satisfied a need or fulfilled a missing desire? What enabled the burden of
daily life and tragic occurrences to be soothed by ancient imaginings or simply enjoyable poetics?

8
9

See, for example, Felski (2008) and Schmidt (2001).
See again, for example, Felski (2008) and Schmidt (2001).
9

Furthermore, what does this mean to dance scholarship and its growing body of literature on
Duncan and other dances of her time and ours?
As we cannot ask Nietzsche and can only discern from his writings, I do not presume to
discuss his feelings as if they were my own. But when I read Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, I
feel as though I am reading an ancient text of some sort—it reads like myth. It is like poetic
historical philosophy, like mythopoesis, like “myth-making,” a term that he uses in the last
sections of The Birth of Tragedy. Many scholars today consider Nietzsche’s writings as belonging
to literature as well as philosophy, and The Birth of Tragedy is an exemplary text.

10

Nietzsche’s

training and professorship in classics, as well as his intimacy with and knowledge of word and
story, motivated his writings and offer me assistance as I expound on the ways in which The Birth
of Tragedy is obviously built on his passion for his studies. My analysis relies on his desire to find
meaning for modern life through a Romantic lens, using in part Wagner’s re-visioning of Greek
myth (Williamson 2004, 238). I examine Nietzsche through the lens of Greek tragedy and tragic
thought to get closer to the imagination that Duncan assumed, lived in and embodied. I discuss
the ways this tragic idea and way of myth-thinking aid in re-creating my performances of
Duncan’s dances.
Part of my motivation for developing a dissertation on Duncan and Nietzsche was my
need to understand the meaning of Duncan dance so it felt comfortable and acceptable. The act
of going through the texts of each writer to become intimate with each one’s thoughts and to
engage in the way each documented his or her process of thinking and writing about the subject
afforded me the material to more thoroughly develop an understanding of Duncan dance. I
wanted to research Duncan’s ideas for dance from their source, i.e., from Nietzsche’s words and
ideas, so that I would know from where her philosophy derived and to what her own words
referred. I sought to resolve the differences between artistic approaches I witnessed, as well as
ones that strove to be spiritual/therapeutic. I fleshed out ideas for creating a re-visioned dance
practice that I could approach with honesty and belief. My experiential engagement with this
dance, woven with my academic perspective, has shaped and reshaped my research. The

10

See, for example, de Man (1972), Halliwell (1995), Schmidt (2001), and Silk (2005).
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memory of my moving body within this style of dance includes some idyllic embodiment and
wonderful movement experiences and performances, but it is also unfortunately overshadowed
by some horrible and hurtful encounters and observations. At the start of this process, I was not
sure about how to resolve these matters, and I may have decided to not practice this dance any
longer. On the other hand, I may have imagined the possibility and means for a healthy dance
practice and moved toward realizing that.
Much has been written on Isadora Duncan, but no in-depth study existed comparing
Duncan’s writings to Nietzsche’s until Kimerer LaMothe (2006) published her research on
Nietzsche’s influence on Duncan in Nietzsche’s Dancers. My own study on this vital connection
between Nietzsche and Duncan began during my master’s program at NYU, and deepened
during a graduate course on German modern philosophy in spring 2002. My project for the class
was to examine the dancer Mary Wigman and The Birth of Tragedy in a text exegesis. Two things
became evident: Duncan’s texts need to be revisited in such an exegesis; and the importance of
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy to dancers and dance makers is an area in which much more
research can be done.
Duncan’s place in the philosophical and spiritual thought of Romanticism has not been
exhausted, if addressed at all, which her dependency on Nietzsche certainly elicits. Duncan’s
comment that Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy was her “Bible” is grounds enough for such an
examination. Furthermore, Duncan can be seen as the “fountain-mouth” for other dancers (as
well as countless other artists) who have used The Birth of Tragedy as a basis for their artistic
philosophy and inspiration. These artists include Mary Wigman, who interpreted it in her concept
of “absolute dance”; Rudolph Von Laban; Martha Graham; Doris Humphrey; Erik Hawkins; and
Oskar Schlemmer, the German Expressionist. In fact, a study on Duncan’s interpretation of The
Birth of Tragedy would enrich both the Duncan literature and dance literature in general.
Duncan’s philosophy about dance, the body, and performance has certainly been a
central topic of Duncan scholarship and biography since her lifetime. Certain trends in dance
scholarship posit Duncan as an American dancer; a dancer who moved naturally; a feminist
dancer; a revolutionary proponent of the idea of an expressive, personal dance; and a dancer
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with classical Greek aesthetics. But most authors approach Duncan as an eclectically influenced
woman of her time, noting that she was well read in the work of the major German philosophers,
as well as that of European and American poets, implying their influence on her art. Duncan
herself notes her adoration of great German thinkers and that she came to Germany to learn from
them (Duncan 1927, 108), but Nietzsche’s influence on her work dramatically overshadows that
of all others.
I surmise that interpreting Duncan’s philosophy as an eclectic mix of ideas and influences
allows the meaning behind her dance, as well as her motivations, to be misconstrued. I recognize
that Duncan had a range of influences and built her dance by adapting ideas from poets, artists,
11

playwrights, philosophers and composers.

A view of her dance ideas as eclectic may put

emphasis on the way it looked and appeared rather than the deeper philosophical motives she
gained by applying Nietzsche’s philosophy. In movement terms, this describes a privilege over
the shapes the body makes versus the why of her reason for making these shapes.
My experience of making the shapes of Duncan dance, so to speak, is that the shapes
cannot be made without a deeper understanding of the philosophical references that motivated
the movement. Duncan can look empty and hollow or, conversely, overdramatic and selfindulgent. Through the philosophical grounding and its context, I work to balance these opposites,
which the dance can superficially emote. Any of her descriptions of nature and movement could
be exemplary of superficiality or of a deeper understanding of Duncan movement. Embodying her
essential idea of the wave motion can certainly be mimicked. As a new dancer, this concept of
moving within a wave motion may be difficult to emote: the motion must be studied and
incorporated into the internal and dynamic quality of motion, and it starts deep within the body.
The motion of the wave requires pulling deep from within the internal space of the body, pulling in
and back. Depending on the force and largeness of the movement, at the discretion of the dancer
and music, this may pull the body backwards in space. Then a pulling upwards allows the body to
roll in a cadence that ocean waves follow. Eventually, the motion takes the dancer up and over
following an arching in space and ends as the body’s motion spills over toward the earth (i.e., the
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floor) to begin again. As Duncan stated, this wave motion underlay the movement of all things.
The wave motion emoted the life cycle of the tragic myth—of Dionysos—in its life, death and
rebirth. This is an example of the depth the philosophy of Nietzsche brings to Duncan’s dance,
whether or not one is Nietzschean. Duncan referred to Nietzsche’s philosophical motives, and
this is what concerns my interest in Duncan: why she made dance based on Greek tragic chorus
and philosophy and created a tragic dance form.
Although Duncan did engage in a range of discourses of her time and with various artistic
influences, I propose by this study that her writings demonstrate a dance philosophy whose depth
is specifically drawn from The Birth of Tragedy. She used Nietzsche’s words, his imagery and
metaphors, and his ideas. She even seems to be carrying on an imagined dialogue with him, for
example, when she answers his call for the rebirth of tragedy. She read Greek tragedy, Homer’s
Iliad and hymns, and other tragedian texts through a Nietzschean eye. In other words, she
interpreted the meaning of the tragedy through his tragic-aesthetic philosophy. It is widely
believed by Duncan enthusiasts, and has been documented by scholars, that Nietzsche’s
philosophy influenced Duncan. I simply shift perspective to centralize Nietzsche as having
paramount importance to her philosophical construct. Furthermore, I do not examine the range of
Duncan’s influences in this dissertation because I focus on her employment of Greek tragedy,
which I argue comes solely from Nietzsche. I acknowledge Duncan’s range of influences on her
aesthetics and ideas, including Walt Whitman and the cultures of the many countries she visited;
yet, the motivating force behind the depth of philosophical thought she brought to dance was
Nietzsche. Duncan’s hand-written note in Figure 1.1 describes her philosophical connection to
Nietzsche through her poetic language, which she drew from Nietzsche.

Figure 1.1.

Isadora Duncan letter as an ode to Nietzsche and his Dionysian. Reprinted in

Genthe, 1929.
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The note states:
Nietzsche signed his last telegram “Dionysos Crucified!” Perhaps am I La
Madonne qui Monte le Cavaliere en Dansant. O Dionysos, Porte-Flambeau,
Light me the way in flames.
14

Duncan saw herself as the one who would bring to the world a dance that would embrace the
Nietzschean ideas of the tension between reason, passion and ecstasy. The initial monograph at
the top of the note is Duncan’s initials. The letters “I” and “D” merge and are enveloped by
flowers, under which the word ”Dionysion” is written. She also named her school the Dionysion.
Duncan’s use of Nietzsche as a basis for her dance philosophy anchors her in a
decidedly German intellectual history. Her rhetoric of creating an American dance, as well as her
re-visioning of Walt Whitman’s “I Hear America Singing” in her essay “I See America Dancing,”
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plays within national rhetoric. This Americanizing may have had more to do with the industrialized
world’s increasing desire to root one’s identity in terms of nationalist origins, rather than creating
an American dance proper. The Germans who translated Whitman’s work into German
(especially Karl Federn), were very interested in him. Perhaps Federn, who introduced Duncan to
Nietzsche, read her Whitman, too, and she may even have read Whitman through a German
lens. An examination of the way Germans used and interpreted Whitman leading up to and
including her time would make a fascinating study and important contribution to Duncan
scholarship. Most significant is the simple fact that Duncan drew on German aesthetic ideas to
make her dance important by defining dance and grounding it in its true origins.
Duncan’s definition of dance as based on the philosophy and aesthetics of the chorus of
ancient Greek tragedy is an embodiment of The Birth of Tragedy and, therefore, needs to be
understood within this book’s philosophical and historical impact. Her ideas developed from
interactions with other thinkers and artists, revolutionized the way her contemporaries viewed
dance performance, education and philosophy. A profound connection Duncan had to that
particular intellectual and aesthetic heritage at Europe’s turn of the century is made evident in
part through this book. Duncan’s philosophy can be seen as a somatic embodiment of
Nietzsche’s poetizing the value of Greek tragedy to modern humanity. If one employs Nietzsche’s
term mythopoesis,
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which was coined earlier in German thought by pre-psychology theorists on

12
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the power of human imagination and states of mind (Ellenberger 1970), one could call Duncan’s
dance practice a somatic mythopoesis. The body becomes the site where an exploration of
human existence takes place. Nietzsche, who began his academic career as a classical
philologist, interpreted ancient Greek life and art largely in a poetical manner. It was an act that
would alter academic inquiries and methodologies in such fields as history, classical studies,
psychology, religious studies, and philosophy during his lifetime and after his death in 1900.
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Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy became an artists’ metaphysics as he both witnessed and
predicted. Duncan quite possibly was the first dancer to pick up the golden thread in the heart of
Nietzsche’s labyrinth. By her philosophically moving body, she attempted to lead modernity out
from the perceived darkness of the nineteenth century and into an expressive, spiritual and free
life.
In this chapter, I presented an overview of my personal journey to this research as it has
informed and continues to inform my understanding of Duncan’s dance ideas and practice. I see
Duncan’s use of The Birth of Tragedy as participating in a particular intellectual thread of human
thought that applied ancient Greek tragedy to modern art and philosophy and her dance. It is
from this perspective that I set out in this dissertation to conduct text analysis to show how she
applied Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy to her dance.

Research Issue
In this dissertation, I investigate the manner in which Isadora Duncan translated Nietzsche’s The
Birth of Tragedy into a philosophy for dance. I seek from primary texts the words and ideas that
Duncan used from Nietzsche’s philosophical language and ideas. Through this text analysis, I
examine these words and ideas to understand Duncan’s dance philosophy. I analyze Duncan’s
application of Nietzsche’s philosophy to terms of the moving body.
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Purpose/Significance
The purpose of this study is to argue for the centrality of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy to
Isadora Duncan’s philosophy for dance. I make this argument because her words overtly reflect
his. Nietzsche’s influence on Duncan is an underplayed aspect of Duncan scholarship. Even the
most recent work on Duncan that looks at the role of Nietzsche in her work does not focus on The
Birth of Tragedy as the key text.
To accomplish my task, I engage in an historical and textual analysis with archival work
on one hand, and text exegesis on the other, placing these distinct efforts in conversation. I
conduct a text analysis of Nietzsche’s and Duncan’s texts, interpreting the meaning of their texts
and the influence they had and have on Duncan’s dance. Such a study has not been
contextualized within the philosophical attention to the tragic idea or within Romanticism. This
study shows the impact on Isadora Duncan of the German Romantic philosophical move to
understand Greek tragedy and its relation to art and modern human existence. This is the tragic
idea, and for Isadora Duncan, this was understood through Nietzsche.
Furthermore, this study inserts into the Duncan body of literature my own embodiment of
dancing Duncan in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, bringing forth a dancer’s
movement experience as a reflective meaning of this dance’s philosophical ideas.
Methodology, Delimitations and Limitations
This dissertation looks at Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy through her texts, and it
examines Nietzsche’s use of Greek tragedy through the lens of the Romantic mood. The
limitations of this dissertation are reflected in the development of the methodology and the
sources consulted. A comprehensive study on Duncan, Nietzsche and tragedy offers a multilayered investigation that reaches far beyond the scope of this dissertation. To give Nietzsche’s
ideas on tragedy their proper historical context would require text analysis on original texts
including, at the very least, those of Plato, Aristotle, Kant, and key players in the German Idealist
and Romantic movements. I have delimited this dissertation to make its examination through
Duncan’s writings about dance seeking the role that Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy played in
developing those ideas. I am unable to address the larger, though no less significant, crucial
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philosophical subjects, including the concepts of beauty and ethics in tragedy, both in ancient
Greece and for Nietzsche.
Within these limits, my methodology remains historical and textual. I conduct a text
analysis and archival research of the materials I have gathered from the Duncan archives. My
text analysis is in the manner of exegesis, meaning that I explain Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s
The Birth of Tragedy word by word to show that Duncan literally applied his text to hers. Then, I
interpret the meaning this had in her dance.
I focus on Duncan’s words and ideas as they directly relate to her engagement with
Nietzsche’s words and ideas in The Birth of Tragedy. I present the case for the centrality of this
text in Duncan’s dance and her writing about her work. Given this, my most important sources are
15

Duncan’s writings and Kaufmann’s English translation of The Birth of Tragedy.

I acknowledge

the enrichment that the original German text would afford this study, but that is beyond the
delimitations of this project. Much of the Duncan literature, though valuable in other ways, has yet
to address this crucial connection and dimension of her work.

16

In order to flesh out the depth of

this connection, this study contextualizes this engagement in and commitment to classical Greek
art and philosophy shared by Nietzsche and Duncan. I will further argue that Duncan read these
ancient sources through Nietzsche.
In order to address these issues as they translate into Duncan’s movement, I have
selected a few Abraham Walkowitz drawings and watercolors depicting Duncan, as well as
photographs by Arnold Genthe. Duncan left no record of actually dancing her dances. We know
what the movement was like in two ways: what has been passed down through dancing bodies
and artists’ depictions of her dancing or posed in movement gestures. I posit these two ways in a
dialogue, as I discuss the movement iconography and the ways I understand the movement from
having engaged in movements similar to those depicted. I focus on the movement itself as
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the Revaluation of Christian Values (2006). LaMothe’s work is an important starting point on the
connection between Nietzsche and these dancers, but she does not pay significant attention to
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emotive of the philosophy rather than describing the dances and their subject matter, because I
think the first step is to understand that the movement itself embodies the quintessential idea of
the tragic idea. Kay Bardsley (1979) argues that Duncan did not use a ballet vocabulary, which is
significant to dance history because modern dance is based on a ballet vocabulary even as it
redefines the body and its range of movement and movement dynamic. I acknowledge the
limitations of visual art as challenging or even as deceptive to the same degree that the written
word may be. For this reason, I do include my personal understanding of the movement, of
dancing this dance, as a way to help an analysis of the still images. This, I believe, facilitates the
dialogue between the still images and my dancing body.
Ancient Greek aesthetics and ideas constitute the primary aesthetic through which
eighteenth and nineteenth century Europeans imagined a new reality within the vast period of
Romanticism. My aim is to contextualize—through secondary sources—the broader context in
which Duncan was interpreting Nietzsche’s philosophy from his first book, examining the idea of
the tragic initiated by early German Romantics and German philosophers. I analyze the impact of
Romantic characteristics as manifested in Duncan’s writings and dancing through Nietzsche’s
book. I narrow the scope of the intellectual and artistic period of Romanticism by isolating
Duncan’s historical connection to Germany because Nietzsche was significant in German and
Romantic thought, and Duncan encountered Nietzsche’s philosophy in Berlin. Through Nietzsche,
her connection to Romanticism would find roots in early German Romantic ideas. To help discuss
the impact of Nietzsche’s book, I use Duncan’s descriptions and accounts of her time in Germany
when she learned of Nietzsche, lectured, built her school and danced at Bayreuth. In order to
define Romanticism and discuss its impact on Duncan, I consult German historians of the
Romantic period, particularly George Mosse (1988) and his historical analysis of the late
nineteenth/early twentieth centuries. I realize Romanticism and the crosscurrents of this time are
huge—and focus on the qualities and characteristics of the Romantic mood.
Scholars today continue to debate a clear and concise definition for Romanticism. Rather
than presenting case studies on various Romantics (of whom Wagner would be the logical
candidate), and in order to illustrate Duncan’s impetus and context for using Nietzsche, I have

19

chosen some major aesthetic, philosophical and emotional characteristics that I see Duncan
embodying—the tragic idea and attention to ancient Greece. These characteristics include a
longing for a perceived better past, the attitude toward life as poetic, and the concept of the soul
as pathological. While the ramifications of this method may not provide an in-depth analysis of
this period, the discussion of Romanticism as a mood will help make sense of Duncan’s choices
as an individual through dance, expressing human pathology by means of the emotional, the
poetic and the connection to an ancient past. Limitations, which have arisen here, include
absence of primary text examination of the Romantics, including Schiller, Schlegel, Hegel,
Goethe, and Wagner. While I acknowledge these influences as significant, I re-emphasize that I
am looking at Romanticism through Duncan and her interpretation of Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy.
In order to make sense of Duncan’s dance as a physical practice of Nietzsche’s
philosophy, I address Wagner briefly, noting his significance as it pertains to Duncan’s use of
both Nietzsche and Wagner and how they overlap. I do so because Duncan described her
experience of dancing to the music of Wagner at his summer festival at Bayreuth just after her
encounter with Nietzsche’s philosophy. I look at Duncan’s use of Wagner as a potential physical
practice of Nietzsche’s philosophy using her descriptions, questioning how, if at all, she
reconciled using both Nietzsche and Wagner. This is done only to develop an analysis of an
actual description of her dancing solo à la chorus as a manifestation of the tragic chorus.
Although this connection has yet to be fully addressed in the Duncan literature, it is not a central
component of this dissertation. Instead, I stay close to Nietzsche’s and Duncan’s texts on the
subject of Wagner. Although Wagner is logically a candidate for understanding Duncan’s
implementation of Nietzsche’s philosophy into a dance practice, I do not examine Wagner’s
aesthetics and philosophy, or its practice. Such an investigation would make for a critical future
study on Duncan’s philosophy for dance.
In addition, my background in studying, teaching and performing contemporary
interpretations of what is called Duncan dance intersects this research project in two sections: the
review of literature and the conclusion. In the literature review, I discuss my embodied memory of
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practicing this dance, viewing the embodiment of the dance as contributing to the Duncan body of
literature. In this manner, I participate in the growing discussion in dance scholarship that situates
the dance scholar’s description of her/his own experience dancing as vital, relevant and existing
within the scholarship, and in this sense, the body is text. The chapter is directed by the need to
clarify “what is Duncan,” which I call un-mything Isadora. Thus, I posit a dialogue between text
and body by drawing on my personal descriptions of dancing Duncan as a way to challenge the
epithets I see the Duncan literature as having created. I bridge a dialogue between the existing
literature and my personal experiential work in this dance, which attempts to dispel epithetic
views on Duncan, especially “Isadora the Greek Dancer.” This is possible, as the dance has
become specific to my body and experience as dancer and scholar. I work to reconcile the truths
and distortions passed on by oral and body histories, as well as personalities. In the conclusion, I
ask questions based on Duncan’s ideas and methods as discerned from this project, and I
propose an investigation of such questions.

Timeline
BCE
525–455

Aeschylus

496–406

Sophocles

486–406

Euripides

469–399

Socrates

428–348

Plato (Aristotle’s teacher, Socrates’ student)

384–322

Aristotle (Alexander the Great’s teacher)

ACE
1724–1804

Kant

1770–1831

Hegel

1775–1854

Schelling

1788–1860

Arthur Schopenhauer (German philosopher; author of The World as Will and
Representation; influenced Nietzsche, Wagner and Freud)

1789

French Revolution

1790s

German Romanticism originates.

1794

French seize Rhineland and occupy it for next twenty years.

1797–1856

Heinrich Heine (German poet and critic on Romanticism)
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1813–83

Richard Wagner (German composer)

1815

Napoleon defeated by united Prussia, Austria and Russia at the Battle of
Waterloo.

1844

15 October: Friedrich Nietzsche born.

1845

19 October: premier of Wagner’s Tannhäuser, Dresden.

1849

Wagner writes The Artwork of the Future.

1865

10 June: premier of Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde.

1868

8 November: Nietzsche meets Wagner in Leipzig.

1869

February: Nietzsche appointed professor and chair of Classics at University of
Basel.

1870–71

Franco-Prussian War. August 1870: Nietzsche serves as a volunteer medical
orderly. Victory of Prussia and defeat of Napoleon III; final unification of German
Empire; defeat marks end of Second French Empire and beginning of French
Third Republic.

1872

Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (BT) is published. Wagner moves to Bayreuth.
22 May: Foundation stone of Wagner’s Bayreuth Fiestspielhaus (Bayreuth
Festival House) laid on Wagner’s birthday.

1876

Nietzsche’s last visit to Bayreuth. 13–17 August: First performance at Bayreuth
Fiestspielhaus, the premier of the four-opera cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen.

1877

Birth of Isadora Duncan (ID).

1883

Death of Wagner.

1888

Summer: Nietzsche writes Case Wagner. Nietzsche’s Attempt at Self-Criticism,
published as the preface to the third printing of BT; Case Wagner also published.
Mental and physical breakdown leaves Nietzsche incapacitated.

1899

Duncan family’s first trip to London, England.

1900

Death of Nietzsche. Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams is published. ID performs
Dance Idylls with Jane Harrison, the Cambridge Classicist influenced by
Nietzsche.

1903

January: ID meets Karl Federn who introduced her to Nietzsche’s philosophy
(Lowenthal 1993). March: ID gives lecture, Der Tanz Der Zukunft—The Dance of
the Future, with Karl Federn, which is also published in Leipzig. Winter: “Clan
Duncan” in Greece, where they develop performances on ancient Greek chorus
in conjunction with a Byzantine choir.

1904

ID’s summer at Bayreuth; she performs Bacchanal from Tannhäuser. ID and
Elizabeth open the first Duncan School at Grünewald (1904–08). ID meets
Edward Gordon Craig.

1908

The Duncan School opens in Paris (1908–14).

1913

Death of ID’s children, Deirdre and Patrick.

1927

Death of Isadora Duncan.
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Definition of Terms
Aesthetic philosophy/aesthetics: Nietzsche defined the terms aesthetics and aesthetic philosophy
as an artistic means to approach life (The Birth of Tragedy 1872).
Apollinian: Nietzsche used the term Apollinian, which is the concept that embodies the aspects of
the deity Apollo, to describe tragic playwrights, such as Sophocles and Aeschylus. While
original tragedy (which was just a chorus of rituals to Dionysos) was Dionysian, these two
playwrights were mainly considered good tragedy, as the chorus remained prominent and
still the conveyor of the tragic events and mood. Apollinian music is tonal as opposed to
its Dionysian counterpart, whose music is rhythmic and flowing. Nietzsche also uses
Apollinian to describe culture, one that could only have meaning with its Dionysian
counterpart (The Birth of Tragedy).
Apollo: Apollo, the ancient Greek sun god, embodies the powers of restraint.
Aristotle: Plato’s student who developed a critical system to analyze Greek tragedy.
Christianity: By Nietzsche’s time, the state of Christianity was continuing to be redefined, revalued
and challenged for its effectiveness, its control over people through political agencies,
and its contradictory and life-condemning practice.
Deus Ex Machina: A mechanical device that acted as the means to resolve the plot in a tragic
play. According to Nietzsche, it was a player in the death of tragedy itself as an art, for it
took the place of the emotional suffering a good tragedy ought to have, so that an
audience may experience catharsis. The function of the deus ex machina was in direct
contrast to the function of the tragic chorus.
Dionysian: The Dionysian is the force that embodies the attributes of the deity Dionysos. Like the
Apollinian, it makes art, music and culture for people. The original chorus was the true
origin of tragedy as a ritual to its god. Nietzsche blames the death of mythic thinking and
myth-making on the overtaking of this force by the Socratic way of thinking and culture.
Dionysian music is rhythmic and flowing.
Dionysos: The ancient Greek chthonic Dionysos represents ecstasy and abandon. The ancient
Greeks held that the theater was presided over by this deity.
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Dithyrambic chorus: A chorus of transformed characters whose civic past and social status have
been totally forgotten. It is a community of unconscious actors who consider themselves
and one another transformed (Burkhardt 19xx).
Early German Romanticism: The period from about 1790 to the 1850s characterized by concepts
that included desire for expressing individual perception of human feelings or pathology
of souls and longing as depicted in attitudes toward the past and ancient cultures as
idyllic models by which to live and critique modern life. These concepts shaped aesthetic
practices—for example, literature, letter writing and music—as well as social and political
thought. Romantics drew on nature, Christianity and medieval lore to convey their
conceptions of modern life and culture. Some reinterpreted Christianity using nature as a
means to experience and express a connection to their sense of a divine (Mosse 1988).
Embody: Nietzsche uses the word “embod[y],” as translated by Kaufmann, to describe the
metaphors of Apollo and Dionysos as embodiments of nature’s impulses. (See, for
example, The Birth of Tragedy 1872, sec. 3.)
Euripides: Nietzsche sees the death of tragedy at its end with Euripides, who was said to have
been consulted by Socrates on his plays. Kaufmann suggests that blaming Euripides for
the death of tragedy may be unfair. Still, if one looks at the Bacchae (although produced
posthumously), one could argue Nietzsche’s side.
Goethe: This German writer of enormous contribution was prominent in Weimer Classicism, the
movement of Hellenism based on Winkelmann’s views on ancient Greece. He left the
Sturm und Drang movement to form Weimer Classicism with Schiller.
Greek Tragedy: The most well-known tragedians are Aeschylus, Sophocles and Euripides. The
root of the word tragoideia (“tragedy”) meant “song for the goat.” This goat song was
performed by a chorus dressed as satyrs. Later it developed into the chorus known in
Greek tragedy. Greek tragedies were performed at festivals honoring Dionysos and
usually contained the tragic chorus.
Hellenism: The interest in ancient Greece and its art driven by art historian and archeologist
Johann Winkelmann (1717–68), who was also the driving force of Neoclassicism.
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Metaphysical Comfort: In The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche uses the term metaphysical comfort to
describe the effect of tragedy on the audience. I interpret metaphysical comfort to be
something like catharsis. An individual may experience the feeling of comfort through a
shared witnessing of the tragedy. By feeling part of his/her community and being put into
direct confrontation with the rawness of human existence, the individual may resolve
anxiety about daily life.
Modern: In this dissertation, I use the term modern as Isadora Duncan used it. She recognized
the distinction of her place as modern artist versus an imitator of ancient Greek
aesthetics or life. The use of the term modern is an intentional stance for distinguishing
thought or art from ancient thought or art, though nonetheless influenced by the ancients.
Pathology of Souls: A Romantic concept important to the way Romantics saw their particular
historical predicament. It was based on the idea that the human soul was in conflict with
its true nature, that it needed to be reconnected to nature, i.e., back to its origin, in order
to experience fulfillment in life. As a result of modern life, industrialization, urbanization
and growing materialism, the Romantics worked to reconcile these conflicts through
philosophy, literature and art (Mosse 1988).
Pessimism: Nietzsche distinguishes his life-affirming attitude toward human existence in contrast
to Schopenhauer’s pessimism. Schopenhauer approached life from a Buddhist view: one
should resign oneself to the belief that human desires can never be fulfilled and,
therefore, should be negated.
Plato: Socrates’ student who wrote down the teachings of Socrates in the form of dialogues with
his students.
Re-visioning: This term is used by contemporary mythologists, writers and some psychologists to
describe a particular way of re-writing and/or re-telling an old or ancient myth to bring
meaning to contemporary life through imagination.
Schiller: A Romantic poet who was part of the Winkelmann tradition. Schiller joined with Goethe
to form Weimer Classicism after Sturm und Drang, the literary movement meaning Storm
and Stress/Longing (Mosse 1988, Williamson 2001).
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Schlegel: A Romantic poet whose definition of the ancient Greek tragic chorus as the ideal
spectator influenced Nietzsche in his The Birth of Tragedy (sec. 7-15).
Schopenhauer: The German philosopher who influenced Wagner and Nietzsche, particularly with
his interpretation of the human will as Buddhist and beholding human desires that need
to be negated in order to fulfill its destiny on earth.
Socrates: Ancient Athenian Greek philosopher who taught students by a method of leading them
to an answer by asking questions. Socrates was tried for corrupting Athenian youth and
given the choice of exile or death. He chose death and was poisoned by hemlock. The
teachings and accounts of Socrates are documented by his student Plato. The Socratic
way of thinking and reasoning becomes Nietzsche’s target as opposing force to the
Dionysian ecstatic and spontaneous approach to life and art.
Soul/spirit: In this dissertation, I use the terms soul and spirit as somewhat interchangeable,
although one might look at soul as more ancient Greek and spirit as more Christian.
The Tragic, the Tragic Idea, the Idea of the Tragic: Some terminology philosophers and literary
scholars consider this philosophical idea, which was perceived in ancient Greek tragedy,
as an art form that held the greatest truths about the human condition and experience.
Tragic Chorus: A group who united rhythm and gesture in song and dance to express the
emotional and psychological pathos—or soul—of the tragedy and brought the tragedy to
a place where a life-affirming, healing experience could happen for an audience (The
Birth of Tragedy).
Tragic philosophy/tragic worldview: Nietzsche develops a tragic philosophy in The Birth of
Tragedy. Based on the ancient Greek view of tragedy as revealed through certain plays,
art should be based on tragic philosophy, and life should embrace a tragic worldview.
Basically, life should be embraced in relation to its place on earth, in contrast to
Christianity, for example, which asks one to live for an afterlife. A tragic worldview
embraces the sensuality of human existence and values the body and embodied
experience.
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Wagner, Richard: German composer whose controversial ideas on art, culture and race
influenced Nietzsche and Duncan. His operas were probably the most influential in
Europe and continue to be played worldwide.

Overview of Chapters
Chapter 1 contains preliminary matter and an introduction to this dissertation’s research
subject: Isadora Duncan and Nietzsche’s influence on her. I draw from my background as a
researcher and dancer to provide the reader with an historical and personal context that not only
brought me to this research subject, but also gave shape to this study.
Chapter 2 reviews the major trends in dance scholarship as it views Isadora Duncan. I
specifically focus on the absence of Nietzsche in the literature’s examination of Duncan’s
philosophy for dance. In addition, I include a discussion on my experiences in dancing Duncan as
these experiences inform my reading of archival materials and Duncan’s interpretation of
Nietzsche. I focus on describing the movement. I include literature that pertains to Nietzsche’s
use of Greek tragedy and the idea of the tragic idea/tragic philosophy.
Chapter 3 argues for the importance of the historical idea of the tragic that Isadora
Duncan drew from The Birth of Tragedy. I contextualize the “tragic idea,” a philosophical
movement to apply Greek tragedy in the study of art in relation to human existence in the
Romantic period. It considers Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy as evocative of ideas that began
in German Romanticism, and thereby situates Duncan’s ideas for dance as drawn from
Nietzsche’s book within the historical context of the intellectual and aesthetic movement of the
German Romantic period, particularly focusing on the characteristics of the mood that initiated in
the early eighteenth century. I posit Duncan as central; and from her, I look out to find the places
and people with whom she interacted at this early encounter with Nietzsche’s philosophy. To
understand Duncan’s place within Romanticism, its characteristics at its earliest beginnings are
also reviewed, as the Romantic ideas and characteristics that concern this study on Duncan
began early and remained constant throughout Romanticism. I specifically focus on these
Romantic qualities as ones that are visible in Isadora Duncan‘s texts and movement practice. I
call on Wagner here because Duncan’s long descriptions of her stay at Bayreuth and the
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experience of listening and dancing to his music both support and challenge her use of
Nietzsche’s book. I also review Nietzsche’s Attempt at Self-Criticism as a way to look critically at
his book and ideas, which then aids in looking at Duncan’s use of Nietzsche. I use Nietzsche’s
criticism of The Birth of Tragedy as a contextual basis for comparison to Duncan’s selective use
of The Birth of Tragedy. I present Nietzsche’s criticism on Wagner by looking at his Attempt at
Self-Criticism insofar as this helps understand Duncan’s writings on Wagner and use of his music
for dance. I interpret Wagner through the lens of Nietzsche’s texts.
In Chapter 4, I examine Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. I discuss Nietzsche’s The
Birth of Tragedy as it pertains to Duncan, fleshing out Nietzsche’s interpretation of ancient Greek
tragedy and its tragic chorus, and I explain Nietzsche’s historical synthesis of the life, death and
rebirth of tragedy as he told it. In this chapter, I also define Nietzsche’s terminology that Duncan
used in her discussions on dance, including tragic chorus, Apollonian, Dionysian and Artistic
Socrates.
Chapter 5 is the exegesis of Isadora Duncan’s writings to show exactly her use of
Nietzsche in word and idea. I compare Duncan’s texts to Nietzsche’s. I also conduct an analysis
of drawings and photographs to reflect Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy.
In the concluding chapter, Chapter 6, I synthesize my exegesis of Duncan and
Nietzsche. I connect back to Chapter 3’s historical development to draw conclusions about
Duncan’s philosophical practice in terms of Nietzsche’s text as informed by those figures and
places that existed around her. I discuss the characteristics of Romanticism that help shape our
understanding of Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s words and ideas. Emotion, longing, individualism
and an attention to ancient Greek aesthetics are of particular importance. Also, I tie in the review
of literature, drawing on my experiences as a dancer to posit questions regarding the
embodiment of tragic philosophy as it pertains to Duncan’s use of Nietzsche.
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CHAPTER 2
SELECTED LITERATURE REVIEW: UN-MYTHING ISADORA—DISCERNING THE PLAY
BETWEEN TEXTUAL EVIDENCE, MEMORY, AND THE MOVING BODY
Introduction
This literature review brings together what is sensible between Body—in terms of what my body
knows from dancing—and what the texts tell me through scholarly examination, text exegesis,
and theoretical and contextual analysis.
My use of the term un-mything in this literature review describes a way to unravel the
historical layers enveloping Duncan during and after her lifetime. Sometimes the word myth can
mean non-truth, a fabrication. It can also mean a function of fantasy, of imagination, that tells
significant moments of human existence, whether in story/narrative, visual arts or in this case,
movement. Mythologists today offer in-depth analyses into the meaning of this mercurial word.
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I

am not situating my use of this word within a broader philosophical discussion on Truth, as in a
discussion on ancient Greek philosophy. This word comes specifically from Duncan and
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (BT). As part of what he did in this book, Nietzsche used myth
as a vehicle for philosophical discourse on the nature of seeing art in the meaning of life. His
method for disseminating his philosophy through the medium of a book is what he called
mythopoesis, a way of thinking in terms of myth as a function of the imagination and to discuss
philosophical ideas (See BT, Sections 15-25). The tragic myth, as he calls it, was the myth of the
Greek deity Dionysos, as I discuss in the following chapters. Duncan, by her use of this book,
used the same myth and myth-thinking, or mythopoesis. I am not conducting an analysis into this
mythopoesis here specifically. Myth theory is not my line of inquiry or theoretical frame; therefore,
I have not included within the literature a section on myth theory (German Idealist and Romantics,
17

Scholar Thomas J. Sienkewicz compares the study of myth to Sisyphus eternally pushing the
boulder up a hill, “a frustrating and never-ending challenge,” because “The universal and
changeable elements of myth make a comprehensive treatment and bibliography as impossible
as Sisyphus' task.” As humorous as this metaphor may be to the scholar who has wrestled with
forming a definition, it points to a comprehension of the extent to which myth has embedded the
philosophic and poetic thinking of Western thought. This metaphor is humorous not because we
enjoy the watching the suffering Sisyphus, but because we know the enormity and pervasiveness
through which myth has become a part of Western thought, from Plato on. Sienkewicz The Web
of Myth,http://department.monm.edu/classics/Courses/Clas230/ MythDocuments/WebofMyth.htm
(accessed January 2009). William Doty’s book, Mythography (1986, 2000), is a one place to start.
This book addresses many meanings of myth and mythology.
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Freud, Levi-Strauss, Jung, Campbell, Eliade, and so on, aside from one source on Nietzsche and
Romantic myth). I discuss myth only as the tragic myth is the basis of Nietzsche’s philosophical
thought as it pertains to Duncan’s use of this myth as the motivating force of the tragic chorus and
Greek tragedy itself. I stay to the texts, and situate these texts within Romantic and philosophical
thought.
Ultimately, I am posing that the essence of Duncan exists within a dialogue between the
living body, archival visuals, and original and secondary text. Living within this dance of Duncan
in practice and in critical analysis has forged the challenge to discern my own interpretation on
Duncan’s philosophy and on the manner in which it is physically practiced.
Hence, my outlook on making sense of both the Duncan literature and contemporary
groups that practice Duncan style and philosophy of movement is a process of un-mything, while
simultaneously making meaning of the dance living within my own body and imagination. I extend
the meaning of literature to include my interpretation of Duncan movement as based on oral
tradition and my memory. This is all aided by body memory and physical sensibility that is present
in reconstructing and rehearsing the dances, as well as in video, photography, and program
documentation. The mixture of literature is comprised of the many individuals and groups in
existence since Duncan’s time. All of this represents many different “Isadoras.” Interpretations
vary according to the scholar’s perspective or the dancer’s personal interest. I want to emphasize
that I create my own Isadora, as others have and continue to do, and I do this primarily through
the melding of both a text exegesis on Duncan and Nietzsche and my embodiment of the dances.
In this review of literature, I have created the following sections to help orient the reader
to the various research subjects of this dissertation: Isadora; Nietzsche: Aesthetic, Philosophical,
Literary and Mythological Perspectives Connecting Nietzsche, Greek Tragedy, Tragic
Idea/Philosophy, The Tragic Myth, and Romanticism; Historical Writings on Romanticism; and
Embodied Memory and Experiential Practice. In the section Isadora, I show primarily that the
scholarship examining Duncan’s use of Nietzsche to any significant extent is far too limited to one
scholar. The section Nietzsche: Aesthetic, Philosophical, Literary and Mythological Perspectives
Connecting Nietzsche, Greek Tragedy, Tragic Idea/Philosophy, The Tragic Myth, and
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Romanticism focuses on secondary sources that bring context to Nietzsche’s use of Greek
tragedy and its “Romantic antecedents.” These sources pertain to Greek tragedy, classicism, the
Dionysian (and Apollinian–Dionysian concept), and Romanticism as all concern The Birth of
Tragedy.
Isadora
This study focuses on Duncan’s text in which she mentions Nietzsche and interprets his
philosophy. The Art of The Dance (1928) is a collection of Duncan’s essays and notes on dance
and its meaning. This collection was published posthumously, honoring her after her shocking
and untimely death, and it is introduced with commentaries on Duncan’s value as an artist by
friends. Her essay topics challenge dance to be discussed in terms of ideas on music, art, Greek
tragedy, philosophy, love, nature, and religion. Fragments pulled from her personal notes include
ideas on the same subjects toward a definition and practice of dancing.
Duncan’s autobiography, My Life (1995), is a primary text I use to further examine the
influence of Nietzsche, as well as her time in Germany and impact on its culture. Her first school
was set up in Grünewald outside Berlin, and her summer in Bayreuth dancing in Wagner’s
operas, which she discussed here, are important to discerning the meaning of her Nietzschean
philosophy. This book was also first published posthumously in 1927. Allan Ross MacDougall
edited this autobiography with Duncan, and I include his own biography of Duncan in this review.
Until the religion scholar and dancer Kimerer LaMothe’s publication on Duncan (and
Martha Graham’s) use of Nietzsche (2006), no examination of Duncan’s dependency on
Nietzsche had been published, despite the literature’s acknowledgement of Nietzsche’s influence
as documented by her contemporaries through to ours. My review therefore focuses on the
philosophical and historical writings on Duncan and this literature’s lack of examination of The
Birth of Tragedy (1872) and Nietzsche’s philosophy as the basis for Duncan’s dance philosophy. I
place his book within the context of Romanticism and have selected key texts to aid me in making
a definition to support my analysis of its relation to Duncan’s dance philosophy. During an
examination of this literature, it became apparent that attributes of Romanticism challenge the
neo-classical and classical terminology and the epithet of Isadora the “Greek dancer.”
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Romanticism is not in the foreground of historical and theoretical approaches to examining
Isadora Duncan. With this dissertation, I insert into the literature the distinction between
neoclassical/classical and Romantic. By using Nietzsche’s philosophy, Duncan’s dance recreated the Romantic attitude toward ancient Greece by enacting a strong philosophy on art and
aesthetics. This overtakes the superficial appearances of the neoclassical and classical artistry.
I begin my review of secondary sources with the most recent publications, including
LaMothe’s, which demonstrates the recent interest in Nietzsche’s influence on Duncan. From
here I discuss the most important and relevant (to my thesis) trends on Duncan, showing the
literature’s views on Duncan’s philosophy. Nietzsche’s influence on Duncan has not been a major
focus for dance scholars, but my approach places Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy at the center
of interpreting Duncan’s dance philosophy. In contrast to LaMothe’s work, which I discuss later, I
situate Duncan within Romanticism, departing from LaMothe’s phenomenological religious
framework. From there I go on to show some of the secondary literature on Nietzsche to the
extent that it informs this research. I include some of that literature to show the major categories
of scholarship on Duncan, including biography and dance scholarship. While this part of the
literature has not directly informed my analysis of the Duncan and Nietzsche texts, it has enriched
the ground for understanding Duncan in her historical time as well as making apparent those
views developed about her and her dance.
Furthermore, I broaden the definition of “literature” to include my reflections on dancing
Duncan over the past twelve years, drawing from performances, studies, and teaching in the
Duncan style. I consider my living within this style as an addition to the body of Duncan literature
and dance scholarship. An inclusion of my dance experience bridges the Duncan scholarship
temporally and experientially. My reflections on dancing Duncan will be a philosophical dialogue
in that I describe the essence of Duncan movement and the ideas that I engaged physically and
emotionally. Therefore, I approach this review as historical, reflective, and embodied.
Friedrich Nietzsche’s influence on Isadora Duncan is well known and accepted in the vast
body of Duncan literature. Many know that Duncan claimed this nineteenth-century German
philosopher as one of her great “teachers,” and that she called his book The Birth of Tragedy
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From the Spirit of Music

18

her “Bible” (Duncan 1928, 108). In her autobiography, My Life (1927),

she also wrote of the “rapturous” experience of being read The Birth of Tragedy by Karl Federn, a
Nietzschean as described by Duncan. (Duncan 1995, 104). And though authors have
acknowledged Duncan’s reverence for Nietzsche, the literature simply places Nietzsche in an
eclectic mix of Duncan’s many influences on her dance philosophy, not fully acknowledging the
centrality or foundational role of Nietzsche in her work. Her earliest dance ideas and
performances were within the visual and artistic styles of the neoclassical. Because of this
neoclassical aesthetic, and because biographers and scholars have not examined Nietzsche
within the Duncan historical context, the attention to her neoclassical aesthetics is the foundation
of her ideas for much of the literature written on Duncan. Furthermore, there is often little
distinction or a thorough examination made between what is considered Classic or Romantic,
which I make here in this dissertation. As a result, I see the scholarship as taking a stance that
Duncan did not have a concrete or cohesive philosophy. She is considered to have developed
her dance ideas by inclusion of a multitude of sources instead of through a focused study on her
part. This view by scholars has undermined and misrepresented her deep philosophical
premises. Hers was not a hodgepodge of ideas, but it was Nietzsche who laid the all-important
foundation. Consequently, what many scholars and dancers commonly accept as the Duncan
legacy is a re-invoked “Greek dancing.”
The bulk of Duncan scholarship is useful mainly in showing the trends of scholarship in
the dance field and how they have shaped views on Duncan. The literature has created and
propagated epithets on Duncan: Isadora the Mother of Modern Dance, Isadora the Revolutionary,
Isadora

the

Greek

Dancer,

Isadora

the

Natural/Barefoot

Dancer,

and

Isadora

the

Feminist/Reformer. This may have led to simplistic beliefs about Duncan’s philosophy of dance.
These epithetic views have come from the oral traditions, the archives, and mainly from those
who knew Duncan as friend, lover, and/or performer. Revolutionary, Feminist and Reformer of
Values, the Greek dancer, the Natural Dancer, all blended together in the literature until Ann Daly
published her book Done into Dance in 1996. Here Daly divided Duncan into various personae as
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Friedrich Nietzsche’s original title in the book’s first publication in 1872.
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expressed through dancing bodies: “The Dancing Body,” “The Natural Body,” “The Expressive
Body,” “The Female Body,” and “The Body Politic.” Although I see this as dismemberment and
problematic, which I will discuss, what Daly’s position did yield was a clearer sense of the
literature that defined the areas that Duncan touched through making dances. Duncan’s dancing
pervaded and challenged political and social beliefs and practices, art and aesthetics, education,
psychology and physical movement cultures.
These views on Duncan have been built upon several things, including transmission
orally as well as by body. I discuss the oral and body transmission briefly in the second section of
this review, which delineates my personal understanding of Duncan dance (see last section
“Embodied Memory and Experiential Practice”). This discussion of transmission is placed with my
personal understanding because interpretation of the moving body, vocal description, and story
are part of my personal experience.
Scholars and biographers have drawn from other archival sources to present their take
on Duncan and her art. These include photographs, her published writings as well as fragments
and essays, performance reviews, critics, and memoriam, and the plethora of her contemporary
artists, theater designers/directors, philosophers,
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historians, and dancers who acknowledge her

influence (Edward Gordon Craig, Michel Fokine, Stanislavski, and Rodin, to name a few). Until
Kimerer LaMothe published her work on Nietzsche and Duncan (which challenged the published
literature regarding the neglected influence of Nietzsche), more contemporary writers relied on
oral tradition and archives, including earlier biographies like Allan Ross MacDougall’s Isadora: A
Revolutionary in Life and Art (1960) that propagated the same eclectic philosophy.
Because details become lost and washed over for the sake of simplifying Duncan’s
historical accounts, oversimplified information gets repeated. Theoretical frames change the
meaning of her texts as well as other documentation. For example, Daly mentions that it is
reported that Duncan may have met the Cambridge Classicist Jane Ellen Harrison during her
performance runs at the New Gallery, London. Daly advises the reader that there is no evidence
19

LaMothe uses the phenomenology of religion of Norwegian scholar Gerardus van der Leeuw,
1890–1950). Van der Leeuw was influenced by Duncan. She discusses this on pages 12-13 in
her book Nietzsche’s Dancers (2006).
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for this (Daly 1996, 92). However, there is evidence: MacDougall quoted the newspaper review
from the London Times (1900) that a Miss Harrison read aloud Theocritus’s Idylls while Duncan
danced (MacDougal 1960, 104). I have seen the microfiche copy of the newspaper review at The
New York Public Library for Performing Arts in the Dance Collection. MacDougal also states that
Duncan’s conversations with Harrison “opened the way to knowledge of Winkelmann’s Journey to
Athens and other works not easily available to the casual reader” (54). Because of Nietzsche’s
influence on Harrison’s view of ancient Greece (Kaufmann 1974, 153), one cannot help but
assume that those works MacDougal refers to include Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy and
Zarathustra. The probability that there would be more than one Miss Harrison involved in the New
Gallery performances is highly improbable. Moreover, it is important to know if Duncan knew
Jane Harrison, performed with her, and most likely connected on the idea of Greek art and
performance. It would only take a moment’s time for Harrison to suggest to Duncan that she read
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy. Such a conversation is not documented, but it is probable,
especially if MacDougal’s assertions are correct. And this could mean that Duncan learned of
Nietzsche’s philosophy from his first book earlier than the documented significant meeting
between her and the “young Nietzschean” Karl Federn in January 1903.
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Many performance reviews describe Duncan’s appearance as reminiscent of ancient
Greece because she danced in a tunic fashioned in the style of ancient Greek statuary. These
reviews may be found in folders in the Irma Duncan Collection or microfilm at the New York
Public Library as well as in the many biographies. Articles and scholarly books such as Ann
Daly’s Done into Dance: Duncan in America (1995) also make use of reviews. Reviews of
Duncan’s dancing describe her movement quality and other particulars, such as the aesthetic
garb the students wore at her schools. I am unaware of any review that connects her dancing to
Nietzsche’s philosophy in particular. As a scholar I surmise the grounding of her dance in
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Lowenthal uses this description of Federn as the “young Nietzschean;” see Lillian Lowenthal’s
Chronology, 193, for this as well as the documentation of this date, in her book The Search for
Isadora: The Legend and Legacy of Isadora Duncan (1993). MacDougal also uses this date
noting the previously noted conversations on page 54.
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Nietzsche’s philosophy by posing the question as to what her dance would have looked like upon
employing his philosophical ideas.
A very helpful source on the Duncan literature as a whole, and perhaps a good place to
start, is Frank-Manuel Peter’s review in his more recent book, Isadora and Elizabeth Duncan in
Deutschland (2000). Peter’s introductory article centers on a critique of some of the Duncan
literature, which points to its lacking reliability and historical accuracy, as well as repetition of false
or biased information. Two sources he contests, at least in part, are the autobiography of one of
six of Duncan’s primary students, Irma Duncan, and the biography of one of Duncan’s pianists,
Victor Seroff. Peter gives examples that show Seroff used Irma’s memoirs, which repeated false
and biased information (13-15). One example points to Irma’s distorted and mean-spirited
recollection of Duncan’s sister Elizabeth, to which Peter provides other dancers’ recollections that
are contrary to Irma’s. Peter is sympathetic toward the fragility of Duncan’s family history by
acknowledging the endless tragedies that Duncan and her family suffered, from the 1880s up to a
household fire destroying archival materials in 1999. The book provides other articles concerning
Isadora and Elizabeth and their time in Munich, Berlin, Grunewald, and other places in Germany
as early as 1902. Photographs elaborate on the school’s aesthetic practice, as students dress in
tunics and are posed à la Grec.
Ann Daly’s dismemberment of Duncan’s body into various “bodies” reveals an eclectic
approach, with Nietzsche mentioned in a couple of chapters. Moreover, she noted the influence
of Nietzsche and Schopenhauer as if the two espouse the same philosophy (Daly 1995, 28).
Nietzsche makes a clear break from Schopenhauer in his first book, as Kaufmann noted in
Section 7 of The Birth of Tragedy (Kaufmann 1967, 59). Nietzsche’s idea of human will and
Schopenhauer’s are different, which Daly did not examine. In her oversimplification; Daly
highlighted Schopenhauer’s concept of “Will” as manifested through Duncan’s “dancing body.”
According to Daly, “The Will of the individual is expressed through the dancer’s use of gravity.”
She does not elaborate on this distinction, and this is understandable, as it is unclear in Duncan’s
writings. Examining both Nietzsche’s and Schopenhauer’s distinction would enrich and
substantiate Daly’s proposition.
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Daly does acknowledge that Duncan used Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra to
discuss her “pedigree” for the “Dance of The Future.” In reading Duncan’s ideas on the “dance of
the future,” Daly observed that Duncan used Zarathustra to define a dance for the future. Daly
acknowledges that Duncan used Zarathustra as a figure who embodied her ideal dance. Daly
states:
… Zarathustra, the philosopher-dancer who bitterly chastised the “despisers of
the body” for their failure to recognize its wisdom and will. Dancing was far
more than a physical activity [for Duncan], for the body is the self incarnate; it is
reason, soul, spirit; it is the self’s means of creating beyond itself. Like the
laughter [of Zarathustra], the upward bounding of the dancing body is a symbol
of all that resists life and affirms death.” (30)

Without citing date or source, Daly cited an unpublished manuscript by Neal Jahren that aided
her in this observation, “Using Schopenhauer and Nietzsche as a Foundation for Modern Dance:
A Study of Isadora Duncan’s Philosophical Sources” (“The Dancing Body,” note 47). She does
not go into a cohesive examination of the Nietzschean Greek tragic chorus. In a later section of
the book, “The Expressive Body,” Daly cites two sources that show public mention of Duncan’s
desire to re-create the Greek chorus. In 1908, Duncan “told a reporter that her pupils at
Grünewald… were ‘to be the nucleus of the great dancing chorus that will soon come into
existence.’” In 1909, Duncan stated to a Boston reporter, “My dances… are a revival of the Greek
chorus” (144). It seems Daly favored Zarathustra’s philosophy over The Birth of Tragedy.
Although Daly mentions this deep philosophy, she does not examine this further, as most
scholars do not. This helped perpetuate the outlook on Duncan as having a Greek “look” rather
than a physical practice born from a deeper philosophical base. Duncan needs to be placed in
line with Romantics who did purport a deeper inquiry and thought into art and literature, in
contrast to neo-classical aesthetics.
Lillian Lowenthal also acknowledged Nietzsche’s influence on Duncan in her book, The
Search for Isadora: The Legend and Legacy of Isadora Duncan (1993). She compared one of
Nietzsche’s statements to Duncan’s, claiming Nietzsche’s “reverberated” in hers (Lowenthal
1993, 24). She chose statements which I also have used in my text analysis. Lowenthal uses the
statement to contextualize her use of music as Apollinian and Dionysian, which it can be.
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Although this is a critical point, she does not take the connection any further. More significantly,
Lowenthal did not connect the Apollo and Dionysos music-impulse to the tragic chorus.
Another epithet, though unnamed, emerges from LaMothe’s recent analysis on the
“dance as religion” aspect of the Nietzsche-Duncan relationship. LaMothe, published her book on
Nietzsche’s influence on Duncan and Martha Graham, Nietzsche’s Dancers: Isadora Duncan,
Martha Graham, and the Re-evaluation of Christian Values, in 2006. She points out that
Nietzsche has been neglected in Duncan scholarship (LaMothe 2006, 9). LaMothe looks at
Nietzsche from the perspective of revaluing Christianity and seeks in Duncan’s writings and
dances the evidence that Duncan developed her dance ideas within an alternative idea of
embodiment that is otherwise denied in Christianity, using Nietzsche to do so (LaMothe 2006, xxi). Examining the creation of alternative religions/values to Christianity is very complex,
particularly with regard to Nietzsche.
LaMothe seeks to reveal the religious meaning and discourse in Duncan’s writings and
dance. I find the viewpoint that Duncan “critically advance[d] Nietzsche’s project of revaluing all
values, most notably Christian values toward embodiment” (11), to be emphatic to the point that it
may underplay the overarching importance of Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy—
that dance was to embody the tragic chorus. It may underemphasize the importance of Romantic
21

ideology, even though reinventing Christian mythology was one part of Romanticism.

I wonder

that such a Christian view on Duncan creates an alienation from Duncan’s work for those who do
not practice Christianity, especially those dancers who do not have an embodied sense of what
Christianity even means. LaMothe is attempting to justify the relationship between Christianity
and dance as seen through Duncan and her alternative values toward the body. LaMothe applies
a method called “imaginative empathy,” which is “an ‘indirect method’ for discerning the meaning
that phenomena have for those to whom they appear as ‘religion’ or ‘religious’” (12). As LaMothe
acknowledges, this method is personal, and is prompted by “seek[ing] out the physiological
conditions that enable any cultural expression whether belief, idea, or value, to have the meaning
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Mosse points out three ways Romanticism was “performed”: through re-creating letter writing,
novels, and art; medieval architecture, and through Christian symbology.
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it does for someone” (12). I have inferred that Duncan is a platform for LaMothe to use Duncan as
a way to justify her own practice as a dancing woman who practices Christianity.
One may go further into the direction LaMothe takes by probing more deeply into the
connection between Duncan’s gestures/movements and LaMothe’s interpretation of their
Christian symbology or religious expression, which LaMothe does not do in her book. Instead,
she looks at two of Duncan’s dances and describes them briefly in terms of embodying
Nietzsche’s value of life-affirmation. LaMothe highlights Nietzsche’s attitude toward Christianity,
and she points out that for Nietzsche, life-affirmation is what Christianity does not do for
humanity, as he discussed in his Attempt at Self-Criticism. LaMothe does not connect the tragic
chorus to the two dances she described (LaMothe 2006, 138–40). She only applies the
philosophy from Zarathustra, and averts the Christian aesthetics by doing so. LaMothe herself
points out that Nietzsche’s dance images are all based on the idea that the dancing tragic chorus
is integral to music (122–24), though she claims that Nietzsche chose music as the rebirth of
tragedy over dance for the sake of Wagner, his friend at the time he wrote The Birth of Tragedy.
Nietzsche came to discuss and use dance more and more throughout his life. A comprehensive
inclusion of his whole philosophy spirals away from and lessens the singular impact of The Birth
of Tragedy on Duncan.
Ultimately, what I see as problematic with LaMothe’s case is that she is arguing for
Duncan creating a dance to be an alternative to Christian values and practice while
simultaneously designing her argument that Duncan’s dance is built on Christian values. I
understand LaMothe to mean that Duncan’s dance was Christian save the renewed value toward
the body, and Christianity was revalued through the Dance by making Christianity valuable if it
would accept the value of the body to life-meaning. LaMothe’s chosen term “theopraxis,” a
practice of god or the divine in dance, which describes both Duncan’s and Graham’s “vision for
dance” as realized, may point to this confliction (LaMothe 2006, 12). On the one hand, Duncan
and Graham sought “to encourage people to appreciate their own bodily movement as the
medium through which they can exercise their creativity in generating and becoming the images
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of divinity they hold to be true.” Yet on the other, somehow they did not “use dance to project
images of divinity per se” (12).
I am confused by LaMothe’s lack of questioning whether Duncan took Nietzsche’s
philosophy further to address his idea of Antichrist. I question why, for if LaMothe is looking at
Nietzsche’s body of philosophy and applying it to Duncan’s (and Graham’s) use of that
philosophy, I wonder if this is another epithetic view that would arise from such a study. Could
that epithet be “Isadora the Antichrist”?

Nietzsche applied this epithet as descriptive of his

attitude toward Christianity, essentially that the Christ figure teaches suffering for the idea of the
other and ultimately denies life. This contrasts the Dionysian figure Zarathustra, who embraces
life and laughs and dances in the face of life suffering. Walter Kaufmann examined this epithet
Nietzsche used in his creation of Zarathustra, who is the antichrist as the one who laughs and
dances in answer to life’s tragic circumstances (Kaufmann 1950, 96-120).
Is my view, then, also another epithetic view: Isadora the chorus, Isadora the tragic
chorus? She did say this herself: “I am the chorus, the magnetic center of the orchestra through
which all things converge…” (Duncan 1927, 138). I have continually asked myself such questions
in this process of un-mything Isadora.
LaMothe looked at Nietzsche and at Duncan through the view of the devalued female
body and embodiment in Christianity, and grounded this in a discussion of values within and
against this religion; other writers/scholars as well as dancers have also taken a feminist
perspective on Duncan. In fact, feminist theory is one of the major frameworks in studying
Duncan. Most views put Duncan’s writings about woman-ness for the most part into the context of
American feminism and anti-Victorianism, invoking the free woman unfettered by Victorian
corsets, shoes, and constricting social ideals and practices. Her free, barefoot and unfettered
woman-ness is stated in most of the literature, and certainly in all biographies. Her images and
views are significant to nineteenth century attitudes toward body and women and thus should be
celebrated, but they are only part of her contribution. The overuse of the images of her barefoot,
loosely clad body in gossamer gowns, and the symbolism of female freedom have overshadowed
Duncan’s legacy. Looking at her dancing body through the lens of Romantic attitudes and images
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could enrich the context of this picture of the free woman. Perhaps her use of Nietzsche and
criticism on Nietzsche from a feminist’s perspective could enrich the Duncan literature, too.
Highlighting the feminine in Duncan seems problematic when the historical context is not
fully pursued, because it lacks deeper analysis and comprehension of the subject in its full
historical context. I have found a quote from Isadora’s most popular publication that has been
used by two different scholars in two entirely different ways. In Tanz der Zukunft, Duncan
discussed her views on the new dance in contrast to ballet instruction (Peter 2000). She stated,
This may seem a question of little importance, a question of differing opinions
on the ballet and the new dance. But it is a great question. It is not only a
question of true art, it is a question of race, of the development of the female
sex to beauty and health, of the return to the original strength and to natural
movements of woman’s body. It is a question of the development of perfect
mothers and the birth of healthy and beautiful children. The dance of the future
is to develop and to show the ideal form of woman. It will be as it were a
museum of the living beauty of the period. (18)

Peter used this quote to question Seroff’s accusations against the discourse of Max Merz, close
(romantic) friend of Duncan’s sister Elizabeth Duncan and affiliate of the German Duncan School
in Munich. Seroff claimed that Merz’s “ideals … led to those of Hitler’s National Socialism” and
that his “main interest was to ‘rapidly indoctrinate the girls into Körperkultur and racism.’” Peter’s
point is that Duncan’s own words predate Merz and make this discussion of race traceable back
to Duncan herself (19). As Peter also points out, more objective and open-minded research
needs to be conducted on Duncan’s words, which are reflective of evolutionary theory and do
lead into eugenics.
Peter’s use of this quote opens the discussion of racism and eugenics, while Ann Daly,
for example, used this part of the quotation from the same essay in her chapter “The Female
Body.” “It is a question of the development of perfect mothers and the birth of healthy and
beautiful children” (Daly 1995,167–68). Even though Daly connected evolutionary theory and
eugenics to Duncan’s “Dance of the Future” in her chapter “The Dancing Body” (29), in a later
chapter Daly used the same quote as Peter to discuss Duncan’s dance as connecting her
womanly/motherly self and her artist self, as “art itself was an essentially generative act” (167).
Daly used this statement’s meaning to support Duncan’s free female body dancing.
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Daly’s views on Duncan are further complicated by the structure of her book, Done into
Dance. By discussing Duncan in terms of different “bodies” that Duncan created, Daly has
developed a “dismemberment” of Duncan, as if her dance, her body, her life, could be divided into
unrelated philosophical, social, or poetic segments: dancing, political, natural, expressive,
feminine. This packages a confusing discussion on a dancer who had an applied/interpreted
philosophy of ancient Greek wholeness, spirituality, and tragic theater. The lack of centralizing the
historical import of classicism and neoclassicism, as well as Romanticism, of Duncan’s dance
puts the reader at a disadvantage when it comes to grasping the value of Isadora to her time. In
both Daly’s work and in the general dance field as well, the failure to make Nietzsche the focal
point weakens Duncan’s philosophy. Her use of merely a quote here and there does a disservice
to the intellectual value substance of Duncan’s art. Duncan’s alignment of her work with one of
the most influential thinkers of her time, and ours, requires much more critical and serious
consideration.
Another example of both a structural and a theoretical problem is presented in the
chapter “Dancing Body.” Daly quotes Duncan as defining dance as “not only the art gives
expression to the human soul through movement, but also the foundation of a complete
conception of life” (Daly 1995, 30). She then proceeds to outline for the reader that there are
seven “tenets” this is based on, drawing from the eclectic pool of those artists, poets, and thinkers
Duncan has named. Duncan did not develop these seven tenets; they are Daly’s constructions.
Although I come away from the book without a clear sense of Daly’s view on Duncan’s
philosophy, Daly’s work has strong value as research in a concise place, something I do not need
to repeat. I am very thankful for having it at my disposal, as most of her facts have helped me in
establishing my own Isadora. One example is Daly’s historical confirmation in pointing out that by
dates, Duncan’s anecdote from the essay “I See America Dancing” about her grandmother’s
pioneering journey across America could not be true (Daly 1995, 30). This, in addition to others,
led me to the perspective that Isadora consciously chose to write (manipulate?) her dance ideas
in ways that would align herself with the most relevant topics and people of her time, that her
writing would be the means to disseminate her ideas and how she wanted her dance to be
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perceived and to be remembered. In this example, she propagandistically established her pioneer
heritage as being “rightful” American by this anecdote, and used it as a vehicle to enter into early
twentieth century American political and social discussions concerning nationalism.
Other dance scholars are important for assessing the views on Duncan’s philosophy in
dance scholarship, but do not address my subject directly—that is, they make no more than a
mention of Nietzsche.
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In her 1987 article, “The impact of Greek art on the style and persona of

Isadora Duncan,” Deborah Jowitt noted Duncan’s use of Nietzsche and that it should be
examined. Jowitt looks at Greek aesthetics and the “classical” rather than Romanticism’s
interpretation of Greek aesthetics.
Two sources in particular do pose important views on Duncan’s philosophy and draw
attention to looking at Duncan’s language as reflecting evolutionary rhetoric. As I have
mentioned, Peter (2000) touches on Duncan’s discourse in the context of evolutionary theory. He
also looks at Schopenhauer’s influence on Duncan, but does not look at or mention Nietzsche. I
find this lack of attention to Nietzsche especially curious because Frank-Manuel is German and
would be more apt to recognize the significance of Nietzsche to Duncan.
Earlier, Judy Levine (1987) wrote on the role of nineteenth century science and evolution
as an “organizer” of Duncan’s “belief” system (Levine, (1987), 119–25). She claimed Duncan’s
“dance, and the philosophical base that went with it were products of the evolution of mankind”
(120). She also stated that Duncan
evolved a philosophy that allowed her by justifying her art with a scientific base
and methodology to reach for the Divine. She gave experience consistency as
man’s presence within nature searched for the laws of expression of the Divine
and created art from this definition of the human experience of these laws. (124)
The fine line between discussions on nature in philosophy and in science point to the difficulty
within this article to separate Duncan’s discussions on nature and divine as distinct from science
and as distinct from aesthetics. Yes, Duncan based her dance on nature, and she was influenced
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Including: Elizabeth Kendall has written on Duncan and the beginnings of modern dance (she
wrote for the televised PBS broadcast of Trailblazers in Modern Dance), and has conducted
interviews with dancer Julia Levien; and June Layson, whose articles include a “preliminary
analysis” of Duncan as well as examining Duncan’s influence on British modern dance.
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by Haeckel’s ideas, but they were not her “bible,” as was The Birth of Tragedy. What I see here is
a misinterpretation of Duncan’s language on nature and spirituality as Haeckel’s mystical
Darwinism, without considering her Nietzschean language use of the Apollonian and Dionysian
as forces of nature. I think a study on Nietzsche would show Duncan’s philosophy as being
aesthetics-based, rather than scientific, though apparently there needs to be some dialogue
between these two theoretical frames.
Levine’s contextualization of Duncan’s use of freedom contrasts with Daly’s “Duncan
Americana,” the pioneering free-spirited woman.
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Freedom, according to Levine, was “an

outgrowth of evolutionary theory and was utilized by those who thought the freest man was one
who could throw off shackles of modern civilization” (121). This article provided a comparison for
my approach of German philosophical roots and Romantic ideas, because of the nature of the
Romantic reaction to nineteenth-century scientism. There are overlaps, and while Duncan
mentions Darwin and retells of her reverence for and friendship with German scientist Ernst
Haeckel (1834–1919) (Duncan 1927, 112-114), who popularized Darwin in Germany, my initial
reaction is that the theory of scientism and evolution as the basis of Duncan’s work needs to be
reconsidered once the aesthetics basis in Romanticism is established. In fact, as historian
George Mosse points out, Nietzsche’s idea of the übermensch, the overman, which Mosse
translates as “superman,” developed on different premises from evolutionary theory, although it
reached similar conclusions: the overman/hero “was no longer the romantic genius unfettered by
his emotions; instead the superman survived because he was best fitted to survive. He gloried in
those qualities needed to win the struggle” (Mosse 1988, 209). This statement by Mosse shows
Nietzsche’s disassociation from the Romantic mode of being he originated in his The Birth of
Tragedy to his move toward the individual finding strength to overcome life’s struggles having
now been freed from his emotions. Levine’s proposed look at scientism and Haeckel posits an
interesting line of research to get closer to Duncan’s philosophical influences from Nietzsche and
Haeckel if one follows through by looking also at LaMothe’s perspective, as well as taking a
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Daly also points out Duncan’s evolutionary discourse in Duncan’s lecture, “The Dance of The
Future,” page 29.
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closer look at the historical significance of the relationship between Nietzsche and Darwinian
thought.
Claudia Jeschke examined Duncan’s The Dance of the Future in an article of the same
title. Jeschke approaches Duncan’s speech/essay as if it had many influences. While she
provides some important historical information, such as details on Karl Federn, who helped
24

Duncan write the essay

(though Jeschke (1987) only states he wrote the intro), she missed the

essay’s construction as influenced by Duncan’s recent study on Nietzsche’s philosophy. She
stated, “some theories have been postulated as a response to the question as to how much
Nietzsche’s ideas have influenced Duncan. I am unable to address these theories here fully.”
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Jeschke does not mention the part in My Life in which Duncan describes her relationship with her
friend and Nietzsche interpreter Karl Federn. Jeschke also mentions Duncan’s “enthusiasm” for
Wagner (Jeschke, 1987, 110) but does not make the connection that Duncan’s epithet “dance of
the future” echoes his “Artwork of the Future.” Daly does make this connection, calling it an
“obvious debt” (Daly 1995, 29). Duncan’s use of Wagner’s ideas needs to be examined more
thoroughly.
The article addresses the influence of evolutionary theory. Jeschke deduces that Duncan
took a part of Darwin’s theory, the philosophical aspect, thereby leaving the (natural)-scientific
part: “Where she refers to the ‘primary movements’ of the Greeks, she utilizes an evolutionisttheoretical vocabulary and its causal argumentative structure for her aesthetical, philosophical,
and/or religious ends, ignoring at the same time the theory of evolution as a whole” (Jeschke
1987, 111). Jeschke confirms this point by acknowledging that Duncan did not base her dance on
this theory, but that the vocabulary comes from Darwin via Haeckel. Again, this perspective of
situating Duncan in evolutionary discourse needs more investigation.
A strong source contemporary to Duncan is the dance critic André Levinson. Among the
few pieces published in English are two essays: “The Art and Meaning of Isadora Duncan”
(Levinson 1905) and “In Memorium” (Levinson 1927). These two translations of Levinson’s
29

Cited, for example, in Daly’s (1995), note 34, on page 254: Karl Federn, “Einleitung,” in Isadora
Duncan, Der Tanz der Zukunft (Leipzig: Eugen Diederichs), 1903.
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Jeschke does not footnote what theories nor discuss by whom.
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writings on Duncan are from the first time he saw her in 1905, and the time of her death in 1927,
and therefore provide a sort of alpha and omega view of his Isadora. I look to Levinson for his
command of criticism and comprehension of the art movements of his time (and Duncan’s).
Levinson poignantly presents the place of Duncan’s dancing within a broad sociopolitical and
artistic climate, and historical context. According to Silverman, Levinson’s writings “provide a rare
view” of Duncan, “illuminat[ing] her theatrical presence as well as her gift for deeply stirring an
audience” (1). I believe he presents a better picture of Duncan and her context than any other
author. He is a secondary source on Duncan, in command of his time period, and brings a deep
understanding of history to his discussion of Duncan, as opposed to most of the literature, which
takes the researcher’s own interest as the theoretical frame. In “The Art and Meaning of Isadora
Duncan,” Levinson’s description of Duncan dancing to certain composers—including Gluck,
Schubert and Wagner—sheds light on the movements of the elusive dancer who was never
filmed to any valuable extent. He critiques what worked on stage, what did not, what she was
good at, what she was not, and most importantly, he describes why.
While Silverman states in her introduction that Duncan would have “known the preSocratic philosophers from Nietzsche’s Philosophy in the Age of the Tragic Greeks (4), she does
not mention The Birth of Tragedy’s impact on Duncan’s writings and speeches. Levinson begins
by discussing the question of Duncan’s resurrection of ancient Greek dance, and discusses her
art in the context of “the cult of athleticism,” the Pre-Raphaelite movement, and as being mimetic.
Significant to this first article is knowing of his then staunch support for the Russian ballet school,
as Silverman points out; although in the last piece, “In Memoriam,” he states “… it is pointless to
deny either my past objections to her doctrine or the endless arguments I have used to combat
her influence, in acknowledging my grief before the horrible and abrupt end of that great
existence” (14).

Reconstructing Duncan Dances and Issues of Physical Transmission
Annabelle Gamson, Norma Adler and Kay Bardsley have published on the reconstruction of
Duncan dances and the ways contemporary dancers have approached restaging of Duncan’s
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work. In Bardsley’s 1993 article, “Re-animations of Duncan’s Masterworks: Imbued with the Fire
of Maria-Theresa Duncan,” Bardsley describes the process of reconstructing Duncan’s dance
work to Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony as Bardsley worked with Maria-Theresa, who had been
one of Duncan’s students. Each of Duncan’s six main dancers had their own unique expression
and understanding of this dance, so each one’s perspective is valuable to completing a picture of
Duncan dance. Gamson studied with Julia Levien whose influence comes from two of Duncan’s
other dancers, Anna and Irma. In Gamson’s film On Dancing Isadora’s Dances, Gamson
presents a methodological approach to understanding the dances as taught to her. In addition to
movement studies in the studio, Gamson employs an analysis of archival sources including
paintings and drawings depicting Duncan depicting in motion. Norma Adler’s article is critical in
presenting perspectives on the problems with reconstructing Duncan’s dances. One of the main
points that Adler brings to the foreground is the difficulty on undoing the layers of the memory and
personality, which have played a huge role in transmitting the dances since Duncan. Interviewing
dancers Bardsley and Lori Belilove, Adler shows that the memory has allowed for each dancer to
re-interpret movements and movement phrases in conjunction with the music if the dancer forgets
what may have been its original expression. Here is where the personality of the dancer enters;
the personality of the dancer may have affected the dynamic, quality and execution of a given
movement and the dance’s movement sequence.
Because she names Duncan dance as an example, Renee Conroy’s article “Dancework
Reconstruction: Kinesthetic Preservation or Danceworld” is interesting to this discussion about
reconstructing Duncan’s dances. Conroy poses the question as to whether an historical
dancework which was not recorded other than through the body of generations of dancers and/or
the archival resources giving some documentation like reviews, pictures, etc. Kitsch describes
three possible perspectives on reconstructed dances: one is the spectators’ response as
sentimental; another is judging the dancework alongside the awareness and experiences of
contemporary dance—does this historical work “fit in”?

My experience dancing with Lori

Bellilove’s approach to Duncan is concerned with this aspect, although this contrasts her earlier
comments about Duncan affording the individual a unique position to express individuality and
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personality in any given dance (See Adler 1984). For the 1998 performance at The Sylvia and
Danny Kaye Playhouse in NYC, a classical ballet rehearsal director coached our group with corps
de ballet clean-up techniques. This was effective to get us to be precise in our spacing so we all
looked the same, because the emphasis was not on our dancing as expressive of ourselves in
the meaning and movement of the dance; the expression of the dance was to be done for the
dancer by the one staging the dance.
This leads me into Kitsch’s third perspective on reconstructing dance, which asks if the
dancework marks out movements without conveying the meaning or quality of the original? This
is poignant to a discussion on Duncan, though Conroy does not go into Duncan’s Water Study.
Because Kitsch does not discuss Water Study in terms of these three perspectives in an
examination, using this dance as an example falls short of her point. I can say from watching
others dance this piece, as well as having danced and performed it myself, there is an incredible
range of interpretation for this dance in quality, dynamic and form. This dance form affords the
dancer to fill the entirety of the music —its rhythm, melody and phrasing. Because of this, the
dancer has the opportunity, and perhaps the responsibility by definition of being a dancer in this
form, to determine her own relationship between self, movement, gesture and music. The main
problem is not the dance itself but the technique and understanding of moving in the Duncan
style, and that is why Nadia Chokomsky’s book notating Duncan dances is useless if the
reconstructor does not embrace and practice the principles of moving in this form. Julia Levien,
for example, describes the stepping of the dance to Chopin’s Prelude, but if one does not know
the dynamic range of stepping in accordance with the Duncan way of responding to and uniting
the music, the dance may not be accomplished with satisfaction to anyone—dancer and audience
alike. As Conroy points out, much reconstruction done in the 1980s of dancers like Duncan was
made for the intention of preserving the dances upon realizing if it is not now it will be never. This
superceded some “artificial desire to visit misinterpreted aesthetics of yesteryear.” This longing
and loss sets up the need even more for unlayering the philosophical motivations and structure of
Duncan’s dance ideas; for this describes the way the movements were conceived of being moved
in idea, imagination and aesthetic.
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Gamson’s, Bardsley’s and Adler’s assessments of reconstructing Duncan’s dances are
critical to perceiving the implications that are resultant in the process of reconstructing the
dances, addressing in particular the passage of these dances over time. These sources make a
critical acknowledgement that the contemporary dancer is an effective and active creator in an
interpretation of this dance.
Other perspectives within the aesthetic literature expand the discussion on the physical
transmission of Duncan dance. Dancing in the “tradition” of the Duncan movement form engages
in the conversations addressing philosophical and aesthetic concerns of reconstruction and
preservation, including authenticity, interpretation, documentation and the ephemeral nature of
dance. Also important to Duncan research is the question of an existent technique. The literature
in the area of reconstruction and preservation is growing.
Penrod raises two issues concerning the idea of the original, although he does not fully
examine them here (Penrod, DRJ, ’97). One is “the ability of today’s dancer to move with the
same technical and expressive qualities and contextual meaning as in the original.” Original is not
only unique with respect to the choreography, it is unique to the dancer’s creating, learning and
performing the dance at its inception.
Another is “whether or not a reconstruction is reinterpretation of the original rather than
an attempt at authentically duplicating the original.” I think the choreographer’s perspective on
what she or he is doing adds an important answer to this issue, and this needs to be in balance
with the idea of the original with respect to the aesthetic and philosophical aims of the dance. In
my case, when I reconstruct a dance I include Duncan’s texts, as I have examined them
thoroughly. I apply this knowledge to my moving body and to the context of the dance—its
meaning, its emotional force, its idea. Duncan had ideas about her dance, its purpose and its
meaning and this information creates a dialogue between my research and the dance as “passed
down” to me possible, and I feel this dialogue results in an integrity of artistic and historical
accuracy that I feel good about. With respect to the originality of a given dance, I believe the
movement is more important than choreographic particulars such as the number of steps a
dancer takes to complete a movement phrase, the numerical counts to the music as a way to
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mark its phrasing and rhythm, direction of a movement etc. Much of the time these elements are
not so important in Duncan dance.
Duncan wrote mainly in short-essay format about her ideas for dance, her philosophical
and aesthetic aims, and her experience dancing some dances; she also documented her ideas
and reflections in her autobiography. Her dances were not filmed or documented in a notated
system which details the particulars of movement phrasing, gestures, use of music with a
particular gesture, or other ways that would afford us the ability to know exactly what she did in a
dance. What we have in the archives are moments of this dance form as captured by artists; we
also have a tradition as passed down through dancing bodies and oral communication going back
to Duncan’s time as her students taught students who taught students. This dancing tradition is
mutable. The dance form and the dances have remained and developed through time by varying
bodies who bring to their dancing their own personal, cultural and societal histories. These
histories as told by those dancing individuals have shaped and reshaped this dance form. In
witnessing the hundred year dance form, constants stand out, and these constants are what
contemporaries ought to revive and emphasize in a reconstruction or practice of this dance with a
drive toward authenticity.
In an article on ballet master Marius Petipa, Whiley calls such hundred year old physical
transmission “corruption” (Whiley, 2003, 44). “Corruption” describes an attitude that is a bit strong
in its negative connotation. His view that there is an original version that has been corrupted by
generations of dancers passing down the dance through their bodies contributes to his lack of
knowledge about Duncan dance as a contemporary practice. Whiley states that Duncan is
“viewed as historical artefact” (49). This belief (and I am not sure who is doing the viewing) either
points to Duncan’s dance as non-existent today that only exists as memory or in photographs and
artwork; or it means that Whiley is unaware of or discounts the versions of Duncan dances as
passed down. A dance form that exists today in the form of companies, conferences, other forms
of art, and scholarship cannot be defined as artefact.
The competitiveness of defining authenticity in the various interpretations of Duncan
dance also does a disservice to the validity of those various dancers, as this sort of drive toward
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authenticity becomes about needing to be pure to Duncan, who was an artist evolving both a
dance and dances over a too short time. The consideration of the artist’s philosophy needs to be
accounted for, which may include the part about being an artist—a creator, a maker who
continually redefines, clarifies, and hones in on her beliefs about what a dance can do and what
she wants it to look like.
In my examination of Duncan’s Priestess for my MA performance thesis, I studied all
relevant sources possible. I learned the dance from Adrienne Ramm, student and close friend of
Duncan scholar Julia Levien. Ramm passed on this dance to me via her body and her memory,
she talked to me about the dance itself, and even more about Duncan movement in general from
her perspective. She explained to me where the movement originates within the body, as it
comes from the solar plexus and she located the solar plexus as a place deep within the body at
its center. A woman who has carried and given birth to a child knows where that location is as
based on a kinesthetic, intuitive knowing through feeling, sensing and awareness. I do not know
what this means for a male dancer. I think she was getting at the intensity of connection between
the emotions and our physiology that comes together at the solar plexus. She also brought to the
Duncan movement her life experiences in other non-dance traditions, including spiritual practices,
and all this informed her version of the dance. This is an example of the personal that enters the
dance and helps to define its meaning for the dancer who will dance it.
I informed my understanding of the dance by researching its content through text and
archival materials. When looking for a translation of Euripides’ Iphigenia, the play whose
protagonist is Duncan’s subject, I came across Witter Binner’s version. His version, as Binner
describes in his preface, was directly inspired by Duncan’s encouragement. By this, I was able to
apply this version of the play to Duncan’s dance as I knew she was a part of its conception. I
consulted photographs of her in a movement study from this dance. As I understood her use of
the Apollinian Dionysian tension at that point, I considered the mythology of Dionysos and Apollo
from ancient/original sources and classicist scholarship because I felt that the more information I
could gather from as much varied source material, the more I could approach the subject of
making this dance my own. But this is built in to the technique, the method of dancing Duncan,
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unlike other codified techniques that are built to remain adherent to technical aspects. Of course,
not all Duncan teachers practice this individuality, largely because they want to be the individual,
the Isadora and have their students remain cogs. I recall a 1998 or 1999 Martha Graham Dance
Company performance at the Joyce Theatre in SoHo. In Acts of Light, a piece developed to
preserve and showcase Graham’s technique, only the central figure emoted any semblance of
life, individuality, emotion. Her whole body was enlivened by emotion, while the rest of the large
cast was seemingly devoid of that enlivened, awake body and they seemed like drones following
the Queen Bee. In a Duncan cast, on the other hand, all dancing bodies should be emotive of the
idea of the dance, the idea being the emotion, the meaning, the story of the dance. I emphasize
should, because I do not see this as a rule in Duncan performance. If the soloist is the chorus,
according to Isadora’s writings, the soloist with the chorus should all be chorus, all be conveying
the emotional force and the depth of the experience.
Isadora did not document her dance through decisive or intentional means that we use
today, such as notation, detailed descriptions of movement phrases along with musical scores, or
by film. What we have in the archives are moments of this dance as captured by artists and some
of her own descriptions of imagery, emotion and experience. We also have a tradition as passed
down through dancing bodies and oral communication going back to Isadora’s time. Her students
taught students who taught students, and this dancing tradition is mutable. The dance form and
the dances have remained and developed through time by varying bodies who bring to their
dancing their own personal, cultural and societal histories. These histories as told by those
dancing individuals have shaped and reshaped this dance form. In witnessing the hundred year
dance form, constants stand out. Whiley calls such hundred year old physical transmission as it
concerns Petipa “corruption” (44). These constants are what contemporaries ought to revive and
emphasize in a reconstruction or practice of this dance with a drive toward authenticity.
Helen Thomas addresses the “politics of reconstruction and preservation” (from Carter
2004, Ch 4) in her chapter examining the solo “The Dying Swan.” Challenge of its ephemeral
nature—spectator/witness does not experience the dance within its extant context (Thomas), is
certainly case in Duncan. It is impossible to experience Duncan’s dance in its original, generative
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context; we can, however, partially experience her dance in aspects of its context through the
consultation of her texts, texts she used, art she used, archival photographs of her in movement,
art work depicting her in movement, and students who have danced with her, and their students.
Putting as much of this together as possible affords the contemporary dancer and performer the
most complete sense of that original context. Looking at a wide range of contemporary Duncan
practitioners from those groups who perform the dances (mainly within US), and other groups
such as Heptachor (a group of movement-practicing psychologists who align themselves in the
Duncan tradition) would afford by its large cast net a broad sense of the commonalities of the
dance. Thereby, this would point to those commonalities, those fundamental characteristic
moves, qualities, use of emotion, and use of musicality, for example.
Some arguments for authenticity assume that the choreographer intended some finality
to her/his creation. Yet, part of what makes an artist relevant and timely is her/his ability to recreate herself throughout time. Thomas looks at the recent debates about The Dying Swan
created by Mikhail Fokine for his ballet Swan Lake. His granddaughter Isabel asserts that his
documentation of the solo must indicate his desire for a defined solo, thus dismissing the practice
of improvisation. However, evidence shows that he documented a later version of the solo, which
was published in 1925. The original solo was partly created by Pavlova in 1905, and different
dancers have performed this solo under his direction including Alicia Markova in 1940-41. The
debate continues as Isabel Fokine asserts her understanding of Fokine’s authenticity in
counterpoint to The Kirov Ballet’s version, claimed to stand as passed down from body to body,
and by memory.
I think versions enrich a dance form. Versions can contribute to the depth of experience
of a dancer that make a dance alive and relevant beyond its historic period. It is the personal,
historic and socio-cultural aspects of a dancer that can afford an historically extant experience in
the present. This will not offer a replicated experience of the past, but a glimpse into that past as
it merges with the meaning of the present.
Concerning Duncan, improvisation was the composition and aliveness of her dancing.
The dance is partly built on spontaneity—the immediate and present response to music as if
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heard for the first time. Duncan did not record her dances in part because they were to be alive
as if danced the first time. According to Bardsley, the idea of choreography was not a word used
in Duncan’s practice. Improvising was an art practiced in the schools daily. According to Sima
Leake, who was a student at the Grunwald Duncan School, the students at the school spent three
hours each day improvising—sometimes to Bach’s Fugues (which Isadora never performed). This
was training to develop a competency for creating dance that was expressive of any given
moment, and relevant to that moment. The idea of keeping a dance as it was the first time would
have been considered stagnant. Duncan stated she never danced the same dance twice, so any
dancer following Duncan who wishes to replicate the dances undermines the aim of Duncan
herself and the dance itself. She did not wish to be imitated. The contemporary idea of authority
by authentic repertory is a bit bogus, for most claim this authenticity as based on their own
interpretation of the dances.
I often heard in some interpretations of a Duncan dance class, “That’s not Duncan.” I
have even heard comments from teachers including, “I know where you got that from, but it isn’t
right.” A strange—though understandable—demand to access the closest dancers to the source
drives much of the history in Duncan dance. Dancers use this “lineage” to connect themselves
and assert their own authority as an authentic Duncan dancer; still, there is no way to know the
level of comparison to Isadora. Authenticity is an idea some use for the purposes of marketing,
ego-fulfillment, or establishing power over younger dancers and students. It is a way for some
teachers to control their students regarding with whom they should and should not study or take
seriously as a performer and/or knowledge source for the tradition. I have observed the use of
lineage by Duncan dancers even as made up. This is especially the case for having studied
Duncan as a child. In this dance, if one studied it as a child, she assumes some elitism, privilege
or authority over another dancer who did not study this dance as a child. I find this fascinating as I
contemplate the scholarship on Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy concerning his use of the birth and
life cycle, the history of tragedy, which Nietzsche scholar Paul de Man calls “genesis and
genealogy.” I can use this metaphorical idea of genesis and genealogy as metaphor for the
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construction of a genesis and genealogy of a Duncan dance history, and the transmission of its
“lineage.”
What remains, above all this, is that any dancer can be an effective and accomplished
performer as any other with flouting or contrived credentials. Many dancers between now and
then could have been more or less effective as movers and performers that were enjoyable to
watch than those considered having authority today. Furthermore, any versions which are
performed can vary in the richness of preparation and depth of knowledge, beyond the passing of
body to body. If a dancer learned from capable bodies, deepens her understanding of a dance
through research, studies of text and visuals, of following the methods Duncan herself used, this
would produce a deeper embodiment of the dance and its ideas and aesthetics. Observing some
teachers today, I find two elements that are lacking in a given practice of this dance form: one is
the lack of emotion as linked with form; the other is the particular guiding response to music and
its timing. I consider these factors as a means to question the authentic competency of an
interpretation.
Nietzsche
Aesthetic, Philosophical, Literary and Mythological Perspectives Connecting Nietzsche, Greek
Tragedy, Tragic Philosophy, The Tragic Myth, And Romanticism
In this dissertation I am concerned with an exegesis on Isadora Duncan’s texts and Nietzsche’s
Birth of Tragedy. I do not analyze the broad scholarship on Nietzsche’s body of philosophy, nor
do I analyze extensively the scholarship on The Birth of Tragedy. Included in this literature review
is a survey on the Nietzsche scholarship that concerns The Birth of Tragedy as it pertains to
Duncan’s use of this book. A preliminary review of Nietzsche literature confirms LaMothe’s
acknowledgement and research position that Nietzsche’s dance images are a largely neglected
aspect in Nietzsche scholarship. As LaMothe points out, several scholars do consider his dance
images, but the perspective generally defines the images as metaphorical (LaMothe 2006, 4).
LaMothe argues for taking his dance images and references as literal—to actually take them for
meaning dancing for the purposes of embodying life and religion/religious attitudes. If they are not
only metaphors—or not metaphors at all—these dancing images may mean actual dancing, and
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even more that Nietzsche meant dancing itself may affect our philosophical, spiritual and
emotional states and well-being.
It is Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy

26

in which he proclaimed a world healing solution by

invocation of an aesthetics based upon the idyllic ancient Greek chorus and the metaphysical
meaning he derived from the aesthetics of Greek tragedy. For Nietzsche, music was the vehicle
that would birth this new aesthetics to make art and to live by, and Richard Wagner, a sort of
friend/mentor/inspirer (twenty-five years senior to Nietzsche) was the closest composer to
Nietzsche’s vision. Duncan claims both as two of her four great teachers (the other two are
Beethoven and Gluck) (Duncan 1928, 48) Yet, fourteen years later Nietzsche wrote and
published his “Attempt at Self-Criticism,” which was added as a preface to the third printing of The
Birth of Tragedy. Nietzsche attacked this first book through an analysis of the Romantic attitudes
and promises it flouted. He also pointed to its treating Christianity with an “underlying hostility,”
and “lacking the courage” to being direct about his attitude toward this religion (Attempt 1886, 23).
Romanticism, Christianity, and Wagner are the targets of his own misled beliefs. Evidence of
Heine’s criticism of Romanticism also surfaces in Nietzsche’s self-attack on his use and
interpretation of ancient Greece.
I have narrowed my review of Nietzsche literature into two areas: Walter Kaufmann’s
historical work and the scholarship addressing Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy and directly
related subject matter such as Romanticism and Socrates. While this does not play a direct role
in my analysis of the Duncan and Nietzsche texts, this literature has informed my understanding
of the discussions and attitudes towards Nietzsche’s book and his ideas within it. Also,
importantly, Nietzsche’s first book is in the position of pivoting from German Romanticism to
modernism. While his work to follow can be contested as Romantic, in The Birth of Tragedy
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Nietzsche’s original title: The Birth of Tragedy From the Spirit of Music. First Edition (1872)
German title: Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik. Second edition printed in 1874
but not published until 1878. Third edition (1886): According to Kaufmann’s introduction, “the
remaining copies of both versions were issued with a new title page and preface: Die Geburt der
tragödie. Oder: Griechenthum und Pessimismus. Von Friedrich Nietzsche. Neue Ausgabe mit
dem Versuch einer Selbstkritik. Liepzig: Verlag von E.W. Fritzsch.” See Friedrich Nietzsche, The
Birth of Tragedy and The Case of Wagner, trans. with comm. Walter Kaufmann, (New York:
Vintage Books/Random House, 1967).
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Nietzsche himself defined and criticized it as Romantic in his Attempt at Self-Criticism, which
preceded its third printing.
Nietzsche’s use of classical subjects—art, culture, and tragedy, in particular—is a rapidly
growing body of scholarship on Nietzsche in general. Classicists have been gaining new interest
in Nietzsche’s ideas in this field. Nietzsche’s “study of Greek rhetoric,” as in Ernst Behler’s work
(1998, 2001), has prompted scholars such as Behler to examine Nietzsche’s method critically
rather than discounting Nietzsche’s own interpretation as has been done since Nietzsche was
alive.
The major discussions I have come across concerning The Birth of Tragedy include
Nietzsche’s use of Greek tragedy as a means to discuss modern philosophy, or his “appropriation
of tragedy,” as James Crooks (2000) and Adrian Del Caro (2000) describe it. Nietzsche’s use of
the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates—his metaphor for that excessive analytical,
disembodied, intellect that will ultimately destroy culture—contributes to the subjects of a
substantial number of articles. “Blaming” Socrates is the attitude of Morag Shiach’s viewpoint, as
Shiach probes Nietzsche’s connection to modernism and the “historical imagination” (Shiach
2004).
Also tying into tragedy and Socrates from a Nietzschean perspective are myth,
Romanticism, and the Apollinian and Dionysian. Myth and Romanticism are also an important
inquiry, as myth was so important to the creation of the Romantic mood. The ancient Greek
mythic figures Apollo and Dionysos are central to Nietzsche’s aesthetic argument in his book. The
scholarship questions Nietzsche’s use of myth and its Romantic antecedents, as evident in
Robert Yelle’s article (2000). Nietzsche created the concept of the Dionysian, as well as
Apollinian, which as I have stated, was used by countless artists and thinkers to follow. The
Dionysian is a growing interest in the Nietzsche literature (See Sokel, Walter 2005, for example).
In the following section, I have narrowed this secondary literature to what I consider the most
relevant in this research.
I have selected several sources to help support the perspective I engage to understand
Duncan’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. These sources provide some context
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on the importance of Greek tragedy to philosophical thought intersecting the Romantic thinkers,
the function of Romanticism and Greek tragedy, the importance of myth and the tragic myth in
particular, and the role of imagination and mythopoesis in Nietzsche’s writings. Dennis Schmidt
examines the role of Greek tragedy in philosophical thought from Plato and Aristotle to Nietzsche
and Heidegger, showing that it is a particularly German initiative sparked by Kant. Halliwell uses a
Nietzschean lens to discuss Plato’s views on poetry and the Romantic interpretation. Robert Yelle
discusses the Romantic mythological role in Nietzsche’s philosophy. Picart conducts an
iconographic analysis of two paintings to illustrate her perspective on connecting Nietzsche and
Romantic thought. Michael Silk provides an interesting study on Nietzsche and Romanticism
emphasizing the meaning of decadence to Nietzsche and its impulse from the ancient Greeks.
Paul de Man’s complex literary perspective on Nietzsche looks at the role of genesis and
genealogy in his philosophy, and in particular The Birth of Tragedy.
Philosopher Dennis Schmidt’s title for his book is On Greeks and Other Germans (2004),
and is a study on the use of Greek tragedy as a function for philosophical pursuit into the
meaning of art as it relates to both art and life. The title plays on the fact that German
philosophers were the initiators of rethinking tragedy as this philosophical pursuit for their
contemporary world. It plays up the very important distinction that the German idea of the tragic
was just that—their idea; therefore, the ideas of Plato and Aristotle are secondary. While Schmidt
begins his book with a chapter on each Greek philosopher, it is the emphasis on the idealist,
Romantic and/or modern interpretation and definitions of the tragic that made their tragic
philosophies, even as they were be in conversation with these two ancients’ discussions on the
function of tragedy in society.
One of Schmidt’s central aims is to address the traditional question of understanding the
way in which we are ‘educated’ by the work of art, specifically tragic art (whether or not it is the
supreme form of art) (2). Second to this philosophical inquiry is whether tragedy is the final
achievement of art as another concern of these philosophers. Tragedy represents the high point
of possibilities of the work of art. Moreover, tragedy was the vehicle to discuss the relationship
between art and philosophy, and that art may be beyond the limits of what philosophy can do for
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humanity. Tragic art nourishes an ethical sensibility that is crucial for the formulation of an ethics
and politics responsive to contemporary life” (3). While Schmidt’s emphasis is on the inseparable
ethical implications in these German philosophers, his study bears significance to this study on
Duncan and Nietzsche’s use of Greek tragedy as it concerns Schmidt’s central questions.
Schmidt shows that tragic art is “ineluctable” in the history of German philosophy. He
traces discussions on tragedy beginning with Plato and Aristotle, then moves to key philosophers
Kant, Schelling, Hegel, Holderlin, and lastly Nietzsche. These philosophers who questioned the
meaning and function of art in human society were unable to avoid, so to speak, the tragic art of
the ancient Greeks because they perceived a profound connection to the human condition and
experience that was performed through the constitution of Greek tragedy. However, the revisioning of Greek tragedy as a philosophical inquiry concerning modern intellectual and artistic
meaning that Kant’s followers began to employ upon reading Kant interpreted tragic art through a
modern lens. This may be distinctly different from the texts of the tragic playwrights Sophocles,
Aeschylus and Euripides; it was certainly different from Plato and Aristotle. Plato posed that
tragedy was harmful to Athenian citizens and the polis as a whole, that it corrupted the idea of the
good citizen (Republic). Aristotle in his Poetics addressed the qualities of tragedy, the particulars
that make a good tragedy. He does not propose that tragedy contains a philosophy for application
to life.
Schmidt outlines two phases by which the tragic idea developed as a philosophical
inquiry, or developed into a tragic philosophy. The first phase was developed by followers of Kant,
starting with Schiller. In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant initiated a discourse on tragedy by
presenting the idea of the tragic conflict as a mirror of antinomy of reason. In his Critique of
Judgment, Kant presented “recuperation of the work of art for the task of comprehending ethical
life,” and he thereby “granted dignity to aesthetic experience.” He did not offer specific analysis
on Greek tragedy. Schmidt calls Kant’s attitude toward tragedy “an opening gesture” by which a
“backdrop” was created to take this attitude into a deep philosophical pursuit. Philosophers to
follow set against this “backdrop” their discourse on Greek tragedy as an art by which to judge,
create and develop philosophy. Schelling was the first to pick up this “Kantian backdrop” and take
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on Greek tragedy in this manner. The second phase as Schmidt delineates was Nietzsche, who
developed the tragic idea into a tragic philosophy, and Holderlin to follow.
In his article, Plato, Imagination and Romanticism (1995), Halliwell addresses Plato’s
views on poetry and art from its Romantic interpretation from an aesthetic-philosophical frame.
This is accomplished via a Nietzschean lens, employing Nietzsche’s views on Plato and
Romanticism as a contextual springboard, a checkpoint. Plato’s “passionate intellect” as
Nietzsche described has value because of its passion even as Plato’s views on poetry proposed
state censorship because of its ability to corrupt youths, for example. Homeric epics, then,
contained “ethically and psychologically dangerous sentiments” (24). Halliwell cites Nietzsche as
having called Plato “the greatest enemy of art Europe ever produced,” (24) which Halliwell
interprets as Nietzsche paying Plato a “formidable compliment” (24). The point here is to show
that Plato’s “instinctive knowledge” and passionate intellect for the first time in Western historical
record made art a considerable function in human society: something worth his earnest
antagonism”(24).
Halliwell asserts that “… Nietzsche grasped to a degree which very few others have
done, the magnitude of the challenge posed to art… by the Platonic insistence on the sovereignty
of truth and morality even in the realm of what, since Romanticism, we have come familiarly to
speak of as ‘the aesthetic’” (36). Nietzsche’s insights into those aspects of Plato’s philosophy,
which addressed art, helped Nietzsche in his own development of an aesthetic. This aesthetic
was initiated in The Birth of Tragedy.
Although Nietzsche called Plato the greatest enemy of art, Nietzsche recognized that
Plato’s “suspicion of Greek poetry stems… from a deep sensitivity to its transformative power.”
Nietzsche recognized in Plato the introduction of thinking about art as having the “capacity to
make us think differently and ultimately to become different selves” (36). In Plato, Nietzsche saw
the initiatory insertion into philosophical discourse the issue to see in art the possibility for
addressing truth and morality—the first aesthetic question. Because Plato appears to have valued
art in the guise of its ethical value to society, Halliwell’s choice an epithet for him, a “Romantic
Puritan” (25), a “suppressed Romantic” (36).
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Plato’s views on art did not deter the Romantics, because they reinterpreted the
significance of art in their own terms. They, too, proclaimed the value of art as powerful, but
interpreted this power as needed and favored. The Romantics used Plato because Plato’s
interest in art has the “possibility for transcendence, imaginative myth and symbolic imagery,” and
if employed “at the service of spiritual aspirations” the Romantic can make art meaningful. In
short, Plato acknowledged, possessed a “deep awareness of the transformative power of poetry”
(36). Although Plato proposed censorship, his ideas on the function and role of art in society
initiated this philosophical discussion for the next two and a half thousand years. Halliwell asserts
that this “point could be extended to music, and perhaps to other art too,” as we see the
Romantics taking advantage of, and this includes Nietzsche.
Halliwell’s article is helpful in discussing the role and importance of imagination in
Romanticism. Imagination can “draw upon forces which are rooted in, and grow out into, our
larger mental lives, the imagination cannot possess a freedom which outruns other sources of
value, and its potential to change us must be recognized as a possible source of corruption as
well as enrichment (36).” Halliwell asserts “any questions concerning aesthetics must be faced
with Plato’s ‘master idea’ that has the power to shape the life of the soul and that this power
requires the imagination to be ’ethically accountable for the uses to which tragedy is put’” (37).
Halliwell asserts that we should follow Nietzsche in this passionate thinking that any aesthetic
worth having will pose questions in the face of Plato.
Robert Yelle (2000) employs a theoretical approach from myth studies, rather than
aesthetics per se, in his article entitled, The ReBirth of Myth? Nietzsche’s Eternal Recurrence
and Its Romantic Antecedents. This article helps connect the mythic components of Nietzsche’s
The Birth of Tragedy to Romantic impulses, and questions just what the use of Nietzsche’s Greek
myth is. Yelle examines Romantic mythological influence on Nietzsche’s BT, and his Zarathustra
also drawing reader perspective of Nietzsche’s views on the tragic myth as a cyclical return of
Nietzsche’s attention to the myth itself as philosophy, and even further concluding that Nietzsche
united myth and philosophy on the basis of the Romantic mythic symbology of the Eternal
Recurrence.
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Yelle addresses the “increasing evidence of the influence of various Romantic thinkers
on Nietzsche’s early philosophy, especially on BT, with its announcement or prediction of a
rebirth of myth” (175). He argues that Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra is also mythopoeisis
because Nietzsche uses symbols, parable and riddles (terms which Yelle uses as synonymous
for the purposes of his inquiry) to extrapolate and constitute his aims for writing tragedy.
Yelle’s article concisely defines Nietzsche’s myth as an “idea and symbolism” of the
myth Dionysos “as a temporal cycle of opposites represented by various forms of the circle”
(175). He asserts that Nietzsche’s use of this Dionysos myth was influenced by tradition of
Romantic mythology” (175). This myth loops into the definition of Nietzsche’s Eternal Recurrence
(ER), which is the unconditional and infinitely repeated circular course of things. The ER is a
Romantic mythological doctrine established by Nietzsche’s predecessors, which was also for
Nietzsche a symbol of the unity of myth and philosophy. Yelle shows that the rebirth of myth out
of Nietzsche’s philosophy happened through his The Birth of Tragedy. His own attempt at the
mythopoeic distinguished him as a writer by a style of exposition he regarded as appropriate to
discussing myth (196). In other words, he used the myth to develop his own writing structure and
imaginative meaning of the philosophical subject, its cycle structure of the circle, especially the
ouroboros in Zarathustra, the snake circling around to devour its tail, symbolizing the eternal
recurrence of the rebirth of life through a symbolic, or otherwise, death.
Another significant point Yelle draws is that “if Nietzsche’s roots in Romantic antecedents
extended deeper than had previously been observed [by scholars] it is also the case that those
roots nourished the furthest leaves and branches of his philosophy (197).”

Moreover, Yelle

applies Nietzsche’s method of mythopoeisis by describing Nietzsche’s whole body of philosophy
as following that myth, from The Birth of Tragedy through to Zarathustra. In the end, Nietzsche’s
body of philosophy is the “antimythic myth:” his mature philosophy is an apotheosis of his earlier
Romantic self, thus completing the Eternal Recurrence, to being again.
Yelle also critically argues that Nietzsche placed the highest possible valuation on myth,
which he identified in Wagner, music, poetry, and tragedy. “Myth took form of symbol, images,
metaphor: thus the capacity of music to give birth to myth … and particularly the tragic myth …
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which expresses Dionysian knowledge in symbols [or “metaphors” Gleichnissen] (GT 16, KSA
107)” (Yelle, 197).
In this article, Nietzsche as Masked Romantic (1997), Picart poses her investigation into
Nietzsche’s philosophical ideas within Romanticism by arguing against Kaufmann’s view of
Nietzsche and arguing for Adrian del Caro’s assessment of Nietzsche as the “last Romanticist,” in
his book Nietzsche Contra Nietzsche (1989). She argues for seeing in Nietzsche Romantic
elements by including an iconographic analysis of two paintings of the Romantic period.
Picart challenges Kaufmann’s interpretation of Nietzsche on two accounts: the account of
Nietzsche as Romantic, and the account of reinterpreting the translation of some of Nietzsche’s
ideas in his texts. Kaufmann’s stance is that Nietzsche is against Romanticism. By reinterpreting
text, Picart argues that Kaufmann’s translations could be interpreted as containing alternative
meaning. Picart proposes alternative, subtle meaning in the translation of meaningful text as
significant to supporting Nietzsche as Romantic or not. Picart uses two paintings to illustrate
Romantic qualities expressed by painters and the comparison they serve for Nietzsche’s
Romantic text and ideas.
Philosopher Adrian Del Caro (1989) describes that while Nietzsche incorporated
classical aesthetics including texts into his philosophy, the “tension” he “embodied” (596) on the
Classical- Romantic debate gave Nietzsche his unique and powerful approach to writing.
Nietzsche was able to harness the intellectual debate between the role of classical Greece in
German thought and the Romantic aesthetics he fought against with his philological expertise
and, importantly, the mythopoeic: “…Nietzsche was not primarily a borrower; a unique dimension
of his contribution is the stress he placed on resurrecting the mythopoeic powers of Dionysus”
(del Caro 596). Nietzsche discussed the mythopoeic powers of Dionysus in the last sections of
his Birth of Tragedy, while he summarizes the meaning and function of Greek tragedy as the
manifestation of the Dionysian myth, the tragic myth, and that its modern manifestation was made
by Wagner. del Caro therefore concludes that this is Dionysian Classicism, for Nietzsche’s
struggle against Romanticism was against his own Romantic nature, and the Dionysian worked to
free himself from the “moral and religious absurdities” of Romantics (596). Del Caro also shows
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how this Dionysian Classicism was applied in Nietzsche’s philosophy (597). As I understand del
Caro, he argues that Nietzsche came to oppose Romanticism for it would only lead to decline, to
decadence. Because the Dionysian was life-affirming, Nietzsche, therefore, “challenged
Classicism with the presence of the Dionysian” while embracing Classicism. In this way,
Nietzsche critiqued political and cultural practices using the Dionysian concept. A shift took place
after his romantic definition of the Dionysian in The Birth of Tragedy and his later work, in which
he renounced his interpretation of philosophy as an artists’ metaphysics, which he proposed in
The Birth of Tragedy.
Also recognizing Nietzsche’s writing style and philosophizing as belonging to the field of
literature as much as to philosophy, scholar Michael Silk (2005) looks at Nietzsche’s ideas on
decadence and his definition as it describes something inseparable from humanity, and therefore
something not only ancient, modern, French or German. He focuses on the interrelated concept
of decadence and the Greeks. Decadence is essentially defined as anything—or those things—
that deny an affirmative stance towards living a full life. The importance of decadence to
Nietzsche’s philosophy especially grew stronger in his later philosophy. Nietzsche claimed to be
able to discuss decadence because he himself was decadent in earlier support of Wagner, but as
he also is the opposite, he is “uniquely qualified” to discuss it.
Decadence is a conflicted and multi-influenced concept concerning the construction of
art, culture and society, which Nietzsche grew rapidly to oppose. For Nietzsche, French literature,
Wagner, and even Plato and Socrates were decadent, a term he spelled in French so as to
distinguish it perhaps from being modern German. “For Nietzsche, decadence was any kind of
saying no to life; decadence was whatever defies and negates life, the real, and the world; and its
embodiments are everywhere in contemporary existence as we know it” (594). Silk makes an
important point that the Greek influence on German thought and philosophical and artistic
practice, asserting Nietzsche is an artist, is that there is an “anxiety of influence.” Nietzsche’s
influential Romantics, the “tyranny of the Greeks” (what is called of the influence of the ancient
Greeks and their culture over the German), and Christianity, all come together to create an
anxiety praying on the philosopher/artist who strives to differentiate between them, while knowing
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too much and not being able to “unknow” (602). This begs the question, “Can a nineteenth
century German become a Greek (or even “Greek”) artist?” (602). Silk calls this an “open conflict
between art and knowledge” that Nietzsche found himself in “this stasis at the heart of
Nietzsche’s own existence, this excess of thought, this extremity of agonizing about self and
artist, self and philosopher, self and world…” (602). This is an essentially modern and “antiinstinctive” predicament complicated by knowing what decadence is by being a decadent.
Nietzsche “identify[ed] decadence as a representative and essential condition of humanity, and
not merely some marginal historical phenomenon,” which is, according to Silk, “profound and
profoundly original.”
As a dancer who has viewed and experienced a variety of Duncan interpretations,
Nietzsche’s concern for decadence stimulates an inquiry on the idea of decadence as it relates to
Duncan. Although I am not able to fully discuss this here, the discussion can pose relevant. The
Duncan way of moving and expressing self through poetic, emotional attitudes and music, can
hover a fine line between decaying historical movement, self indulgence and contemporary
relevance. A dance based on the idea of being the tragic chorus as a solo dancer could be
interpreted in many ways by contemporary dancers. Duncan’s use of Wagner, Greek aesthetics,
and Romantic literature stand at the forefront of such a discussion. A dancer recreating an
interpretation of Duncan’s movement to Wagner’s music could very easily lead to an outrageous
embodiment of decadence that Nietzsche harshly criticized in his Attempt at Self-Criticism (1886)
(See Chapter 3). In his Attempt, a preface to the third printing of The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche
describes Wagner as having a drug-like effect on his audience. Nietzsche sees himself as having
succumbed to this hypnotic, addictive affect of Wagner’s ideas as put into practice in his music
and music dramas.
In his article, Genesis and Genealogy in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, literary scholar
Paul de Man addresses the Romantic within Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. He examines the
structure of the book and its affect and illusions for supporting its philosophy. De Man begins the
article by setting up the meaning of his terms genesis and genealogy, “tracing the impossibility of
a dialectical history in seeing origin and aim of its subject, Romanticism and its meaning as it also
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grew from the 18 to 19 to 20 centuries (44).” He sets out these terms within the challenges,
even impossibilities scholars have faced, or perhaps avoided in writing a history of Romanticism.
“No truly dialectical history” has been written (45).
This article deals with historiography and the problems scholars avoid in attempting to
write a history of a period with “conceptual categories,” including “subject, intent, negation,
totalization,” all “supported by the underlying metaphysical categories of identity and presence
(45).” He addresses The Birth of Tragedy as it fit in with this concept of historiography. de Man
calls The Birth of Tragedy “well suited” for such purpose and claims it needs little justification (45)
because of the nature and method of Nietzsche’s writing.
Nietzsche’s “work participates in the radical rejection of the genetic teleogy associated
with Romantic idealism” because its text is “unified” and because its ideas “spring from a common
source and converge toward a common end.” With its “unquestionable” genetic title, pointing to a
birth, or rebirth, the title describes the book’s motive, to create a history of the birth of tragedy and
a hint to its rebirth in contemporary thought. BT is representative of de Man’s use of the term
genetic. Nietzsche’s book is a genetic historiography. De Man argues that Nietzsche’s passage
which rebirths Dionysos in the “person” of Wagner (46) are “valueless as arguments since they
assume that the actual events of history are founded in “formal symmetries easy enough to
achieve in pictoral, musical or poetic fictions, but that can never predict the occurrence of a
historical event. (46).” However, de Man continues, this “weakness of the narrative coherence”
becomes much less important when one realizes that the diachronic, successive structure of The
Birth of Tragedy is in fact an illusion (46).”
Layers of meaning, as de Man asserts, can be found and are sturdier than the formal
symmetry of a narrative plot. Genetic is also defined as having layers of meaning, based on
genuine philosophical insight, versus manipulation of geometrical metaphors of Apollo, Dionysos
and Socrates.
de Man argues that Wagnerian modernity represents a movement from science to art,
which is a genetic structure. For example, a genetic development may be seen from Alexandrian
Greece to the truly modern man as a tension between art and epistemology functions. However,
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de Man states Nietzsche does not give an entirely original or respectable theory about the
importance of the chorus in Greek tragedy (47).
A review of these books and articles helps put into context my investigation into Duncan’s
use of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. These sources support the elements of Nietzsche’s book
that I see Duncan as having selected: Greek tragedy, a tragic philosophy, the tragic myth, and the
Romantic qualities, which were the intellectual and artistic atmosphere for her to interpret these
things. The function of Nietzsche’s discussion on the birth and life cycle of Greek tragedy, its
“genesis and genealogy,” serves as Duncan’s basis for a rebirth of dance. The myth of tragedy,
which is the genesis and genealogy of the Dionysian and Apollonian, is a Romantic mythic idea of
unending, regenerative life. The tragic idea is the idea of Greek tragedy put into philosophical
inquiry, which Nietzsche took up in his The Birth of Tragedy. Nietzsche’s growing concern over
decadence after The Birth of Tragedy helps to shape a perspective on Duncan and her use of
Wagner and Greek tragedy through Nietzsche’s first book.
Historical Writings on Romanticism
The German-born historian and U.S. immigrant George Mosse synthesized the vast
historical subject of the thoughts and events leading to the turn of the nineteenth century through
to the mid 1900s in his book, The Culture of Western Europe: Nineteenth and Twentieth (1988).
He begins with early German Romanticism, and he connects the “impulses” and ideas of this time
period to later ideologies in the following chapters, for example, Marxism and Nazism, pointing to
the similarities and differences between these later ideologies and their roots in early
Romanticism (Mosse 1988, 29). He follows the ideas through a variety of people who briefly
appear to illustrate a definition or point. In particular to my work, Mosse has been crucial to
gaining an understanding of the role historical events have played in shaping the attitudes,
desires, and practices, both philosophical and artistic, of those making up what he calls the
Romantic “mood” (29). He views Romanticism as a mood, because unlike Marxism or other
ideologies, no one individual came up with Romanticism, its definition, or a sole practice of it.
Romanticism developed as a mood of the people who wrote their ideas down and made art about
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ideas. Although commonalities may set up a working definition, different figures within this period
developed and expressed and created this mood differently.
I am using Mosse’s characteristic aspects as he defines Romanticism throughout the
book, including the poetry of life, pathology of souls (concept of human feelings concerning with
reconciling imposed dichotomy of self and nature, self and urbanization), the superior placement
of emotion, the idea of the individual and freedom, the direct use of ancient and medieval art and
lore, the idea of genius as a means to validate and honor a person, and the role of Christianity.
Romantic ideas were born out of several critical events, including living in an atmosphere of war.
Also, sociopolitical shifts toward an independent and individual way of thinking causally
developed as the idea of an individual life as separate from one’s country’s rule came to
consciousness and had not been seen before in history. As an individual set out on his conquest
to individualism, or was pushed to do so, feelings of alienation, also propelled by industrialization,
impelled people to join together on grounds separate from traditional means of family, religion,
and rural living. People came together on the basis of ideas that were made into literature and,
eventually, painting and photography.
Together, the texts of Mosse and the historian George Williamson have afforded rich
material to apply to my study on Duncan and Nietzsche. I have looked to Williamson’s book The
Longing for Myth: Religion and Aesthetic Culture from Romanticism to Nietzsche (2004) to gain
even more specific understanding of the main figures of early German Romanticism who set in
place the characteristics of Romanticism. Whole chapters on important figures including Schiller,
Goethe, Wagner, and Nietzsche have proven essential to understanding Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy within Romanticism. Williamson’s information on the Wagner-Nietzsche relationship has
clarified my understanding of their relationship, and this has helped me to discuss Duncan’s use
of both Wagner and Nietzsche. For example, while MacDougall stated his wonderment as to why
Duncan would have gone to Bayreuth to dance in Wagner’s opera in the first place (MacDougall
1960, 89),
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understanding her attachment to Nietzsche and Wagner’s importance to Nietzsche

adds to MacDougall’s statement as well as to the Duncan literature in general. Williamson asserts
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For MacDougall’s account of Duncan at Bayreuth, see pages 89–94.
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that Nietzsche based his interpretation of Greek tragedy upon Wagner’s interpretation of Greek
tragedy (Williamson 2004, 195, 238-239). I have been able to make sense of Nietzsche devoting
his first book to Wagner, and using this to also make sense of the reasons why Kaufmann feels
the book “reads like a parody of Wagner,” as he states in his introduction (Kaufmann 1967, 19).
Heinrich Heine’s (1797–1856) essays The Romantic School and Concerning the History
of Religion and Philosophy in Germany, both translated by Helen Mustard, prove invaluable as a
primary source on criticisms concerning Romanticism. His skillful writing style and observations
make him one of the most influential German writers (Hermand, 1985, vii). He is typically well
known for his poetry, and his critical essays challenge the weaving of poetry and prose spiced
with humor and wit. Nietzsche reflects this style of weaving poetry and prose in The Birth of
Tragedy, though it is Nietzsche’s Attempt at Self-Criticism that flourishes with biting wit. The
editors of this Heine collection, Jost Hermand and Robert Holub, acknowledge Heine’s influence
on Nietzsche in their introduction (in general, not specifically on The Birth of Tragedy) (vii).
Heine’s analysis of the development of Romanticism and its ideas, which he traces
through the literary history in Germany, is significant to the problems perceivable concerning
Duncan’s use of The Birth of Tragedy. Ideas particular to Romanticism developed against
neoclassicism, and Goethe’s death marks the point where German literature shifted for Heine.
Heine views these new writers as having created a sort of “‘doctrine’ because this school began
with a critical examination of the art works of the past and with a recipe for the art works of the
future” (Hermand 1985, 16). Important to note is Heine’s influence on Wagner. Wagner’s essay
“Artwork of the Future” (1849), which influenced Nietzsche and Duncan (as seen in Duncan’s
essay “Dance of the Future”), was obviously lifted from Heine’s comment. Wagner’s use of
Heine’s other writings for his operas is documented. Williamson discusses Heine’s influence on
Wagner (Williamson 2004, 183), for example, as do other scholars. Using artworks of the past to
create artworks of the future, Heine argues, is problematic because, for example, classical art
was not metaphorical, but the stories and images in Romantic literature are intended to mean
something other than what they are (Hermand 1985, 8). Through metaphorical and symbolic
belief and method, this literature promoted a promise of relaying secret mysteries about life and
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human experience, and was also used to create a substitute religion to replace Christianity, as
well as a way for political and religious regimes to maintain control over the masses. Drawing
from Heine’s definitions of Romanticism as gleaned from his insights and criticism on
Romanticism has helped me to substantiate a definition of Romanticism through which to look at
Nietzsche’s book, and ultimately, Duncan and her art. Duncan made a dance in whose “body is
the symbol of the soul,” and contains the “gods in us” (Duncan 1928, 103): A “genius” whose
body found freedom in moving, draped in silk, dancing to music never before danced to onstage
made a calling gesture to the tragic art of the past with forearm pointing to the tragic art of the
future. Duncan is a perfect Romantic figure by definition.
While I will not include an analysis of scholarship on the subject of Greek tragedy, its
historical development and its aesthetic philosophy, I include some of Kaufmann’s valuable
comments and insights on Nietzsche to help me shape the significance of The Birth of Tragedy to
Duncan’s dance aesthetics. Kaufmann’s outlook on Nietzsche shows appreciation for who he was
and the contributions he made, not separate from any faults his writings had or may have had.
Kaufmann seems devoted to picturing Nietzsche with honesty and verity; for example, he
concludes his translator’s introduction by stating with regard to the Attempt at Self-Criticism
(1886), “‘This Attempt,’ in which Nietzsche ‘enumerates’ the faults in The Birth of Tragedy, shows
us not only a brilliant writer who has grown far beyond the level of his first performance, but a
great human being” (Kaufmann 1967, 13). In fact, it was Kaufmann whose publication of
Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist, that changed the hostile belief that Nietzsche
and his philosophy supported Nazism, and “Nietzsche scholarship was never the same again”
(Gay 2000, xi).
Peter Gay’s views on Kaufmann’s Nietzsche scholarship confirms Kaufmann’s standing
authority and thoroughness: “It is safe to say that in the course of the twentieth century no
American academic study has had a wider, and more fully deserved, impact than Kaufmann’s
Nietzsche. Kaufmann made it possible to see Nietzsche plain” (Gay 2000, xiv).
In addition to his introduction to The Birth of Tragedy and Case Wagner, Walter
Kaufmann’s Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist (1974) is helpful in gaining a broader
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understanding of Nietzsche and his body of philosophy. Kaufmann analyzes Nietzsche’s body of
work to examine his role as each, as well as his tremendous significance to Western thought. His
look into Nietzsche’s use of “antichrist” has helped raise questions about LaMothe’s use of
language and omission of language, where she asserts that Duncan’s project for dance was an
employment of Nietzsche’s project for re-valuing Christian values (LaMothe 2006). While
LaMothe does not state that Duncan was an antichrist, I see LaMothe’s avoidance of this
question, and wonder if this is what she is saying without naming it. In addition to biographical
history, chapters of this work include one on Nietzsche’s writing methods, his use of art and
attitudes toward writing history, his use of Socrates, the major themes occurring in later works—
the Uberman, Eternal Recurrance, the Will to Power—all which could be applied to a future study
on Duncan’s philosophy.

Embodied Memory and Experiential Practice
Discerning the meaning of Duncan dance by contending memory, experience, and scholarship, I
present a historical outlook in the lens of my body that will support the later proposition for a
movement practice as I discuss in the concluding chapter. In addition to literature in the traditional
sense, I add my understanding of Duncan dance as I have danced this dance for over twelve
years. Along with this I bring the challenge of putting into words the physical, emotional, and
imagining experience that I have encountered dancing. Even more challenging is differentiating
between my dance experience, my former approach, my present approach, and the philosophical
problems and criticisms raised concerning The Birth of Tragedy and Romanticism. I have been
faced with questioning the value of this dance as the practice I learned from a mixture of
teachers, and then potentially seeing this dance in a new way after having been challenged with
serious criticism that may not be separable from the dance. In particular, criticism against an
aesthetics based on Romanticism and/or Christianity, whether in literature, dance, or even
theories on myth, have pushed this aesthetic confrontation of philosophical beliefs and practices.
I do not want to answer any such questions with the pushed-into-a-corner response that we
should “take the good and leave the bad.” I have asked myself the following questions: Do the
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same movements/dances/ideas have the same meaning?

Do they have to have the same

meaning in order to continue a dance practice? Can the dance practice itself still have meaning at
all? What shifted in the duration of my practice? If the dance’s ideas are tied to philosophical
beliefs burdened by problems of religion, philosophy and sociopolitical concerns, how does one
justify—to oneself and to others—the meaning within this dance? Does one simply re-vision the
movements and what they originally symbolized into something new, relevant, and acceptable?
Does one change the idea itself for making a symbolic, metaphorical dance? In other words, can
one have a spiritually healthy/soulful symbolic practice in contrast to an unhealthy one? To
answer these questions, I confronted looking at my history in the dance and in this sense un-myth
Isadora.
The Isadora Duncan International Conference held in Budapest in 2002 made apparent
several things. The groups who performed “Duncan choreography” were from the United States
and these groups also led fairly traditional Duncan dance class workshops. Other groups, such as
the one from Czech Republic, simply acknowledged Duncan as the mother of modern dance, and
a couple of those dancers revealed their surprise at the groups who presented choreography. As
two asked me, “Is that really Duncan?” expressing feelings that their Graham-based movement
was perhaps more modern or real dancing or good. It seemed odd to me that they danced at a
conference dedicated to Duncan with no understanding of Duncan, but this is one of many
examples of Duncan dance being used for performance opportunities with no real connection or
desire for the dance.
The most interesting group participating in the conference was Heptachor, or Musical
Movement, a Russian group of psychologists who practice/d movement as a direct response to
music, and a means to express and affect the body and psyche, psychological and emotional
states of the human being (www.heptachor.ru). This group exemplifies using psychology in a
healthy and competent expertise. Following the experienced practitioners, participants of their
workshop ran in a circle in what I recognized as a Duncan run, practiced jumping from foot to
foot, and practiced falling forward. Falling forward, the participants worked to “let go” and give
themselves over to the weight and force of their bodies as each fell forward in a rhythmic
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repetition while facing each other in a circle. I enjoyed the freshness, the intelligence, the
openness, the non-self-righteousness of this group; and although this was not a practice of
ecstasy or self-indulgence, this group’s members danced joyfully. The meaningfulness of this
group’s connection to Duncan could enrich a study on not only Duncan dance and psychology,
but in dance and psychology in general.
Referring to my master’s thesis also provides an anchor to my interpretation and practice
up to early 2000. My thesis entitled “The Mythic Body: Duncan and ‘The Priestess,’” called a
“performance thesis,” was the culmination of the master’s program at The Gallatin School of
Individualized Study at New York University. The performance thesis comprised several parts: the
performance itself, a background essay discussing the theoretical and creative support for the
performance, an artistic aims essay, and a technical essay. I restaged Duncan’s dance “The
Priestess,” as taught to me by Adrienne Ramm, choreographed dances, and had guest artists.
This thesis also serves as a reference point for my outlook on practicing Duncan presently, and
reconstructing and teaching in the future. In the background essay, I supported the creative
methodology to reconstructing and creating dances in the manner in which I understood Duncan
as having engaged. I drew on Joseph Campbell’s work on myth, as also based on the idea of the
hero’s journey and Jungian archetypes, as well as Karl Kerenyi’s definition of Dionysos and
primary source material including Euripides’ play Iphigenia. Based on Duncan’s words, I
connected her employment to the body and dance Nietzsche’s Apollinian and Dionysian from The
Birth of Tragedy and its meaning with regard to Thus Spoke Zarathustra, although not as this
essay’s theoretical frame. The frame of myth theory I used at that time needs more work in the
face of aesthetic and philosophical criticism on theories on myth.
For me, part of un-mything Isadora was to distance myself from some of the personal
approaches to Duncan dancing that I felt did not work for me, so I went back to what brought me
to this dance in the first place. As I came to be interested in studying Duncan through my interest
in myth and dance as a concept, I had already developed an approach to working with myth.
While I enriched my studies on myth with theories, this crossed over into psychology because a
major approach to studying myth is through a psychological lens. I began looking at psychological
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approaches to the study of myth in college during a classical mythology course in which we
looked at Joseph Campbell’s Hero with a Thousand Faces and The World of Myth Series, which
first aired on PBS in 1987. Campbell’s approach to myth is largely based upon analytic
psychologist Carl Gustav Jung’s theory of archetypes, and is thus a Western approach. I studied
further into approaches to myth at the Avalon Institute in Colorado, in courses taught by an
archetypal psychologist and his wife. Part of these studies included Freud, Reich’s approach to
the body and psychology, and Hillman’s archetypal psychology. Through studies on myth in my
bachelor’s programs and post-baccalaureate studies, I developed an understanding and use of
myth in a creative manner for dancing and writing that I applied to the aesthetics of Duncan
dance. I was therefore able to assess and look critically at any given use of myth in Duncan
dance.
Later at Pacifica Graduate Institute, I gained a deepened understanding of approaches to
myth by looking at anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, and conducting more specific work on
Freud, Jung, and the post-Jungians, including Wilhelm Geigrich and Hillman. A healthy approach
to personalizing myth as a creative process was the subject of a course that was part of the Ph.D.
curriculum, called Personal Mythology. Students developed projects centered on a myth personal
to each student and addressed personal exploration of the meaning of myth in one’s life. In some
dance workshops outside this institute, I experienced a use of myth that contradicted my intuitive
use of myth, as well as the academic approaches I had gained in such studies.
In a movement setting that was not promoted as dance therapy, I witnessed figures from
Greek mythology being used as a way to psychologically diagnosis students. Students did not
select their myth—the myth was posited as a “universal” psychological experience. Because no
safety precautions were implemented, I saw students become hurt, emotionally and
psychologically, and I saw this as an instructor’s unqualified experimentation project and even as
a way to control and assert some power over the students. With all the study and work on myth I
have done, even in psychology-based settings (courses in depth psychology and myth), I have
yet to witness any interpretation or practice of myth so distorted and tortured, and it felt like being
in a cult. Like other dance practices, Duncan dance is not impervious to cult mentality.
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As Norma Adler discussed in her article “Reconstructing the Dances of Isadora Duncan
in the United States” (Adler 1984), the differences between teachers and practitioners are
important, for that is where the personality of the dancer enters. Although written over twenty
years ago, the article is still relevant and provides information that is current, even if it is limited to
four sources. Adler’s article addressed the transmission of the dances by drawing on information
gained in interviewing Duncan scholars and dancers including Kay Bardsley, Julia Levien,
Adrienne Ramm, and Lori Belilove. Three of Duncan’s original six performing students passed
down the dances in the United States: Irma, Maria-Theresa, and Anna. Over the years memory
played the most important role in teaching, and if a movement was forgotten, the dancer would
put in her own “in Isadora’s style” (60). Adler confirms, “Kay Bardsley, a protégée of MariaTheresa, recalls that Maria-Theresa constantly changed things as she taught and retaught the
same dances.” Furthermore, “it is impossible to say which of these changes are a return to
Isadora’s choreography and which are further deteriorations of her intent” (60). The intent, the
meaning of the dances, is considered more important than if one does this movement beginning
on the left foot versus the right foot.
Adler named the “physical manifestations of the teacher’s personality” as a “major” and
“highly controversial” problem on reconstructing as I also experienced over tens years after she
wrote the article. What is problematic, she confirmed, is that these characteristics “might be
transmitted along with the intended movement.” While

…this danger occurs in teaching all types of dances, … it is a greater problem in
teaching Isadora’s dances. According to Duncan dancer Lori Belilove, Isadora’s
dances are specifically structured “with a little bit more room than in most dance
forms” so that a great deal of the dancer’s individuality will come across in
performance. Isadora sought “that dance which might be the divine expression of
the human spirit through the body's movement.” She encouraged her students to
discover this “divine expression” inside themselves and allow it to unfold from
their bodies. (61)
My experience in learning the technique is that some personalities are more bound up within the
movement than with other dancers’ interpretations. It is definitely visible if one were to watch
various performers. If one learns movement from an interpreter whose movement interpretation is
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dominated by the personality, the student needs to work harder to decode what is essential and
what is artifice and affectation. Watching or learning from a variety of dancers, after a rich study
on representations of Duncan’s movements (paintings, etc.), is an imperative to un-myth the
personalities and artifice. This is useful in developing one’s own interpretation and in finding one’s
own uniqueness through the commonalities that become evident through physical practice and
observation.
Going back to the above quote, from this description an analogy to Romantic expressions
can be made—an idea of divine emoted from personal soul makes for the Romantic idea of
pathology of souls (Mosse 1988). If we look at Duncan’s attitude that dancers should be
individuals and not imitate her, we can postulate her struggle with an ideal dance and her desire
to be the sole genius. Somehow, the method would be “imitated” by simple fact of being at her
schools and engaging in daily practice of movement in this method. But this leads to the
conclusion that students were not supposed to end up with the same outcome as Duncan. The
dance then would be created by the same method and means and ideas, but the conclusion of
becoming a performer on Duncan’s level was not her intention. This seems strange—how does
one simultaneously train to be a dancer in life, believing dance is a life practice, and not desire to
be good and a performer? The style of her movement and its approach and practice stopped
being unique to one individual when she opened her first school in Grünewald. Interpreting the
structured Duncan vocabulary with one’s personality only makes it a dance of individuality within
that technique. An individual dancer may experience the dance as her own by finding it a vehicle
for her personality’s expression.
A deeper embodiment of the dance would be reached if the dancer followed Duncan’s
method of creating the dance itself. One would gain an aesthetic basis for approaching an
embodiment of the dance, as well as an understanding of its development from an experiential
perspective. More specifically, I point to the study and understanding of classical aesthetics with
respect to form and the embodiment of nature’s forces. For example, if a dancer wants to clarify
the body’s relationship to line, he or she should study ancient Greek sculpture and friezes at The
British Museum, at which Duncan spent days. The use of the body’s weight that these artists
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captured are what Duncan applied to her body and movement: she applied the shifting of weight
from the contra-posto relationship of torso to hips, subtle rotation of the spine, and the particular
use of the head as an enlivened extension of the spine. She applied artists’ and stories’
depictions of nature’s forces to her dynamic quality of movements.
While studying the aesthetic sources, there were basic principles of movement I needed
to comprehend—primarily moving from the solar plexus, which is unique to Duncan and was very
new to my classical ballet and jazz training. Even though jazz and other dance forms I studied,
including Middle Eastern, move the ribcage with isolated movements, moving from the solar
plexus was different. Duncan defined the solar plexus as the “movement from the soul,” as is
widely documented throughout the literature. She also stated her belief that the solar plexus was
the “temporal home of the soul” (Duncan 1928, 48), the emotional center of expression. She did
not specifically define the location of the solar plexus; however, in her writings it is assumed that
the reader, listener or audience knew what the solar plexus was and where it was located in the
body. We need the combination of teachers and Duncan’s writings and other perhaps relevant
literature to assess the location and its impetus for movement.
Certainly Duncan’s definition of the solar plexus as the temporal home of the soul was
Romantic, ancient Greek, and these read through Nietzsche.

28

Finding the location of the solar

plexus for oneself within the body may be personal preference. Some teachers locate it higher in
the chest area than Julia Levien taught and describes in her book Duncan Dance: A Guide for
Young People Ages Six to Sixteen (Levien 1994). According to the glossary, the solar plexus, as
the body’s center (in contrast to the pelvis in classical modern dance) is:

… the radical center from which all motion emanates. Located physically
in the front of the chest under the ribs, it is the diaphragm muscle that is
responsible for breathing and responsive to emotional stimuli. It contracts to
negative feelings, pain or fear, and expands with the positive, joy or love. This
“center” must activate the dance with both locomotive and gestural movements in
order for the dance to appear genuine and communicative. (97–98)
28

It also stands to contrast, among other thoughts, Rene Descartes’ (1596–1650) definition of the
pineal gland as “the principal seat of the soul and the place in which all our thoughts are formed,”
a belief that characterizes the Age of Reason / Rationalism, on which he was a primary
philosophical influence (http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/pineal-gland/ (accessed August 27,
2008).
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The location that Levien attributes to the solar plexus within the body physiologically explains
Isadora Duncan’s description of the solar plexus as the “center of man,” and the “emotional,
human feelings soulfulness seat of that center. I agree that in order to be genuine and
communicative a dancer must activate the solar plexus and summon from this psychophysiological center. This center communicates in the wave motion of a sinking in and expanding
outward range of human condition. I learned to move with this consciousness and emotive
attention to the solar plexus. I recall in a workshop with Julia Levien in September 1998, where
Julia taught us to curve over the spine in a standing forward bend, which she called the “Hair Pin
Curve.” Participants were encouraged to find the highpoint of the hairpin curve until the physical
mark of the largest-perceived vertebra could be perceived and physically felt, and this was the
highest point of the curve. This vertebra is thoracic vertebra number 12, and it corresponds to the
solar plexus. This exercise was used as preparation to find and understand the curve for
movements in the dances, and found varying dynamic expression in the range of dances, from
the love dances and natural, lyrical “Narcissus”, to the tragic or strong works, such as “The
Priestess,” “The Furies,” and “Funeral March.” This curve, as far as I understand it, is the basic
curve that all movements pass through on the wave motion.
By going to the body itself and through the movement itself, I am able to confront the
process of un-mything Isadora’s dance. My practice of the movement anchors my interpretation
of the dance for me. I have had to un-myth my own personal preferences to this movement that
have influenced my approach and embodiment of this dance. I informed my physical and
emotional interpretation of Duncan as translated through my body with my background as a
dancer and as a researcher of myth and classical studies. My sense of form and line and body in
relation to space developed from typical American suburban dance education—classical ballet,
tap, and jazz. My family background and celebratory events, which included dancing, and studies
in other cultural dances, informed me on new ways of moving. Middle Eastern dance, the name
my teachers use over the popular term “Belly Dancing,” was fresh in my body just prior to
studying Duncan, and I drew on this movement in improvisational studies. The sensual as
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cultivated in these dances was at the forefront of my interest in dance—sensual as distinct from
sexual. As it would happen, this manner of moving prepared me for approaching the underlying
motion of the wave in Duncan dance, and the awakening of the torso and the pelvis as part of this
wave motion, even the total body. It also helped orient the idea of moving from the solar plexus to
my body in relation to the wave motion. The breath would fill the entire body, and focus would be
placed on the movement as coming from the solar plexus, the seat of emotional life and
expression, according to Duncan. The emotional expression in Duncan dance is necessary or the
dance is not what it was conceived to be as Duncan’s words describe it. It would appear artificial,
graceful without substance. The breath enlivening consciousness and physicality to the solar
plexus could bring emotion into the wave motion and therefore into any movement and dance.
The motion of the wave is a pulling back and moving up and over, spilling over, and as in
the waltz, continues to begin again. Standing at the shore of an ocean, this motion of a wave can
be studied. One can observe the wave pulling back from the shore, drawing up and over, and
building, it spills over to begin again. Then, one translates this motion into terms of the moving
body by initiating this motion from the solar plexus, while keeping grounded through the legs, feet
and lower body. The pelvis and spine ride along this wave motion.
I practiced the wave through movement studies and dances. The shift in weight from side
to side in the movement study Tanagras, named for figurines positioned in various daily practices,
moves through seamlessly specifically simple stances. This study is passed on by teachers and
done in schools, though was apparently not a dance Duncan did onstage. The first posture
practices the framing of self and focusing eyes out into the world in a panoramic scanning of the
horizon. The following postures gesture fastening a clip to a shoulder scarf, fastening a sandal
strap, portray “fight” and “flight,” then picking a flower and walking with a gesture to the sky. The
final posture practices lying down. The wave motion not only moves the dancer from posture to
posture, flowing, but also propels the dancer in a simple emotional connection to water. In this
movement study I was able to explore various qualities and movement dynamics: moving slowly
and contemplatively; drawing strength from the earth up through the body; swift changes of
weight moving through motions of fleeing that travels throughout the movement. I attended to the
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earth, sky, and horizon as located within the body and the self in terms of relationship to space
and philosophical meaning.
I practiced the Dionysian movement, which is based on Nietzsche’s definition, as a class
study and as part of some dances. It could be done slow, sustained and deeply connected to the
earth, as in The Priestess; or quicker and ecstatic as in the Bacchanal. This movement could be
seen as representative of the heart of Duncan’s philosophy in motion and meaning. It is like the
figures on a Grecian vessel, with a particular movement into it and a run, or other harmonious
quality, out of it. In The Priestess (Gluck’s Iphigenia en Tauride), while maintaining a deep lunge,
the arms could have a more visible ripple and dripping quality as they fall from the solar plexus,
which opens and reaches toward the sky. The head follows this slow and suspending dynamic
until it drapes back to find its last point in space before it recovers on the edge of the body’s wave
to return to begin the next movement. In contrast, the Dionysian, as I danced it in The Bacchanal
and the Scherzo (whose dance concerns Dionysos specifically) of Schubert’s Symphony in C
Major, captures the ecstatic idea of the Dionysian through embodying the passionately opened
solar plexus, almost as in a thrust as resultant to the swift unfurling from the concavity of the
oppositional drawing in curve of the solar plexus, torso, and pelvis. Here, I pounced into the
Dionysian, more as in the manner of an animal like a cat, evoking the more impersonal and
transcendent of human movement quality. This, too, contrasts the slow and deep dynamism of
the very human Priestess Iphigenia. The arms marked the spot, the ending pose, sharply, though
not in a stiff or halting manner.
The idea of the Dionysian is the dancing maenad, Dionysian worshipper (female), who
holds in her hand the thyrsus (a fennel stalk with a pinecone attached to the top with rattles),
which is used to mark the spot of the Dionysian ritual, or as in the dance Priestess, Iphigenia
preparing for a different sacrificial ritual (her brother’s). The Bacchanal celebrates the Dionysian
festival and ritual to the god. The Priestess does not attribute any mythology in particular to
Dionysos in subject matter, but is based on Euripides’ Iphigenia in Tauris. Philosophically, the
movement embraces the balance between Apollo and Dionysos in terms of movement
dynamism: the ecstatic and free quality, the physical, spiritual, and intellectual abandon of
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Dionysos is made doable, performable, encased by the precision, balance and accuracy of
decisive Apollo. If it were all about Dionysos, the dance would have no shape—it would fall apart.
What I experienced in Duncan dance was not a simplistic movement style made of
gestures that look Greek and maybe pretty. I experienced the potential to find deeper
philosophical places of human thought and emotion that challenge reflection on our existence in
harmony with this planet. The thoughts were there; they were also embraceable. It was a dance
of possibilities. While the Romantics made paintings or told stories that evoke emotion and
meaning for the witness through contemplation, Duncan’s dances embodied the actual motions of
nature and this embodiment and the practice of this embodiment takes the contemplative act to
an experiential place bringing that philosophy to a deeper experience, knowing, understanding
and reconciling with it. It becomes living it. It becomes Body.
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CHAPTER 3
LONGING FOR THE TRAGIC MYTH: ROMANTIC IMPULSES BETWEEN ISADORA,
NIETZSCHE AND ROMANTIC MOOD
A “longing for the tragic myth” is a play on historian George Williamson’s title, A Longing For Myth
(2002). Williamson’s study focuses on the attitude toward myth and its meaning to early German
Romantics through to Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. The attitude toward myth is a longing.
Williamson highlights a quote from Schiller, who expressed the meaning of this poetic attitude on
life itself: “The ancients’ was that of possession, ours is that of longing.” The ancients in this view
held in their possession a poetic and passionate life. The Romantics longed for this way of life
and it was through the ancients’ repository of myth that the Romantics could gain access to their
way of decoding the mysteries of life. Myth, as marked through story, art and architecture
contained a wisdom and passion for life. The only thing a modern German could do was to adapt
this perception into contemporary thought and creativity through intuition, memory and creating. I
echo Williamson’s title to draw attention to Isadora Duncan’s connection to the thinkers of early
German Romanticism through her use of Nietzsche’s book. Duncan’s dance and Nietzsche’s
The Birth of Tragedy are connected by this shared attitude toward the past. Even though I
discuss this in terms of the past, I see the importance of emphasizing that Nietzsche and Duncan
were two creators who were conscious not to imitate things Greek. This chapter discusses the
significance of this longing for ancient Greece as a non-imitative way to create new dance at the
turn of the twentieth century.
The myth for both Duncan and Nietzsche was the tragic myth. In fact, it was through
Nietzsche that the tragic myth was significant to Duncan, especially in her application of the idea
to the moving, creating body. The tragic myth is based on the ancient Greek deity of Dionysos.
In ancient Greece this god governed tragedy and the theatre in which plays were produced. He
was also the god of wine. Reading this through a Romantic lens, Nietszche used the Dionysos
myth to represent intoxication for life itself. Duncan, influenced by this, viewed her dance as
intoxication.
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Introduction
In this chapter I argue that Isadora Duncan’s use of Greek tragedy needs to be seen through the
lens of Nietzsche’s philosophy as told in his first book, The Birth of Tragedy (BT). To understand
Nietzsche’s use of tragedy, I examine the Romantic “mood” to help understand the adaptation of
an ancient art form being used in contemporary or “modern29” philosophy. Using ancient Greek
tragedy as a philosophical pursuit into questions concerning the human condition and experience
was an idea particular to German thinkers within Romanticism. This idea is called the tragic idea
(See Schmidt 2004, Felski 2006, and Lambropoulos 2006). In this historical context, Nietzsche
developed his own tragic philosophy in BT. Throughout the next three chapters, I show that
Isadora Duncan applied the philosophy of BT to the terms of the moving body—to dance.
Romanticism helps to interpret the many layers of Nietzsche’s analysis of art and
culture in his The Birth of Tragedy. Yet, the question driving this chapter concerns the Romantic
mood as it emerged from Isadora Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s philosophy from this book. I
discuss her experience when she encountered Nietzsche’s philosophy and its subsequent
influence. Duncan, already surrounded by the Romantic mood, decided in 1903 that The Birth of
Tragedy was to have a central role in creating dance. The tension between Romantic impulses
played out in Duncan’s life and her dance ideas.
I use three scholars to hone in on the Romantic antecedents of Nietszche and tragic
philosophy, which Nietzsche developed and Duncan applied to her dance. George Williamson
(2002) highlights the Romantic emotional dynamic toward ancient Greece as a longing for myth.
Dennis Schmidt (2004) examines the idea of the tragic idea, or tragic philosophy, as a philosophic
pursuit in German philosophic thought. George Mosse describes some of the major
characteristics of what he calls the Romantic mood in his historical discussion on Romanticism
stretching over a span of 100-150 years. Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy is an
embodiment of some of the major characteristics historian George Mosse names in his historical
discussion on Romanticism, as I will show in this chapter. In addition to Williamson’s examination

Schmidt uses the term contemporary and not modern to distinguish the German thinkers from
the ancients. Others like Lambropoulos use modern. I do not think a semantic debate is
meaningful here, so I use them interchangeably.
29
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on the attitude of longing as it pertains to myth and the past, other characteristics include the
concept of a pathology of souls, an attitude toward life as poetic, the superiority of emotion over
reason, and the idea of individuality as primary voice and expression.
I aim to show that Isadora Duncan’s use of The Birth of Tragedy, the way she learned
of this book, and her personal encounters surrounding her performance to Wagner’s music are
evocative of the impulses of the Romantic mood. Discussing the Romantic characteristics as an
emotional, poetic striving for individualistic expression supports an understanding of Duncan’s
th

dance philosophy in context and her driving force for creating the new dance for the 20 century.
The Romantic mood supported and encouraged her use of Nietzsche’s book. Through this book
she attached herself to his attention to the tragic idea and used it to create her dance.
I have divided this chapter into subheadings. I begin with defining the tragic idea, or
idea of the tragic, in the section, Brief History and Definition of The Tragic Idea. Within this
section, I have two subheadings, Isadora and the Tragic Idea and Nietzsche and the Tragic Idea,
which look at, respectively, their use of the tragic idea. Next I move on to discussing the
Importance of Greece, for both Isadora and Nietzsche. A longing for Greece in both study (in
art, in text) and practice (in dance, in writing, in teaching) helped establish the ground for using
Greek Tragedy as a basis for philosophic inquiry. The section, Romantic Mood: Revisioning
Greece & Greek Tragedy, considers the Romantic impulses in both Duncan and Nietzsche. I
begin by establishing Romanticism as a mood. In the sections, Isadora Duncan as Romantic and
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy as Romantic, I give an overview on the texts of both Duncan and
Nietzsche as revealing some Romantic discourse and quality. Next, I look at some of the
elements characteristic of Romanticism in the following sections: Poetry of Life; Poetic
Expression, Longing and Pathology of Souls; Longing, Spiritual Essence; Nature; and Ancient
and Medieval. I then look at Duncan’s retelling of her time dancing at Wagner’s Bayreuth
Festival, as one practice of Nietzsche’s philosophy, in the section Duncan’s Embodiment of The
Birth of Tragedy. In the section Nietzsche meets Wagner, I address the importance of Wagner’s
influence on Nietzsche only as it offers some background on Nietzsche’s interpretation on Greek
tragedy, and thereby Duncan’s use of it. The final section looks at the conflicting statements
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made by Duncan regarding Wagner as if looking through Nietzsche’s texts The Birth of Tragedy
and its preface, The Attempt At Self-Criticism. This section is entitled, The Importance of
Nietzsche’s Self-criticism on his The Birth of Tragedy as It Relates to Duncan,
Romanticism, and Duncan’s Connection to Wagner Through Nietzsche. In the conclusion, I
postulate implications concerning seeing Duncan’s use of the tragic idea through the lens of
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. I postulate implications of seeing his book as one with
30

Romantic antecedents , qualities and foes (by foe I point to Nietzsche himself as his own foe, as
well as his foe-to-be, Wagner). I postulate the implications for understanding the Romantic
antecedents in Duncan and her dance.
Brief History and Definition of The Tragic Idea
The tragic idea was a philosophic belief extracted from ancient Greek tragedies by German
philosophers following Kant. German philosophers looked to Greek tragedy to help them analyze
two main issues. The first is to understand the limits of philosophy to develop a rich human life .
This concern stemmed from concerns that art surpassed what philosophy can do for humanity.
The second is the basic role of art in life.

Art here does not mean all art. Art means Greek

tragedy.
This inquiry into the limits of philosophy departed from the basic Greek influences on
German culture. Many philosophers of the time asserted that art surpassed the limits of
philosophy. For the first philosopher to work in this area, Schelling, philosophy had reached the
limits of what it can do for humanity. Art has the power to reach beyond philosophical limits and
fulfill a real human but arational need—the aesthetic experience as educational healing (Schmidt
73-83). As Lombropoulos (2006) points out, the philosophers of this time worked in a dialectical
conversation, weaving together ideas on art and philosophy. Nietzsche worked within this
dialectic, and his rhetorical style imitates this conversation. The Birth of Tragedy is exemplary of
this interweaving as told via a poetic, artistic—mythopoetic—manner. I will keep in mind this
overarching issue as I move through Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy and Duncan’s texts and
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Robert Yelle (2000) connects Nietzsche’s cyclic discussion on tragedy to the Romantic
mythology of the ouroboros, the image of the snake devouring its own tail, as it symbolizes the
cyclical eternal return.
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dance. I think that as dance scholars, some grapple with the ways of writing about dance and
merging scholarship with experience, and this is in a parallel discourse to Nietzsche’s poetic
philosophy in his book.
Schmidt outlines two phases of this dialectical conversation. The first phase begins with
followers of Kant, starting with Schelling.,,. This is the geneology of Nietszche, Schmidt
attributes to Kant the critical role of “shif[ting] the paradigm” in Western thought, thereby “…
inaugurat[ing] a revolution in the frameworks for self-understanding defining Western thought
(75).”
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By this shift, philosophers of the time viewed tragedy as an art to deal with basic

questions of life. Kant made “an opening gesture” by which a “backdrop” was set to take this
attitude into a deep philosophical pursuit. Rather than specific analysis on Greek tragedy, this
“backdrop” encouraged philosophers to view Greek tragedy as an art to judge, create and
develop philosophy.
Kant’s ideas were continued by both Schelling and Hegel. Dialoguing with Kant,
Schelling introduces Greek tragedy as an ethical issue as it brings “insights” concerning “human
freedom” (76). Hegel “wedd[ed]” “the idea of the tragic” - “life as torn, conflicted and agonized” to “the speculation which seeks to grasp all things, in their mutality and belonging together, in
unity” (Schmidt). Schmidt sees this as a “marriage of opposites.” Although this enlightens
Nietzsche’s idea of the Apollinian and Dionysion as marriage of opposites, Nietszche dramatically
departed from Hegel’s “view” of ancient Greece as beholding of the “innocent and still pure
childhood of the mature spirit of Western culture” (192). By also challenging Hegel’s view on
Greece as the pinnacle of democracy, Nietzsche, following Jakob Burckhardt, introduces the
view, that ancient Greek thought and culture were foreign to Germany In so doing he averts the
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To briefly overview the points Schmidt addresses as the context which will eventually set up the
importance of the tragic idea to Nietzsche, and therefore Duncan: Kant’s aesthetic experience
was not rooted in art but in nature. He did set up the possibility for tragic art to be an answer for
Schelling and the rest to come. In his Critique of Pure Reason, Kant initiated a discourse on
tragedy by presenting the idea of the tragic conflict as a mirror of antinomy of reason (Schmidt
75). This means that within Greek tragedy there is an inherent conflict discernable, between the
tragic hero and his fate—with particular attention to the questions on humanity’s (man’s) bound
and tension within “freedom and nature,” and that this inherent conflict can be put to the test as
philosophic inquiry. In his Critique of Judgment, Kant presented the “work of art” as the “task of
comprehending ethical life,” and he thereby posed art as affording the “aesthetic experience” as
something that can be “dignified.”
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projection of ancient Greece as a German idea. Until Nietzsche, the idea of the culture of
ancient Greece was an idea dominated by a German idea and interpretation of it.
According to Schmidt, the second phase was begins Nietzsche, who developed the tragic
idea into a tragic philosophy, followed by Heidegger. Nietszche focused on tragedy in the Birth of
Tragedy. He sought to view tragedy as clear as possible from the German “lens.” By doing so,
he hoped to clear the air about the discussion of the best or optimal art form.
The tragic idea, for the Greeks and their German followers, contains several threads,
including “tragic wisdom” (Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy), tragic theory, tragic thinking, and
tragic philosophy. They viewed tragedy, as Schmidt describes it, as an “alchemy” of suffering
and pleasure, of “pain and pleasure that circumscribe a peculiar region of experiences (1-2).” .
Aristotle stated that tragedy was the perfected art form because it expressed best and completely
the region of human condition and experience (Poetics). Schmidt notes that tragedy continued its
high regard “repeated frequently over the centuries (2),” finding its most innovative placement in
philosophical inquiry within contemporary German thought.
Tragedies, for the Greeks, dealt with the universal human experiences of birth, life and
death. In working in those areas, the tragedian describes the complexity of human thought and
action in relation to society and the world. . A tragedy places this tragic hero within
psychological, social and ethical tensions. Yet, the ancient philosophers Aristotle and Plato did
not use the philosophical underpinnings within a tragedy to develop or propose a philosophical
way of living life outside art. Tragedy was kept on stage. Aristotle kept tragedy as part of his
questioning on the value of art - as enjoyment, as educational and as a natural function of being
human (Schmidt, 1). Though this stage was communal and affected all Athenian citizens, the
extent to which this concerned Plato partly considered tragic art as corruptive of impressionable
youths (Republic).
Thus, the intermingling of philosophy and tragedy was a German innovation.
Contemporary or modern Germans brought into the realm of life the tragic idea enacted on stage.
Although built upon philosophical discussions on tragedy as it relates to quality Athenian art,
society, ethics and state censorship, the contemporary tragic idea pushed through the limits of
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the meaning that tragedy held in the thought of Plato and Aristotle. The myth enacted on stage
became myth enacted in philosophy. Contemporaries applied the tragic idea beyond the realm of
art and theatre and placed it at the center of a philosophical inquiry on the meaning of existence
and a human being’s place in it.
This interweaving merged art and philosophy and thereby created a dialectic, as Vassilis
Lambropoulos describes it in his book, The Tragic Idea (2006):
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“Concepts of the aesthetic and

tragic idea emerge together and define the parameters of dialectical understanding (35).”
Tragedy was used to inquire on fundamental questions about human condition and experience as
this intersects philosophy and art. The views of the Germans differed from the ancient archives in
the meaning and function of tragedy.
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We come to the second part of our inquiry, about the proper place of art within a vibrant
human life. The German tradition posed many philosophical questions to read “tragedy” as an
idea. These included questions such as: why do we need art? What is its function? Does it
necessitate the end of philosophy itself? Art, even the act of defining the function and meaning of
art itself, might be, or its answer, might be beyond the scope and limits of philosophy itself, there
by facilitating the end of philosophy. What is the need for philosophy if the art form itself can fulfill
humanity’s needs in totality? Philosophers investigated tragedy, and particularly Greek tragedy,
to answer these questions, and many artists were influenced by this discussion.
For the Romantics, tragedy is where philosophy and art intersect. In addition to the
characteristics and impulses of the Romantic imagination — emotion, pathology of souls,
attention to nature and ancient and medieval cultures, and individualism — Greek tragedy was
used by German Romantic philosophers to explore and grapple with fundamental concerns
particular to the human condition and its relation to existence and especially to art. For some
Romantics Greek tragedy was challenged and questioned as the ideal art form. Aristotle’s
32

Duckworth & CO. London.
For example, Aristotle talks about fear and pity as elements of good tragedy. He does not use
the word pathos, as the Germans did (Schmidt). This idea of pathos is a modern construct. It is
a deep suffering and sickness particular to any given modern individual. Pathos was perceived as
deep-seated and irremovable from the tragic hero, which was a modern construct. For Aristotle,
fear and pity are emotions that may properly be purged through the tragedy’s action and
language: through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions (Poetics, Part
VI).
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proposition, which Nietzsche continues, is that art found its highest form of expression in tragedy
(Schmidt 2001, 1). Thus the Germans began to view tragedy as an “educational” art.
Beauty became a fundamental question for the Romantic sensibility looking at Greek
tragedy. (13). In relation to the Romantics’ expression of pathology of souls, the moods of
tragedy, namely fear and pity, would suit the predominant pursuit of expressing longing. But, fear
and pity as pathos came to mean something different than it did for Aristotle. Nietzsche’s ideas
on art and tragedy inThe Birth of Tragedy, discuss German interpretation — or as Dennis
Schmidt (2001) calls it “appropriation” — of tragedy (4). Questions particular to German thought
at that time include tragedy in relation to beauty, as seen in Schlegel, Schiller, and Hegel. This
attention to beauty was in direct conversation with Kant’s critique on art and its relation to beauty
(Schmidt 13). How could the tragic story, invoking pity and fear, ending in death and suffering, be
beautiful? Nietzsche asks this question in his Attempt at Self Criticism as he confronts the
meaning of tragedy for both the Greeks and his contemporaries. I discuss Nietzsche’s
questioning in the last section of this chapter.
The second major question focused on the possibility for tragedy to tell the fundamental
truths of being human. “How are we to speak and write about — even if we can speak or write at
all — about the most elemental truths which we can know about our selves? (Schmidt 10). Tragic
plays were perceived by these philosophers as the ideal vehicle for expressing and grappling with
these most fundamental truths about being human. This leads to Duncan’s desire to appropriate
the tragic idea into her dance. The question for her was how can we dance about the most
fundamental truths which we can know about our selves? How can our bodies tell this story?
Throughout the next three chapters this question will undulate, and I will return to this in the
conclusion.
Isadora meets The Tragic Idea
In this section I address Duncan’s attention to the tragic idea as a significant move to embue her
dance with a deeper philosophical meaning. Through this tragic idea Duncan brought dance
back to its true home, an expression of the human condition. Duncan’s desire for dance to be
placed alongside the other “high” arts like poetry and classical music stood in contrast to dance
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as entertainment and dance as classical ballet. She accomplished this by attaching herself to this
contemporary tragic idea within this long intellectual tradition on the inquiry of art and its
significance to human society. She gained this philosophical underpinning through Nietszche.
In Berlin during the year of 1902, one meeting brought Duncan to Nietszche, allowing her
to use Greek tragedy to gain a a synthesis of her emotions, her use of music and movement, and
her longing for a meaningful dance. In her autobiography, Duncan recounts it as follows:

Among the artists and writers who frequented our house was a young man with a
high forehead, piercing eyes behind glasses, who decided it was his mission to
reveal to me the genius of Nietzsche. Only by Nietzsche, he said, will you come
to the full revelation of dancing expression as you seek it. He came each
afternoon and read me Zarathustra in German, explaining to me all the words
and phrases that I could not understand. The seduction of Nietzsche’s
philosophy ravished my being, and those hours which Karl Federn devoted to me
each day assumed a fascination so potent… (ML, 104)

Duncan stated that Karl Federn revealed to her the genius of Nietzsche’s philosophy. Although in
this passage, she does not mention The Birth of Tragedy, she stated in a letter to her students
that this book is her Bible (AD). She also names Zarathustra (Thus Spoke Zarathustra 1898),
which marked the mature evolution of Nietszche’s ideas about tragedy. Zarathustra, the dancing
philosopher who laughs in the conundrum of life’s tragic circumstance, is the embodiment of the
tragic philosophy (Schmidt 2002).
This passage enlightens the Romantic passions and feelings for a philosophy that is
“seductive.” Duncan recognized that making a philosophy for dance by applying Nietzsche’s
philosophy would bring her dance into its “full revelation.” As seeking something hidden or secret,
the value of her dance would be revealed in Nietzsche’s philosophy. This passage names the
German lens through which she understood Nietzsche as well. Karl Federn read, translated and
explained Nietzsche’s text to her. Duncan was an American inserting herself into a long-standing
intellectual community and tradition of intellectual thought—and was welcomed to do so at least
by Federn. Her American heritage allowed her to access this deep tradition and reinterpret it into
into her own body. It is this interpretation that concerns this dissertation—the way Duncan
interpreted the idea of the tragic using Nietzsche as her lens.
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Duncan acknowledged that this encounter with Karl Federn changed her vision for dance: “I
wanted to study, continue my researches, create a dance and movements which then did not
exist, and the dream of my school, which had haunted all my childhood, became stronger and
stronger” (ML 104). Until this meeting with Nietzsche’s philosophy gave her the intellectual
ground and method for creating a new dance as she had not danced before, she may have been
doing a Greek look or making shapes rather than movements and sequences of movements that
were motivated from a deep wedding of philosophical embodiment of the tragic philosophy and
Romantic interpreted Greek aesthetics.
Federn helped Duncan write her lecture, which became a pamphlet entitled Der Tanz
Der Zukunft, The Dance of The Future; and he edited this booklet, which was published in Leipzig
in 1903 (Lowenthal 204). This title deliberately harkens to Wagner’s essay, Artwork of The
Future (18??). The relationship between Nietszche and Wagner is one that is important to
understand Duncan. Nietzsche’s book was dedicated and influenced by Wagner, and Nietzsche
proposed a philosophy for the future. Federn may have explained the historical, philosophical
and cultural import that this title would mark in Duncan’s reputation as an intelligent and relevant
artist. By helping her to anchor her dance ideas in this longstanding German intellectual history,
Federn helped her create philosophical depth to her dance as a significant art form.
Duncan embraced the tragic myth as the creative force in her tragic philosophy. By this
Duncan postured herself as answering Nietzsche’s call for a re-birth of tragedy. She did this by
interpreting his tragic philosophy and re-birthing an idea and practice for dance through
embodying the soul of tragedy.
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Nietzsche and the Tragic Idea in The Birth of Tragedy
In his The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche claimed that a rebirth of tragic art would result
from an embracing of his tragic philosophy. For Nietzsche at the time of his The Birth of Tragedy,
his philosophy had at its center the tragic myth. The tragic myth was the myth of the Greek deity
Dionysos, who presided over Greek tragedy and its theatre. Nietszche analyzed tragedy as born
from two forces of nature that are in eternal tension—the Apollinian and the Dionysian. The
34

As I will discuss, the soul of the tragedy was the chorus, and this Duncan states repeatedly she
intended to become as a solo dancer.
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Apollinian and Dionysion are metaphorical interpretations of the ancient Greek deities Apollo and
Dionysos. Apollo represents faculties of restraint, light and balance. Dionysos, on the other
hand, empowers ecstasy and release. These two forces come together, and by their merger, art
is created. This art is Greek tragedy.
Nietzsche repeats throughout his book that there is a need for a rebirth of true art, an art form
that would be built upon the aesthetic and philosophic components of the greatest art form,
ancient Greek tragedy. Schmidt confirms that for Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy “… myth [ ]
is requisite for art to live once again” (Schmidt 213). The importance of the tragic myth to
Nietzsche in this book is that he wove it with philosophical concerns to develop his aesthetic
philosophy. It is through tragic art that humanity can once again live fully and freely. In tragic art
one can complete an experience of a total range of human condition. One can suffer and find a
release from that suffering. One can be taken to the depths of human suffering. One can be
taken to the heights of ecstasy. One can nourish one’s sick soul and find again the joy for living.
For Nietzsche in this book, German music, specifically Wagner, is the closest fulfillment to this
rebirth of tragic art. Later he would revise Wagner as the answer to tragic art.
The Importance of Greece
Isadora and Greece
“Every atom of my being, brain, and body had been absorbed in enthusiasm for
Greece… (ML 108)”
The attention Duncan gave to ancient Greece is pervasive. Her dance and life were also clearly
influenced by the Romantic mood, and its language and ideas. In writing about the details of her
life, she used imagery and vocabulary that describe an impassioned soul, and she also emoted
this in and through her body and dance.
Nietszche’s philosophy moved Duncan’s dance practice towards a deeper understanding
of ancient Greece. As she made this journey, she realized that she was mimetic of ancient
Greece. In an attempt at re-creating the Greek chorus to bring to “the world,” the “Clan Duncan,”
as the Duncan family called themselves (mother, brothers Augustin and Raymond, Elizabeth, and
Isadora), Duncan realized they “could not be anything other than moderns (ML 94, 99).” This
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shows Duncan making a clear and conscious distinction between her artistic efforts as mimetic
and what her efforts were to become, a revisioning of an ancient Greek interpretation.
After a financially successful performance run in Berlin and Budapest, the Clan Duncan
went to Greece for one year. There they rediscovered ancient and medieval ideas in the Athenian
archives of Byzantine music in the Greek church. They studied transcripts on medieval music; in
the church they retraced the ancient chorus translated in the modern Greek chorus and found the
ancient life alive in the present: “Then was born the idea of forming once more the original Greek
chorus from these boys” (ML, 96). Eventually her awareness of recreating a Greek chorus as
uninteresting, or perhaps its aesthetic impossibility, prepared her reception for something deeper.
Accepting that her family’s re-creative attempt at Greek tragedy motivated reconciling that they
were moderns living with, wrestling with, anti- and ante-modern practices and beliefs culled from
Romantic aesthetics and ancient longings.
The Clan Duncan performed at the Theatre of Dionysos on the Acropolis, holding
competitions for the group who could recite the most ancient songs. Later, the chorus of church
boys they formed from these nights performed with Isadora at the Royal House in Greece, and
later in Berlin. They would “sing the choruses of Aeschylus in ancient Greek idiom” and Isadora
would dance (ML 98). This was her early attempt at uniting dance and Greek tragedy. Isadora’s
perception of the reaction from the audience as well as from King George after a performance at
the Royal House in Athens pointed out a difference between the aristocratic and popular
understanding and emotional ability to engage in her art. She claimed that their performance only
earned “polite” applause from the Royal performance, which contrasted the more spirited and
impassioned response from the informal performances “for the people.” Later, she reflected, “… it
never occurred to us to realize the comic mélange of religious expressions.… we were not, nor
ever could be, other than moderns” (99). Duncan found herself betwixt a longing for the past and
an anticipation of creating an art form to stand within the tradition of the greatest art of ancient
Greece. As she may have realized this place of in between-ness, she dropped the literal reenactment of the ancient chorus. I see this as having enacted a more Winkelmann-esque
chorus. The emotive quality and emotion of longing and anticipation never left her, or her dance.

93

From Greece, Isadora went to Vienna with her family, then to Munich, then Berlin. She
remembered that in Vienna and Berlin the audience was more interested in her Blue Danube. In
Munich, they loved the Greek chorus boys as well. The audience in Berlin was not interested in
her literal Greek chorus. The audience cried for her rendering of the Blue Danube, as audiences
did previously in Budapest (ML 101). Her understanding that she could not redo the Greek
chorus was reflected in the “cold” reception from these audiences (101).
Duncan’s experiences traveling to Greece in part allowed for her receptivity to
Nietzsche’s philosophy on Greek tragedy as Federn was to instruct upon her. She was immersed
not only in the idea of ancient Greece as a repository of Western culture, but she physically put
herself within the land, art, architecture and people of Greece in order to reconnect back to its
most evolved period as she perceived it.
Nietzsche and Greece
The importance of Greece is needed to understand the attention German thinkers like
Nietzsche gave to Greek art and culture. Nietzsche was steeped in the studies of ancient Greece
as a student of classics. Because he was a brilliant and promising philologist, he was appointed
to a professorship of classics without having written a dissertation. The courses he taught
included Homeric and Attic Greek. He was deeply knowledgeable of the word and text of the
writers of ancient Greece. Knowing their language gave him a particular insight into their culture.
His book reflects in some ways the poetic and rhythmic structure and imagining of some ancient
texts.
Nietzsche initiated the subject of tragedy before this book in essays. The Birth of
Tragedy was his most thorough treatment of tragedy even though he continued to develop his
ideas on tragedy in later books. Even though ethical concerns, or the educational German
reading of tragedy, take center stage for Nietszche, Duncan was not as influenced by this
element of the book. In this dissertation, I stay close to my positing of Duncan’s reading of
Nietzsche’s book on tragedy. The intersection of tragedy and ethics are not critical to understand
Duncan’s dance ideas.
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Engaging Duncan’s and Nietzsche’s Greece in Movement
The photo in Figure 3.1 was taken in Agrigento, Sicilia, Italia in 1996. The photographer
captured a moment from a movement study on the grounds of Temple Concordia. I did not pose
for a photograph. This captures part of an idea Duncan explored in her studies on ancient
Greece. As Duncan described in her autobiography, Duncan traveled to Greece to connect to the
ideas that were informing her dance. Along with reading text in translation of the philosophy and
literature of ancient Greece, she put herself within the studies of ancient Greek art and
architecture to study and connect to their inner meaning as she perceived within the lasting art
and remaining structures.
In this movement study I explored the meaning of ancient Greek aesthetics through the
body’s movement and imagination, and this as connected to the idea of putting oneself in/ on the
land. Exploring these ideas on the land brought to awareness the difference in what I was used to
as a dancer from the North East of the US. This land was not lush and green. The earth was dry,
crumbly with small stones. I experienced the difference between the two lands, and I was aware
of the difference in culture and people from that land. It was quite painful for my feet to move on
and for my body to give over its weight. This inhibited my body’s range of expression. The pain I
experience informed my movement, it created movement that was expressive of this dry, sharp,
pebbly earth. My movement was as a result contained within a stationary space—I did not travel
through space with my legs. The dynamic of movement came from the upper body. This moment
captured was the result of an opened, wide expanse of the torso and arms. An opened solar
plexus reached far before this open movement found its ways into the curving in and folding in of
torso and arms. Emotionally, I experienced freedom as my body opened, curved over, and
opened again within the wind and wide expanse of the archeological grounds.
I see in this movement study the meaning of the dance developed through a connection
between body, land and idea. The idea is to make physical meaning of what an architectural
structure and a geological place may have for a dance and a dance philosophy. An investigation
takes place on the land that belonged to the Greeks who instigated these artistic and
philosophical ideas discussed in this dissertation. As we know form both Duncan and Nietzsche
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the idea of imitating what the Greeks did was not their motivation, one can apply this to one’s own
study of that same land through that same philosophy. The objective is to develop a dialogue of
meaning, rather than to create an imitation of an artwork, idea or culture.
The movement I was exploring was my own, it was not Duncan choreography or a set
exercise. Rather than staged, the study was improvisation. I improvised in this space—dry, sunbeaten, pebbly, dusty. The sky was wide open and blue as far as one could see. The wind
enveloped me and became part of the movement as it caught the dress I wore. As in many
dance forms, the clothing worn dancing becomes a part of the movement. The tradition in Duncan
is a tunic made of silk, and varying weights of silk may be worn as compatible with the dance.
Here, the silk dress becomes part of the movement, and along with the wind enveloping my body,
a visual picture of the motion is made. As a dancer, I was responding to the moment, the space,
the energy of the place. The energy was that of a quite early morning in summer. My body
connected with the dynamic of a quite early summer morning, calm yet awake to move forward
eagerly to begin the day. Connecting to be in the moment, as many movement forms practice.
Meditative. Centered. Present. Aware of all surroundings and of oneself.

Now looking back at

my movement study within this location, a meaning of the importance of Greece to Duncan and
Nietzsche emerges from body and movement.
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Figure 3.1. Andrea Berger. 1996. Movement Study at Temple Concordia, Agrigento, Sicilia.
Photo Enrique Rodriguez. Dress: Alicia Mugetti.
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Romantic Mood: Revisioning Greece & Greek Tragedy
The value of seeing Romanticism and its aesthetic qualities as evocative in Duncan’s texts and
dance is the value of recognizing Duncan as an artist. Duncan created dances as a passionate
dancer who had thought deeply about the meaning of dance and the role it could, even should,
have in society. The Romantic mood allowed for the use of Greece and the contemporary tragic
idea by its atmosphere of emotions, attitudes, ideas and motives. Defining Romanticism as a
category is challenging due to the varied qualities and artistic creations shared by its many
players. The German Romantic inquiry into the proper role of art in society thus resonated with
Duncan.
To understand Duncan, we must understand romanticism as a cultural mood. It faced off
with and influenced some of the many diverse cultural ideologies that make up Western
civilization (2). Some, but not all, of the characteristics of Romanticism relate to Nietzsche and
Duncan. This “mood” ‘s early stage alone covered 1790 to 1856, and its evolution extends well
into the twentieth century. The emotional, philosophical, and aesthetic characteristics of this
period, as portrayed in literature, art, and philosophy, are what concern the case study on the
writings of Duncan and Nietzsche. Although the early Romantic period ended just before Isadora
was born, the characteristics particular to this early period did not end.
Romanticism at the turn of the twentieth century had evolved over one hundred years.
Rather than being a certain mode of thought and artistic expression, or an ideology, it was a
mood, as historian George Mosse describes it (Mosse 1988, 64). What makes Mosse’s use of the
adjective “mood” appropriate and telling is the accent on the emotional driving force that defines
the Romantic period. Also, as a mood, Romanticism allowed for a greater, longer, and more farreaching influence, for a “movement which expressed a mood rather than a fully worked out and
systematized ideology could have a wide and disparate audience” (64). This is one of the reasons
why Romanticism may be considered to have extended for 150 years, its ideas propelled by a
variety of thinkers and artists. Also, as Mosse explains, this makes it difficult to summarize all its
intricate parts, because its makeup and defining characteristics can only be understood through
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the case studies of those minds and artists who placed themselves within it, within its
atmospheric philosophical mood of literary and artistic creation. “What counts are the ideologies
which inspire those men and women who stand at the center of historical development” (3).
Moreover, Mosse writes, “… cultural development … involve[s] an interaction of ideas between
intellectuals conscious of what they are about and the general mood of their times.” But it also
involves the interaction of those who do not participate in intellectual development, through the
mood of the general public, which may not be represented in standard historical documentation
(3).
As industrialization and urbanization affected daily life and practices, people began to use
myths and symbols, particularly classical ones, to envision the potentiality of their world as better.
This potentiality became reality in art, literature, and philosophy, including philosophies of history.
As industrialized society was propelled in part by rational thought, the general mood became
more antirational. It became poetic and emotional. As people felt increasingly alienated, they
began seeking what is genuine and true, and this also came to mean belonging and roots. As the
impact of Christian mythology was weakening in the eighteenth century, artists, thinkers, writers
began to re-vision ancient Greek and medieval myth and culture to make their world meaningful.
Classics were also redefined in the nineteenth century, and Greek tragedy was rethought and
applied to novels, music, opera, and, later, art. This contrasted with the Enlightenment view of
ancient Greece as a culture and civilization that epitomized rational superiority. Certain figures,
such as Schiller, and subsequent thinkers including Schlegel, Schopenhauer, and Hegel,
interpreted Greek tragedy through this Romantic mood, as being deeper, more emotionally
meaningful, and/or a way to discuss individualism and alienation at a time when Germany was
not yet united socially or politically. The individual was described as being irrational because he
or she opposed scientific/rational thought, and longed for freedom and the solace found in a like
community, and still maintained freedom and also feelings of safety, “to unfold his creativity and
to be sheltered within its confines” (5). Duncan, growing up in these economic and culturally
changing times, felt comfortable in the Romantic reaction to this outside pressures.
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An understanding of Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy (1872) can be
enhanced by fleshing out those ideas and elements characteristic of Romanticism that form an
undercurrent in The Birth of Tragedy — as both methodological tool and poetical aesthetic — and
therefore evident in Duncan’s re-visioning of The Birth of Tragedy. In his Attempt at Self-Criticism
(1886), published fourteen years later, Nietzsche points out the faults that he saw in his first book
to criticize, in part, his use of Romantic methods and ideas. This critique shows the earlier book to
be dependent upon Romantic figures, even though his developing philosophy afterward came to
reject Romanticism. His criticisms of the book are useful in helping to discern the methodology
and those elements that are Romantic. The Romantic characteristics Nietzsche defines help
serve as part of a guideline to disclosing similar characteristics from Duncan’s writings and
dance. I address Nietzsche’s criticisms in the final section of this chapter, The Importance of
Nietzsche’s Self-criticism on his The Birth of Tragedy as It Relates to Duncan,
Romanticism, and Duncan’s Connection to Wagner Through Nietzsche.
Isadora Duncan as Romantic
Duncan’s writings as a whole may be put into the context of the Romantic figures as
creating poetry of life in and through longing, the concept of pathology of souls as expressive of
inner emotions, and ancient Greek aesthetics. The following quote from Duncan’s writings
exemplifies her longing for an ancient past of completeness and fulfillment. In it, she shows a
deeply personal and soulful response to studying ancient Greek art. She engaged in the
discourse of the Romantic by seeking the essence of this culture through their artifacts.

… I spent long hours of enthusiastic admiration before the Parthenon,
before the friezes, the frescos, the vases, the Tanagra figures.
But that was not as a step toward copying either the attitudes or the
excellences of those masterpieces. On the contrary, I studied them so long in
order to steep myself in the spirit underlying them, in order to discover the secret
of the ecstasy in them, putting myself into touch with the feelings that their
gestures symbolized. Thus, in taking my soul back to the mystic sources of their
rapture, I have, on my own part, found again the secret of Beauty that resides in
that Holy of Holies. Out of that has come my dancing, neither Greek nor antique,
but the spontaneous expression of my soul lifted up by beauty. (AD, 139–40)
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Duncan described the reasons for studying ancient Greek art for long hours. Rather than
positioning her body into those stances and gestures represented in the figures of this art, she
infused her imagination and used her intuition to perceive the motion and feelings their bodies
and movements emoted. She interpreted these motions and physical expressions through her
soul, her imagination and emotional response to these faculties. Through the spontaneous
expression of her soul Duncan physicalized their essence — and, as Jacob Burkhardt described
in his term spiritual essence, she sought the history of this civilization’s spiritual essence through
her body.
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy as Romantic
Romantics appropriated tragedy for their own ideas about the mysteries of being
human. What Romantics and philosophers like Nietzsche did was apply it to art and philosophy
on art and life. The Birth of Tragedy from the Spirit of Music (BT), the original title, is a book born
out of Romantic passions. Nietzsche’s call to believe in a Dionysian life in order to be redeemed
(BT 124) following a quote from Schiller, a major figure in German Romantic thought, endows the
book with an overarching Romantic feel. Here Nietzsche calls his fellow Germans to believe in a
life metaphorically based on an ancient Greek deity whose characteristics include the emotional
pull between the ecstasy and agony inherent in human existence. The Birth of Tragedy flows with
the emotional and poetical aesthetics characteristic of Romantic beliefs. It sits right on the end of
early German Romanticism, linking its homage to Wagner to German Romantics like Schiller,
Schlegel, and Schopenhauer. Nietzsche pulled on the tension between Christianity and ancient
Greece and took ancient Greece over Christianity. Isadora used the BT also to privilege ancient
Greece as a basis for art and for living life, to embrace tragic philosophy.

Poetry of Life
The term “Romanticism” was first used by Madame de Staël, a wealthy writer of SwissFrench heritage. In her book D’Allemagne (Concerning Germany 1810), Mme. de Staël defined
Romanticism as the “poetry of life” (Mosse 1988, 33). From the start, this poetry of life became
the “attitude” of the Romantics (33). For the Romantics, “the primacy of poetry” was the
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“expression of the human soul” (33). This poetry of life was just that, expressive of the soul and
its life force perceived as underlying the reality of modern life; or, rather, the human soul and its
function as the meaning-bearer to life was the reality that underlay the external illusions imposed
on the soul by the material world. And it was expressed through different mediums, such as letter
writing, novels, painting, music, architecture, and philosophical and religious thought.
ID and Poetry of Life:
Duncan embodied this poetic life and attitude of soul in her dance. She claimed, “My Art
is just another effort to express the truth of my Being in gesture and movement...” (Duncan 1995,
8). She translated this soul expression of life into other aspects of life: “…every part of life should
be practiced as an art…” (Duncan 1927, 127). In addition to art, all parts of life including
interpersonal relationships would function on this belief that life is art.
Poetic Expression, Longing and Pathology of Souls
The poetic expression of the human soul was central to Romanticism. It needed to be
expressed by the individual, who may also have been a part of a small group with whom private
and secret feelings could be shared and understood. The human feelings expressed longing in
particular, as in the concept of a “pathology of souls” (Mosse 1988, 33). In this way the freedom
of the individual to express her or his deepest soul feelings became a strong drive in terms of
social and political ideals.
To return to the poetry of life as the adopted attitude of the Romantics, this attitude was
cultivated through emotion and feeling, and was incorporated into aesthetic and theoretical
representation. The concept of the “pathology of souls,” of human feelings (Mosse 1988, 33),
became important, as it placed a focus on the inner life of an individual, who was now separated
from society and the world by being alienated and therefore misunderstood or perceived as
different. An individual now perceived to experience alienation from the formerly safe and
connected life of the pre-industrialized and pre-urbanized world, and the commitment to
developing Romantic philosophy and art would help make a meaningful life and reconnect to the
real world of human relationship and nature. Moreover, the desire for harmony between humanity
and nature was the “bedrock of personal feeling, of the soul” (36). This was also sometimes

102

expressed through Christianity, as a connection to the divine could be attained by uniting nature
and humanity (36).
The Romantics contemplated and expressed the pathology of souls, the condition of the
human soul, in three mediums, either singly or collectively: in drawing from nature; in drawing
from ancient Greece or a medieval past using lore and legend; and/or in re-visioning Christian
symbols often using classical aesthetics (Mosse 1988, Chap. 1, 11-27). The validation of
emotionality within the human soul and its suffering, pleasure, or longing was revealed by the
Romantics in personal letter writing, novels, music, and paintings, and also in the philosophical
re-visioning of historical scholarship and religious thought.
Longing
Longing is the emotional force through which the Romantic postured her- or himself
toward health and happiness (Williamson 2004, 2). Individual freedom was found within the
protective womb of myth and symbols that s/he created and re-created from ancient peoples (3).
As I show in the following chapters, Nietzsche and, consequently, Duncan, used Greek
“adjectives” metaphorically to help explain their aesthetics, in particular, adjectives derived from
the names of the Greek deities Apollo and Dionysos: Apollinian and Dionysian (BT Sec 1, 33)
Those who experienced the rapidly changing surrounding world through fear pined with this
emotional force of longing. This was an unstable time, and the first time in history that the
individual was alienated from his or her society (Mosse 1988, 7). People began to imagine
another reality, a world of meaning that completed the longing, or at least expressed it, by revisioning myths. They took old myths and made them meaningful for their contemporary reality,
myths that harkened back to a time perceived as happy and healthy, beautiful and living in
beauty.
The idea and emotion of longing became the foremost characteristic of Romanticism, and
it remained so. We see longing in Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, and we also see it in Duncan’s
writings and dance. Longing in Romanticism describes the conflicted emotional, psychological,
and even physical state the concerned human was in with regard to the overwhelming,
unstoppable advance of industrialization and urbanization (Williamson 2004, 2; Mosse 1988, 4-5).
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This human experienced alienation not only from society, but also from nature. The Romantic
who identified with the concept of longing yearned for a time when there was connectedness with
nature and one’s society. If one is connected to nature and society, then the individual
experiences connectedness to self. If an individual could recover this connectedness through
aesthetic thought and contemplation, he or she would be happy and healthy.
Longing as defined by A. W. Schlegel, described that place between the memory of some
better past and the anticipation of returning to that better life and art of life: “The poetry of the
ancients was that of possession; ours is that of longing. The former stands firmly on the soil of the
present; the latter sways between memory and anticipation” (Williamson 2004, 1, 2). According to
Schlegel and other Romantics, the ancients possessed the real thing, and we can only simply
long for it. I think this emotional longing can be seen as in some way also a function of the
emotion of the tragic chorus. Myth and ancient cultures, particularly ancient Greece, became so
important because the general perception was that the ancients possessed a better life and
created art that was an immediate expression of that life. This was the ideal. The Romantics
interpreted this ancient ideal and idyllic life, and developed their memory of it (or developed it…)
as an artistic and theoretical practice, through which they believed that idyllic life could be
regained. The imagination became an important component of this ideal, as, in the view of the
Romantics, the ancients possessed its capabilities to the fullest power; but they also believed that
the imagination was losing power in industrialized society because scientific thinking was
overshadowing its ability to connect humanity to its rightful experience of spiritual, soulful
expression and fulfillment. As a counterforce, using the imagination and intuition became a valid
mode of interpreting historical data (Williamson 2004, 241).
One example from Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy shows longing as expressive of a
reconnection between individuals and humanity and nature, as a prophesied result of believing in
a Dionysian life: “Under the charm of the Dionysian not only is the union between man and man
reaffirmed, but nature which has become alienated, hostile, or subjugated, celebrates once more
her reconciliation with her lost son, man” (BT, sec. 1, 37). Through the myth of Dionysos,
humanity can be reconnected with nature. Through emotion and intuition Nietzsche united man
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and nature in their “rightful” place — together and in harmony. During the Romantic period, it was
typical and acceptable for scholars to use “sensible intuition” and imagination, as seen in
Nietzsche’s book, to interpret the significance of ancient people, as in Greek myth and its purpose
and function to the ancients (Williamson 2004, 242).
The aesthetics of ancient Greece meant something slightly different to each of the
Romantics who interpreted Greek art and life. Ancient Greece became significant in part due to
the growing field of classical philology. This attention to Greek culture was driven by philologists
in Germany, including Nietzsche. Winkelmann’s longstanding and dominant view on ancient
Greece promoted its culture as idyllic because of what he perceived to be its perfect and calm
aesthetic. This was challenged eventually by Burckhardt and Nietzsche. For some intellectuals,
such as Goethe and Schiller, who were major figures in the Weimar Classicism movement,
“Greek art represented an absolute standard of beauty, as well as the foundation of individual
self-cultivation” (Williamson 2004, 7). These philosophers, a small group from an educated
middle-class in Germany, contributed to a change in the meaning of Greek culture from the
Renaissance and Baroque periods and its relevance to the modern German period. Their views
were grounded in the scholarship of Winkelmann and Herder. Ancient Greece was perceived to
be “an autonomous and unique historical culture, in which language art, religion, and politics
merged together in a coherent whole” (8). A coherently whole culture that merged those aspects
together was quite different from the politically and culturally fragmented society of Germanspeaking people. Winkelmann and Schiller once praised ancient Greek “serene images” for being
representative of the “blessedness” and “naïveté” of Greek life (239). Moreover, these
philosophers began to see ancient Greece as a culture distant from their own, and to believe that
their culture was not already built upon a continuation of ancient Greece and “anticipation of
Christian doctrine,” which had been the view of the Renaissance. Rather, Winkelmann and other
neohumanists began to treat this culture, in particular its mythology, as a “necessary first stage in
human culture” (8). Here the distinction of the Greeks as “foreign and distinctly premodern”
became the prevailing view. The acknowledgement of historical distance to the modern world,
therefore, made longing possible.
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A movement repeatedly surfaces when I contemplate longing in the merging of emotion and
physical form in this dance. It is a calling gesture, performed countless times in movement
studies and dances. While moving forward in space, usually on the diagonal or across, the
dancer reaches to her backspace with an outstretched arm, palm reached out for someone or
something. As she moves forward, the front arm subtly acknowledges the forward space. She
looks back, until the back arm pulls the backspace into the front space. The head turns to follow
the passing arm. The complete gesture calls the past into the future, and if performed with a
sense of longing for the past with an anticipation of the future, it would be very effective.
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Figure 3.2. Isadora Duncan. Arnold Genthe, 1915-23.

Considering Duncan’s comments that she did not wish to imitate the ancient Greeks or
their art, I think it would be impossible to do. When I dance, as much as I have steeped myself in
the study of ancient Greece and Rome, I recognize the distinction between imitation and
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interpretation. This question also pertains to the interpretation of Duncan dance as a
contemporary dance in contrast to those of Duncan’s time and her students’ time. An imitation of
them is as impossible as it is uninteresting. Still, we do the dances. The challenge remains
consistent—making the dances relevant for ourselves today, as scholars, as dancers and as
audiences. If I danced to mimic ancient Greek sculpture, I would feel rigid, forced, confined to an
idea, and probably somewhat lifeless. To breathe life into this dance is to be free within the idea
and the form, while moving outside and in its permeable boundaries. Yes, the boundaries must
be permeable for the dance to live, to be enlivened. By permeable boundaries I mean the shapes
we make, the dynamics we let move us, that put us into motion.
Spiritual Essence
The search for “soul” or “Spiritual essence” was a term coined by Jakob Burckhardt, a
pioneer in the analysis of cultural history, in 1860 (Mosse 1988, 2, 227; Williamson 2004, 272).
This attitude of seeking the soul or spiritual essence of a culture was already present in Romantic
thought before Burkhardt coined this term, as seen in the early German Romantics. Nietzsche’s
historical summary of the life cycle of Greek tragedy, as he wrote in The Birth of Tragedy along
with his analysis of Greek culture, may have produced what George Mosse calls a “philosophy of
history,” (2) a “search for the ‘spiritual essence’ or ‘soul” of ancient Greek history. In his
statements and definitions, Mosse draws on Burkhardt (and Spengler) to define this philosophy of
history. Mosse observes that Burkhardt, as well as Spengler, approached history with an attitude
and belief that “The hidden qualities of history express themselves through the soul of a
civilization” (1–2). This naturally would lead to the need for unearthing those hidden qualities by
positioning oneself to its artifacts through intuition. A philosophy of history contrasts a historical
analysis. Nietzsche used intuition, historical documentation, and poetic interpretation to discern
the meaning and function of Greek art to the Greeks. This contrasted with the philological
methodology used by his colleagues (Williamson 2004, 242).
Duncan viewed this attitude seriously. She applied Nietzsche’s intuitive and poetic
manner of interpreting ancient cultures as a basis for her philosophy for dance and for making
dances. She stated, “the whole expression of our life must be created through culture and the
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transformation of intuition and instinct into art” (Duncan 1927, 127). Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy
gave her the philosophical foundation for making a dance by searching for the spiritual essence
of ancient Greece via her body.
While I do not name my studies on ancient Greece as a seeking of its spiritual essence, I
do recognize a component to dancing that I embody. I do not know if spiritual is the appropriate
word, as this word conjures many meanings and responses for different people. It certainly is a
word of contention and argument. When I dance in this Duncan form, my inner self is enlivened
and awake. My body is enlivened and awake. My attitude toward things—my surroundings, my
feelings, my thoughts, the music—is heightened. I feel present and centered. I experience
grounded-ness in my body’s connection to the earth (the floor or actual earth). An inner reaching
stretches in minimal space a dynamic of moving upward to the sky (or above space). It is a
presence, an embodied awareness that I also experience in other forms of moving, when I
practice Tai Chi for example. I could use any metaphorical dialogue to describe this
embodiment—the mythology of the ancients, forces of nature, animal energies, and so on.
Nature
For the Romantics, Nature was centrally important because it, too, was suffering from the
increasing effect of the industrialized world. By invoking a reconnection to nature and its meaning
for humanity, the Romantics strove to maintain their sense of self and their experience of
spirituality and meaning in life. One might achieve this fulfillment, and experience pleasure, by
“contemplating the pure waters of a flowing stream,” as Goethe expressed in his ballad “The
Fisherman” (Mosse 1988, 34). Madame de Staël, according to Mosse, also felt “the measure of
the poem’s rhythm and its harmony imitated the motion of the waves and produced an analogous
effect upon the imagination” (34). This way of connecting writing to its effects upon the
imagination, characteristic of Romantic aesthetics, is important to understanding the similar
effects The Birth of Tragedy could have on its readers through the poetic and impassioned way in
which it was written.
The book affected Duncan in this way. In his Attempt at Self-Criticism (1886, henceforth
referred to as Attempt), Nietzsche said himself that the book reads like an artist’s metaphysics,
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and Isadora commented that when Federn read her Nietzsche’s philosophy and discussed its
meaning with her, it “enraptured her soul” (ML 104). On Nietzsche’s “greatest influence,” Mosse
confirms Nietzsche’s predictions: “Reading his ecstatic prose, generations longed somehow to
free themselves of conventions and affirm life, to live it at its fullest” (Mosse 1988, 235).
Nature imagery as metaphor, and the wave in particular, is essential to Duncan’s dance
movement, its motion. The motion of the wave, its rhythm and harmony, and the act of
contemplating it in nature were so important to Duncan that she based her dance motion on it.
She contemplated nature and “the waves of the ocean” in her writings and translated this into her
dance, which she stated she learned how to do from the Greeks. The wave motion also “form[ed]
a “line under a storm,” as did “trees in a tempest” (AD 91). Nature and the wave are connected to
Nietzsche’s Dionysian. Dionysos is the force of nature that manifests itself also in nature’s storms
and animals.
The wave is the key to Duncan movement. I practice the dance form as the wave motion
is the fundamental principle of moving. The wave travels through the body as it would travel
through the ocean, ebbing and flowing, receding and spilling over, peaking,releasing and
crashing. The wave carries the body as if cradling it in emotion, in motion. The emotion of a
wave can vary according to its dynamic energy—forceful, lulling, supportive, destroying.
Sometimes it carries strength. Sometimes it gives way to the lightest form or pressure. It is these
qualities that a dancer can engage in movement and feeling to create an enriched practice of this
dance.
Ancient and Medieval
In addition to nature and Greek aesthetics, the Romantic imagination sought expression
of its pathology of souls by re-visioning a meaning of medieval songs, legend, art, and
architecture for the contemporary human. Richard Wagner, although a much more complex figure
of this period, draw in part on medieval legend for his operas Tannhäuser, Parsifal, and
Lohengrin in his project to create a totally new myth for Germany (Williamson 2004, 180, 187-8).
An original German myth would emerge from music, just as the chorus functioned in Greek
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tragedy. Duncan danced in Tannhäuser at the Bayreuth summer Festival in 1904, and to parts in
all three operas in years to follow.
Duncan’s Embodiment of The Birth of Tragedy
Addressing Duncan’s summer-long stay in Bayreuth in 1904 helps to reveal her views on
both Greek tragedy and Wagner, and also provides a background for beginning to grapple with
difficult questions raised concerning her use of Nietzsche and Wagner. That summer, which she
spent studying Wagner’s notes and performing there, she danced to the love duet in Tannhäuser
(ML 105-7). Duncan also claims Wagner as one of her teachers (AD 48), which complicates her
use of The Birth of Tragedy and raises the question of how she could have reconciled Nietzsche
and Wagner in her thought and dance. How aware was she of Nietzsche’s philosophical
development, particularly with regard to his early support and later opposition to Wagner? If The
Birth of Tragedy was indeed her Bible, she would have known of Nietzsche’s support of Wagner
and Wagner’s influence on him, as well as his grounds for opposing Wagner.
“Every atom of my being, brain, and body had been absorbed in enthusiasm for Greece
and, now, for Richard Wagner” (ML 108), Duncan wrote. Some time after Berlin, she arrived at
Bayreuth in 1904, though her family went their separate ways. In her autobiography, she wrote
that Cosima Wagner, Wagner’s widow, invited her to Bayreuth the year before (ML 104). But it
was actually Siegfried (named after the old Norse dragon-slaying hero, also hero of Wagner’s
operas on the Nibelungenlied, Siegfried and Götterdämmerung), their son, who having became
enamored with Isadora when he saw her perform in Berlin, encouraged his mother to bestow an
invitation to “the Master’s” domain (104).
In Bayreuth, Isadora met and spent time with many artists and intellectuals, and even
royalty. She formed particular friendships, which she described as spiritual in nature, with
Heinrich Thode and Ernst Haeckel. Thode was a musician, and, in Duncan’s words, “discoursed
to me on Art” (ML 110). He visited her at her rented villa outside Bayreuth (a hunting lodge
named Phillip’s Ruhe), and spent time with her listening to the rehearsals of the operas
performed that summer, including Tannhäuser and Parsifal. Duncan describes her relationship
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with Thode as “spiritual ecstasy.” Apparently, Thode lingered outside her villa for a week, and that
night Isadora went outside to lead him in:

I took his hand and drew him gently up the stairs, into the villa, but he was like a
man in a dream, and regarded me with eyes filled with prayer and light. As I
returned his gaze, suddenly I was uplifted and, with him, traversed heavenly
spheres or paths of shining light. Such exquisite ecstasy of love I had never felt
before. (ML 114)

The mystical emotion and enrapture Duncan felt brought her to an unearthly place. With Thode,
she traversed heavenly spheres, paths of shining light, rather than taking the stairs. The two
attended rehearsals together. Duncan further described her experience in this passage:

The rehearsal at Bayreuth began. With Thode I sat in the darkened theatre and
listened to the first notes of the prelude of Parsifal. The feeling of delight through
all my nerves became so poignant that the slightest touch of his arm sent such
thrills of ecstasy through me that I turned sick and faint, with the sweet, gnawing,
painful pleasure. It revolved in my head like a thousand whirls of myriad lights. It
throbbed in my throat with such joy that I wanted to cry out. Often I felt his slight
hand pressed over my lips to silence the sighs and little groans that I could not
control. It was as if every nerve in my body arrived at that climax of love which is
generally limited to the instant; and hummed with such insistence that I hardly
knew whether it was utter joy or horrible suffering. My state partook of both, and I
longed to cry out with Amfortas, to shriek with Kundry. (ML 109)
This “sweet, gnawing, painful pleasure” — this “agony and ecstasy” — she felt in listening to
Wagner’s music as she sat listening to it with Thode. Her life and dance are evocative of this
sensual, “super-human” (111) love affair. Duncan also, having recently enveloped Nietzsche’s
philosophy into her dance aesthetics, here uses words that evoke both Romantic and tragic
characteristics of both Nietzsche and Wagner. In her overcome “state,” she experienced both
“utter joy” and “horrible suffering” through two figures in Wagner’s opera Parsifal (1888), Amfortas
and Kundry. (Amfortas is the wounded Grail King who guards over the Grail, and Kundry attempts
to seduce Parsifal away from his task of recovering the Grail.) Here, the difficulty I am having with
resolving LaMothe’s revaluing of Christian values arises again (see review of literature). This
opera is an example of Wagner using medieval Christian subject matter, in that Parsifal,
“humanity’s” redeemer, heals a kingdom and its people with the blood and goblet of Christ.
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Isadora’s living in the music and the myth of this opera, and others performed that summer,
including Tannhäuser (1845), Tristan und Isolde (1859), and Lohengrin (1848), certainly
complicates my questioning of LaMothe’s perspective on Duncan’s aim of revaluing Christian
values (See Chapter 2). On Wagner’s music and her time at Bayreuth, Duncan wrote:

My soul was like a battlefield where Apollo, Dionysus, Christ, Nietzsche, and
Richard Wagner disputed the ground. At Bayreuth I was buffeted between
Venusburg and the Grail. I was taken up, swept along, carried away in the floods
of Wagner’s music.… (111)
Here Duncan brings together her most recent and powerful influences on her dance aesthetics.
Apollo and Dionysos are Nietzsche’s Apollo and Dionysos. Being tossed between sensual love
(Venusburg, site of Venus, the goddess of love) and the holiness of chastity (symbolized in the
Grail legend), Wagner and Nietzsche are in conflict. Yet, here I see it as evident that Duncan
refers to Wagner’s use of Christ. I have not found Christ mentioned anywhere else in her writings.
She uses the term “soul” more in the sense of the soul of Greek tragedy and specifically the tragic
chorus, as defined by Nietzsche, as I will show. Furthermore, Christ here refers to Wagner’s use
of Christianity and the moral use of the body. Nietzsche criticized Wagner, in part, on the
conflicting material within his operas, or what Nietzsche called “moral and religious absurdities”
(Kaufmann 1967, Case Wagner — henceforth referred to as CW, 162). In Case Wagner,
Nietzsche pointed out these moral and religious absurdities. Wagner’s personal problem was a
preoccupation with redemption, and he translated this longing for redemption into universal truths
of moralistic lessons for the unknowing German public. Nietzsche sarcastically asks, “Who if not
Wagner would teach us…” these lessons of morality as taught through the heroes Parsifal and
Tannhäuser? In Parsifal, we learn that “old corrupted females prefer to be redeemed by chaste
youths.” In Tannhäuser, “innocence prefers to redeem interesting sinners” (CW 160). To
Nietzsche, Wagner twisted the meaning of morality to create art, and for using Christianity and
Medieval figures and situations that made art moralistic and religious. Nietzsche’s opposition to
Wagner on religious grounds in part can be seen in these statements: Wagner put the role of
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redemption onto an innocent hero who redeems another corrupted figure, which is “absurd” in its
contradiction within Christian moral beliefs

35

(Williamson 2004, 270-71).

Duncan created a dance for the Bacchanal of Tannhäuser. She claimed that Frau
Cosima acknowledged her interpretation of its dance aesthetic, which was contrary to ballet, as
aligned with Wagner’s notes and writings (ML 111). However, in this same passage of Duncan’s
autobiography, she describes the end to her Bayreuth visit—and welcome—as a result of her
naïve and brazen youthfulness. One day during a luncheon at Villa Wahnfried, Duncan “calmly
announced” to Frau Cosima and others, as she recounted in German: “… der Grosse Meister hat
einen grossen fehler gemacht. Die Musik-drama, das ist doch ein unsinn.” This essentially
translates as, according to my own translation, “… the Great Master made a great error. The
musik-drama, it is nonsense.” Continuing in English, “The music-drama,” Duncan asserted, “to
unite music and drama is a mistake; it is nonsense.” She goes on to explain, “…drama is the
spoken word. The spoken word was born from the brain of man. Music is the lyric ecstasy. To
expect a possible union between them is unthinkable.” She continued,

… man must speak, then sing, then dance. But the speaking is the brain,
the thinking man. The singing is the emotion. The dancing is the
Dionysian emotion that carries all away. It is impossible to mix in any
way one with the other. Musik-drama kann nie sein. (My translation, “The
musik-drama is not possible.”) (111)

This commentary by Duncan proves that Nietzsche’s philosophy had overcome Wagner’s in her
thought. According to Duncan, her statements that music drama, which is the basis of Wagner’s
operas, cannot exist — that it is a nonsensical idea — caused the end of her Bayreuth welcome,
and she was never invited back. More than a simple and perhaps unwitting attack on Wagner,
Duncan’s statement is bold on another account. For Frau Cosima and any others who would
have known this history, it must have brought up Nietzsche’s break from Wagner and all of his
criticism of Wagner. One can interpret Duncan’s comments cited above as either taken directly
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Williamson also addresses a personal and private reason for Nietzsche’s break from Wagner
(271).
114

from Nietzsche’s criticism of Wagner in his Attempt At Self-Criticism (1886), or at the very least,
completely aware of Nietzsche’s criticism against Wagner.
Moreover, in Section 9 of Case Wagner, Nietzsche goes into what may be the key to
Duncan’s comments to Frau Cosima — that Wagner is not the tragic chorus after all. He does not
represent the rebirth of tragedy. His operas are not Greek tragedy alive in the present. Wagner is
an actor, above all, not a dramatist. He used action while intending to do drama. Drama “aimed at
scenes of great pathos — it precluded action (moving it before the beginning or behind the
scene).” Wagner, on the contrary, strung along scene after scene. “It represented the legend of
the place, the ‘holy story’ on which the foundation of the cult rested (not a doing but a
happening…)” (CW 174, note). I think Duncan was trying to get at this distinction in her vocalizing
of her newfound insights on Wagner. To unite the talking head, the dialogue and singing, distracts
from the “holy” predominance of the tragic chorus, from the emotional soul expression of the
music. The experience of the tragedy is not in the arias; it is in the musical part that relays the
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chorus. Nor is the holy experience in the characters’ redemption. In the previous quote , Duncan
is setting up her belief that the dance is the only thing that can accompany music — even more,
the only expression of the music — as musik-drama cannot. It cannot be the singing man. It must
be the Dionysian dancer! Duncan’s comments show that she familiar with Nietzsche’s alternative
ideas on Wagner as he wrote in his Attempt At Self Criticism, his attack against Wagner, and she
could discuss Wagner’s mistake as not fulfilling Nietzsche’s call for rebirth, for an artwork of the
future, and she realized dance could be this place and be in harmony with the true aims of The
Birth of Tragedy.
Nietzsche meets Wagner
That Nietzsche, inspired by Wagner’s interpretation on philological studies of ancient Greek texts,
incorporated his exciting new interpretation of Greek tragedy into Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy (Williamson 1988, 238) is significant to Duncan’s use of his book. When Nietzsche was
invited to Wagner’s home in 1869, it was a turning point for Nietzsche. He had become frustrated
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man must speak, then sing, then dance. But the speaking is the brain, the thinking man. The
singing is the emotion. The dancing is the Dionysian emotion that carries all away. It is impossible
to mix in any way one with the other. The music drama is not possible (ML 111).
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with the increasing focus in classics on philology, which emphasized closely at translating texts
rather than asking bigger questions about the significance of ancient Greek culture in the context
of human existence and life meaning (238-9). Wagner, on the other hand, had studied Greek
tragedy — on his own and informally — poring over ancient texts, whose aesthetics he then
applied to his philosophy and music (238). There is a significant difference between this
interpretation of Greece and Winkelmann’s, which the Duncan literature does not address. To
fully understand her use of Greek tragedy requires looking carefully and closely at this
information.
Preceding the publication of The Birth of Tragedy, Nietzsche’s “classroom lectures and
public presentations… developed a view of the Greek past [which] complemented and explained
Wagner’s efforts to bring German national myth onto the stage” (Williamson 238). He came to
severely criticize and oppose Romantic beliefs. He came to oppose his former friend, the older
Wagner, on the grounds of religion, nationalism, and racism. Later, as Williamson points out,
Nietzsche wrote, “It is not music that Wagner used to conquer the young people, it is the ‘idea’”
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(Williamson 2004, 181). Wagner’s music alone — its sound, its rhythm — could not conquer
and subsume those young people. His ideas are what attracted them to believe in his own beliefs
about religion, the function of art, and German nationalism. His followers could believe in this
new myth.
The Importance of Nietzsche’s Self-Criticism on his The Birth of Tragedy as This Relates
to Duncan, Romanticism, and Duncan’s Connection to Wagner Through Nietzsche
I see Nietzsche’s Attempt At Self-Criticism as meaningful to this study on Duncan for several
reasons. One is that this preface to his The Birth of Tragedy provides some important criticisms
from Nietzsche himself on his book. These criticisms may help develop an understanding of
Duncan’s selective use of his philosophy from his book. It may help to further situate her within
Romanticism, and it provides more concrete examples of this context. Nietzsche struggled with
his own Romantic influences, and the preface to BT demonstrates the shift in his views by 1886. I

Williamson quotes from Friedrich Nietzsche, Werke: Kritische Gesamtausgabe, edited by
Gorgio Colli and Mazzino Montinari, 31 vols. to date (Berlin: de Gruyter, 1967–).
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consider Case Wagner, as this text extends an understanding of Nietzsche’s opposition to
Wagner that he addresses in the Attempt. The Attempt is where the defining boundaries of
Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy can be found, the limits of the tragic idea.

I am not analyzing the

Nietzsche-Wagner relationship per se; but only raise the break between the two as it informs
Duncan’s mixed representation of Wagner in her writings. That said, This could be a valuable
future study that would enrich the Duncan literaturet
According to Kaufmann (1967), the Attempt is “among the finest things [Nietszche] ever
wrote” (3). Kaufmann also points to its witty air, and he also asserts that Nietszche’s self-criticism
was superior to most of the other criticisms of The Birth of Tragedy (3).
Nietzsche’s critique attacks Romantic ideas and methods in general. More specifically,
Nietzsche points to Wagner, Christianity and morality, and that he used these to build his
aesthetic philosophy in the book. While I do not go into a discussion specifically on these issues,
I mention them as I navigate Nietzsche’s text. Each point of contention is important to
understanding Duncan within the context of her time and thought by her use of Nietzsche’s The
Birth of Tragedy.
The attack on Wagner is particularly important to Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s
philosophy, as Duncan danced at the 1904 Bayreuth Fiestspielhaus close to the time of her
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engagement with Nietzsche’s philosophy . She had already lectured on “Der Tanz Der Zukunft”
(“The Dance of the Future”) in Leipzig in 1903 and began to make her dance a bearer of
Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy. By naming her lecture “Dance of the Future,” especially in German,
she directly echoed Wagner’s “Artwork of the Future.” Wagner’s art, his musik-dramas, was
Nietzsche’s closest answer in his book to the rebirth of tragedy for the modern world. As I
discussed in Chapter 3 (30-1), in her autobiography, Duncan did state that the musik-drama
cannot work and is an impossible art form (Duncan 1995, 111).
Duncan shared an opposing view, however, in her essay entitled “Richard Wagner” dated
1921, six years before the publication of her autobiography, and her death. This essay, then, is
dated before the details of the passage in My Life (106-11) recalling her time in Bayreuth, in
38

The annual Festival celebrating and performing Wagner’s works still exists today.
117

which she described her enraptured state upon the seduction of Wagner’s music as well as the
blundering remarks she made against the impossibility of Wagner’s idea of the musik-drama (see
discussion in chapter 3, pages 30-1). In this 1921 essay devoted to Wagner, Duncan stated why
she “dared to dance to Wagner”; why she “raised” her “hands, vibrant with ecstasy, to the
harmonious chords of Parsifal.” She felt his music allowed for dance to become its necessary
fate, an “integral and inevitable part of tragedy” (105). She explained:

the compositions of Wagner cannot be considered as the work of
one artist or as the expression of one country. They are rather the entire
revolt and all the feeling of an epoch, expressed through the medium of
Richard Wagner. That is why it seems so petty to have wished to
abandon this music during the war; for the work of Wagner flows through
every drop of blood in every artist of the world, and his mighty rhythm
has become part of every heart-beat of each one of us. For Wagner is
more than an artist: he is the glorious far-seeing prophet, liberator of the
art of the future. It is he who will give birth to the new union of the arts,
the rebirth of the theatre, tragedy and the dance as one.
He was the first to conceive of the dance as born of music. This
is my conception of the dance also, and for it I strive in the work of my
school. For in the depths of every musical theme of Wagner, dances will
be found: monumental sculpture, movement which only demands a
release and life. (AD 105-106)
Here Duncan uses tragic language to describe her vision of making dances to Wagner’s music.
Duncan states here that it is through his music that she will be able to rebirth the tragic dance, the
idea of the tragic emoted through dance.
In this essay, Duncan shows reverence for Wagner. She endorsed Wagner to
substantiate her argument that the dance is to be born from music, which is Nietzsche’s argument
in The Birth of Tragedy. She comments that Wagner’s “compositions cannot be considered as the
work of one artist or as the expression of one country” because “they are rather the entire revolt
and all the feeling of an epoch, expressed through the medium of Richard Wagner”. Raising
Wagner to this level of epic, not only invokes Romantic qualities previously discussed, but shows
the great need Duncan had for making a hero for herself. This helped her substantiate her own
dance. For if she is to align herself to Wagner, even beyond Nietzsche in this essay, her dance,
too, would be substantiated.

Perhaps she used Wagner as a platform for her own self-

118

proclamations for the value of her dance. This can also be put into the context of the Romantic
characteristic of the poetry of life which bears all the emotion and pathology of the suffering
individual who bears the burden of universalizing the human condition for its woeful (lesser)
humanity. Perhaps Duncan saw herself as this suffering hero as well. Wagner is that Romantic
‘genius’ individual who sacrifices himself as a vehicle for the ultimate poetic transmission.
Duncan made grandiose claims about Wagner’s music. For example, she writes that
Wagner’s music has “flow[ed] through every drop of blood in every artist of the world, and his
39

mighty rhythm has become part of every heart-beat of each one of us” .

This shows her

Romantic tendency to believe that an individual can universalize a personal, physical and
emotional experience and meaning. The use of the blood metaphor is interesting, because it
touches upon Wagner’s nationalistic ideas. This requires more comparative investigation into the
mythology of Wagner. Duncan’s comments that Wagner produced music that must be considered
“the entire revolt and all the feeling of an epoch” also bears significance to Nietzsche’s comment
that Wagner conquered people not with music but the idea (Williamson 2004, 181). Nietzsche
stated in 1886 in his Attempt, acknowledging Wagner’s then popularity, that his music “subtlety
belongs to a race not an individual” (sec. 1, 157). Because Nietzsche’s comment is negative, his
observation challenges Duncan’s comments in light of her use of Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy. By Duncan’s words from this 1921 essay, unless it is misdated, describe a harmonious
response to the impact of Wagner’s music on his audience, his believers and followers, on which
Nietzsche criticized Wagner. Was Duncan conquered by the idea of dance as a vehicle for
religion?

It appears that Duncan had mixed feelings towards Wagner’s art by this time. Her use

of language towards Wagner would provide fertile for future work.
Duncan calling Wagner the “liberator of the art of the future … who will give birth to,”
who will be the “rebirth of” the art of the future is absolutely Nietzsche’s call for the art of the
future, and Wagner as answer to that art of the future as based on tragic art. She saw herself as
answering this call by connecting her dancing to Wagner’s vision for dance as the chorus of
39

It would be interesting to consider that Hitler was named Fürher of the Nazi Party in 1921 along
with Duncan’s views of Wagner in this essay. In this case Wagner’s new myth for Germany and
Hitler’s use of Wagner to aid in promoting the idea, and enactment, of the German race would
enhance a study on Duncan’s text.
119

Greek tragedy. While an essay on Nietzsche and his The Birth of Tragedy might have been more
direct, she wrote to envision her dance as the dance of the future in praise of Wagner. Her dance
is “release” and “life,” because in Wagner’s music, which contain unborn dances, release and life
are made by the monumental sculpture and movement of the music. The music brings a release
and then the life of the dance is born.
Nietzsche in his early years, and in The Birth of Tragedy, as well as in the writings that
demonstrate opposition to Wagner, described just this view on Wagner — the impact he had to
change peoples’ beliefs by an idea conveyed through music. In Nietzsche’s oppositional view
against Wagner, however, he does not believe Wagner is the answer to the artwork of the future,
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nor was his music the “music of the future” (Kaufmann 1967, 4) . To understand those
arguments that prompted Duncan’s earlier and later conclusions, Nietzsche’s self-criticism, his
criticism on Wagner, and the conflicts that lie within this need to be understood first.
In his Attempt at Self-Criticism, which accompanied the third printing of The Birth of
Tragedy, fourteen years after its first publication, Nietzsche exclaimed he should have sung this
work: “It should have sung, this “new soul” — and not spoken!” (Attempt 20). He struggled early
on with the external criticisms against The Birth of Tragedy from colleagues (Kaufmann 1967,
sec. 2, 4-9). Just after its publication, the criticism the book received caused him to feel regretful
and remorseful, as he expressed in a letter to a friend, that he might have embarrassed his
university department of classics (Sweet 1999). Later, Nietzsche came to be very critical of his
book and suggested that perhaps these ideas would have been best made into art rather than a
theory for art, and that he might have best said them as a poet rather than concealing himself
“under the scholar’s hood” (Attempt, sec. 3, 20). “Still,” as Nietzsche pointed out, “the effect of the
book proved and proves that it had a knack for seeking out fellow-rhapsodizers and for luring
them on to new secret paths and dancing places” (Attempt, sec. 3, 19). And seeking out fellowrhapsodizers is certainly what this book did, as we shall see in the case of Duncan.

At the time of the publication of The Birth of Tragedy, Wagner’s music was called “music of the
future,” and philologist Wilamowitz criticized Nietzsche’s book as “philology of the future" for it
contained no quotations in ancient Greek or footnotes. (Kaufmann, 4-5).
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What may be the crux of Nietszche’s self-criticism is a reflection upon the methods and
methodology he used. He criticized the fact that his tools and theoretical frame contradict the
aims of his aesthetic philosophy itself. In this way, his methods became more than methodology;
they became cultural, philosophical, and religious criticism. He considers the use of Romantic
methods as problematic, partly using ancient Greek philosophy to address modern problems;
even more, using Wagner and his interpretation on Greek tragedy as a way to develop a modern
aesthetic philosophy; and further, positing Wagner as the closest answer to the rebirth of Greek
tragic philosophy. And worse to Nietzsche was his growing opposition to Wagner’s ideas, which
began with an increasing distancing from Schopenhauer (Frau Cosima’s diary, The Nietzsche
Channel). In contrast to the praise in The Preface to Richard Wagner and The Birth of Tragedy,
Wagner became the antagonist in Nietzsche’s Attempt at Self-Criticism (1886) and Case Wagner
(1888).
In Nietzsche’s attempt to create an aesthetic criticism against the modern world’s values,
and against the social, political, and religious concerns projected by industrialization and
urbanization, he used Romantic characteristics and ideas, including longing for the past, believing
the ancients did it better, having an idealistic view that the Greeks were perfect and superior by
employing the Apollinian and Dionysian. All the while, his book aimed to show that the Greeks
were not perfect in the nice, pleasant, and calm manner that previous classical scholars had
argued, particularly Winkelmann and his followers, including Goethe and Schiller (Kaufmann
1967, 9). Rather, as Nietzsche discusses throughout The Birth of Tragedy, Greeks had a
passionate and profound answer to life’s tragic circumstance; they harnessed terror, fear, and
sensuality as a way to participate in life.
Nietzsche also called The Birth of Tragedy “an impossible book” (Attempt sec. 2, 18). In
section 3 (19), he repeated his sense of the book’s impossibility, explaining this was due, in part,
to its burdened attachment and use of Romantic aesthetics: “… I consider it badly written,
ponderous, embarrassing, image-mad and image-confused, sentimental, [… ], uneven in tempo,
without the will to logical cleanliness, very convinced and therefore disdainful of proof, mistrustful
even of the propriety of proof…” (19). Nietzsche’s description of the book’s sentimentality points
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to one problem he saw in Romantic thought as well as the emotional devices in Wagner’s musikdramas. Nietzsche’s phrase “uneven in tempo” used a musical reference to comment on the
book’s emotional expression, its practice of excitement and drama. It barks at Wagnerian
emotionality. This comment also seems to point to the connection between the rhythm of the
book and its emotional expression. Moreover, this draws my attention to Duncan’s particular
connection between music and emotion in her dance, which were wedded as the dance
expresses the (tragic) emotion of the music.
Nietzsche’s adjectives “image-mad and image confused” seem to highlight his use of
Dionysos as a metaphor for the new Dionysian hero, which according to Nietzsche, was confused
by Wagner in his interpretation of tragedy. As one may discern from the Attempt, Wagner’s
mistake, as Nietzsche came to believe, was mixing Christian morality and solutions with ancient
Greek tragic aesthetics. Wagner confused the boundaries between modern German thought and
life, especially on Christianity, and the ancient Greeks and their aesthetic and philosophical
practices. As Nietzsche was so influenced by Wagner at the time of his writing this book, he came
to criticize his use of Wagner as the solution to the rebirth of tragedy. One opposing idea
Nietzsche held against Wagner was that he used immoral situations to “teach” his audiences
about Christian morality.
The Case of Wagner (CW) speaks more specifically to the musik-dramas of Wagner.
Nietzsche argued that Wagner’s heroes behave immorally and yet are still redeemed at the end
through salvation by an immoral god. Certain musik-dramas, which Duncan selected to dance,
bear importance to this study. She performed the Bacchanal from Tannhäuser the summer of
1904 in Bayreuth (Lowenthal 1993, 194). She also later danced the Liebestod and excerpts from
Tristan und Isolde, Parsifal, and Die Meistersinger at Carnegie Hall in 1911 (196).
Nietzsche claims that Wagner attempts to “teach” the people moral lessons, positing
himself as a prophet (CW, sec. 3, 160) — much like Duncan believed when she called him the
“glorious far-seeing prophet” (AD 104). Wagner also teaches “us” moral lessons through immoral
acts. In Tannhäuser, for example, “innocence prefers to redeem interesting sinners.” Duncan
danced the Bacchanal from this opera. Tristan und Isolde, whose story concerns the
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consummate love between a knight and a married woman, teaches “married women… enjoy
being redeemed by a knight” (CW, 160). Moreover, they are redeemed in death through sexual
union. Duncan danced the Liebestod from this opera. Parsifal is the story of the guileless fool,
who through his chaste devotion finds the Holy Grail, the cup of Christ, which also held the blood
of Christ from crucifixion. Parsifal, one of the knights of Arthur’s Round Table, is chaste not to a
woman — not to earthly love — but to Christ. Moreover, Parsifal’s “moral and religious
absurdities” (162) are wound up in and conveyed through the lack of melody (168). Nietzsche
asserts that melody equals immorality in this opera, and Wagner used this lack of melody to
equate to the moment of redemption, of sanctification (CW). He used the lack of melody in his
music to convey the idea of religious beliefs.
In the Attempt, Nietzsch, upon reflection, disliked his earlier self’s use of Wagner but also
by his use of “Schopenhauerian and Kantian formulas” to gain “new valuations and insights”
about Greek tragedy, because these insights were fundamentally “at odds” with each
philosophers’ “spirit and taste” (sec. 6, 24). Not only had Nietzsche once been a fan of
Schopenhauer (1788–1860), and even had a group devoted to studying the philosopher, but
Wagner was enormously devoted to Schopenhauer, even though Schopenhauer was very critical
of Wagner’s works.
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In addition to Wagner, Schopenhauer’s philosophy of pessimism was critical to
Nietzsche’s thought (Williamson 2004, 237). Still, Nietzsche, in his Birth of Tragedy, developed
beyond Schopenhauer’s pessimism (Kaufmann 1967, 59, note 3). In her autobiography, Duncan
mentioned that she read Schopenhauer and learned German so she could participate in
discussions with young German intellectuals (Duncan 1995). Yet it is important to understand that
she looked more through Nietzsche’s writings, and did not use the pessimism of Schopenhauer.
Why he is important to Duncan can be answered by understanding his importance to Nietzsche,
and, therefore, also to Wagner. While I will not address Schopenhauer’s philosophical formulas
here, I explain his general view on tragedy as Nietzsche refers to it. It is helpful to address this
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Wagner’s groupies would visit Schopenhauer and smooth over, or, worse, withhold, the actual
comments Schopenhauer would make. Schopenhauer would mark manuscript copies of the
dramas with sarcastic remarks (Williamson 2004, 207).
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philosopher as Nietzsche pointed him out in his criticism. It is also helpful to understand that
Wagner was heavily dependent on Schopenhauer’s philosophy, and that Schopenhauer was
worshipped in Wagner’s circle (Williamson 2004, 207). Nietzsche quotes Schopenhauer’s view on
Greek tragedy, which was based on the idea of resignation: “‘That which bestows on everything
tragic its peculiar elevating force’ — he says in The World as Will and Representation, volume II,
p. 495 — ‘is the discovery that the world, that life can never give real satisfaction and hence is not
worthy of our affection: this constitutes the tragic spirit — it leads to resignation.’ How differently
Dionysus spoke to me!” (Attempt, sec. 6, 24). Nietzsche, breaking from Schopenhauer in the first
sections of The Birth of Tragedy, proposed a rebirth of tragedy by recognizing the metaphysical
healing that comes from going through the whole tragic circumstance, as he described in section
7.
Nietzsche wrote that he regretted lacking the “courage (or immodesty?)” to allow himself
to express his ideas — his “individual views and hazards” — in his own language (Attempt sec. 6,
24). He regretted using Schopenhauerian formulations to discuss the Dionysian, and that by
doing so, he “spoiled the grandiose Greek problem … by introducing the most modern problems”
(24) Schopenhauer’s view of tragedy to Nietzsche put a modern interpretation and modern
conventions on his interpreted meaning of Greek tragedy, while Nietzsche’s intentions were to
unearth the true Dionysian nature of tragedy, as I show. Modern problems and conventions refer
to several things: the problem with science and morality, and hence Christianity, the problem with
Romanticism, and the problem with using the German Platonism. A study examining this aspect
of decadence as related to Duncan’s ideas and dance would be one way of investigating
Romanticism and Nietzsche in her dance.
In addition to Schopenhauer and other Romantics, including Schiller and Schlegel,
Nietzsche criticized his application of German music, and specifically Wagner, to understanding
and interpreting Greek tragedy. Defining this music as a continuation of Greek tragedy
contradicted the meaning of Greek tragedy. According to Nietzsche, Wagner was an “actor,” not
the “tragic chorus” (CW sec. 9, 174) \. It is the actor, whom Euripides placed as superior to the
chorus, reducing the chorus near to nothing, which killed tragedy.
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The Birth of Tragedy raised important questions. Nietzsche referred to them as “grave”
questions throughout the Attempt. The overarching theme of The Birth of Tragedy is that the
cycle of tragedy, its creation, death and call for rebirth, should be used for the basis of an
aesthetic philosophy for contemporary times, and also for a critique of contemporary culture.
These grave questions surround the main philosophical inquiry: the role of art in life.
Nietzsche asked, Why tragedy? Why did Greeks create tragedy? Why did they need
tragedy? Why tragic myth? “What is the significance of the tragic myth among the Greeks of the
best, the strongest, the most courageous period?” (Attempt, sec. 1, 1). The “best turned out, most
beautiful, most envied type of humanity to date, those most apt to seduce us to life…” (1-2) Why
did they need tragedy? Addressing the questions on the significance of Greek tragedy for a
modern aesthetics, as well as for a proposed meaning to modern life in general, forms a basis for
understanding Duncan’s use of The Birth of Tragedy. It is the meaning and significance of Greek
tragedy that she used to build her dance form. Part of the answer belongs to his new idea of the
Greeks as a people distinct from the Winkelmann, Hegelian interpretation. The Greeks created
the tragic story as it played out their grappling with the pain and suffering inherent within human
existence. Tragedy portrayed a more realistic, more profound insight into the human condition. If
a culture were calm, perfect and democratic, their art may have existed only within the Doric
columns and classical friezes.
The “grave questions” confront the problems with logic, reason and passion, which he
saw as counter forces not only against a rebirth of tragedy, but therefore, a possibility for a
meaningful and worthy existence. According to Nietzsche, life must be considered as striving for
the possibility of feeling fulfilled and happy while entangled in the midst of the crux of human
existence: its inevitable tragic cycle. It is science and morality that impossibly direct a pessimistic
life. Perhaps the gravest of all is the “problem of science itself” (sec. 2, 18). What concerns
Nietzsche is the balance of reason and passion. Science means all human inquiry using logic
and philosophy. Problem means the act of questioning.
According to Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, Greek tragedy beheld the answer to
seizing life’s mysteries if its deepest significance could be attained. By questioning the Greeks’
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need for tragic art when they could create their world as perfect and beautiful shows his
digressive belief that the Greeks were not complete without acknowledgement of the darker,
more animalistic forces in humanity that instigate fear and terror, pain and suffering, and a world
unjust, subject to. Greek tragedies end in death, in ironic twists of fate and misfortune. Why did
the Greeks “crave” to create a tragic play? Crave to watch a tragic play? Why watch innocent
people suffer, an everyday average person, an unknowing king, a demigod? What was the
audience to gain, to experience? What was beautiful about experiencing tragedy?
Nietzsche’s description of Greek culture as one of “strength,” of “excess,” exuding
“cheerfulness,” “well-being,” “overflowing health,” “the fullness of existence…” points out the
contradiction in the Winkelmann perception of that culture and the art it produced. If the ancient
Greeks were luxuriating in the excess of their wealth and beauty, Nietzsche questions the
production and function of Greek tragedy for such a cheerful people (17-21). He questions if the
characteristics associated with this “perfect” culture would give birth to, ignite “[a]n intellectual
predilection for the hard, gruesome, evil, problematic aspect of existence?” (sec. 1, 17–18). Is
pessimism “prompted” by excess? Is it possible to suffer from being cheerful, from being full, from
— in other words — being without longing? What would propel us, what would move us to move if
we did not long for something, suffer in the longing for something? Nietzsche perceived in
humanity the need for a place to recognize, confront and reconcile the human condition, its
Romantic pathology of souls, and its ultimate death.
Nietzsche interpreted tragedian Sophocles’ Prometheus, as an example of this Greek
craving (sec. 9, 69-72). Prometheus in an act of hubris stole fire from the gods to give to man,
symbolizing the attainment of knowledge through humans’ leap from dark animal existence into a
developed use of intellect, thus gaining power over animals and making humans closer to the
gods. What sharp-eyed courage craved the fury, the wrath of Zeus, king of the gods, the worthy
enemy who punished this courage by chaining Prometheus to a rock for eternity with the added
torture of having his regenerating liver eaten daily by a vulture? What moved Prometheus to
commit an act against his ruler of gods and men? Likewise, what culture would crave an enemy
from whom one learns to be frightened — a perfect, “calm and quiet” (Mosse 1988) culture? That
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is, what sort of culture would crave to write and watch a tragic play and sit through watching
people suffer? Nietzsche is asking if there is something innately human about wanting to write
about and watch people suffer, die, and experience fear and horror (17-18).
In asking these questions, Nietzsche is assessing the meaning of tragedy for the ancient
Greeks, and the relevance of the meaning this tragic philosophy would have for humans at
present. He is setting up his beliefs that the tragic idea is about acknowledging life as tragic and
in the face of this realization one must live anyway. In addition to embracing joy in the present,
Nietzsche’s answer for this art is emoting the experience of life now. Duncan reflects this attitude
in her statement, “The dance, to be an art for us, must be born of ourselves, out of the emotions
and the life of our times, just as the old dances were born of the life and the emotions of the
ancient Greeks” (AD fragments, 139). A dance of her present emotions and life could still be
based on the tragic idea, because the tragic idea is fundamentally human and eternal.
There is another and more “grave” enemy who is craved by modern man. Nietzsche
addressed the grave problem of science as an enemy to art: “got hold of a problem ‘something
frightful and dangerous’ the problem of science itself for the first time considered problematic, as
questionable (sec. 2, 18).” The “problem of science,” “a frightful and dangerous problem” that
Nietzsche described himself getting hold of — pointing out for first time that there is or may be a
problem with science — scientific thinking and belief making (18). It is the Socratic way of
thinking, the (or Nietzsche’s) “worthy enemy.” Nietzsche even asks the question of Socrates
directly: “O Socrates, O Socrates was that perhaps your secret? O enigmatic ironist, was that
perhaps your — irony? Is science a last resort against truth?” (sec. 1, 18). The ancient Greek
philosopher Socrates is attributed the Socratic method, which, in the form of a dialogue, probes a
student (Athenian youths) by leading him or her through a series of questions so that the student
may discover his or her “own” answer. Nietzsche is asking whether the irony that Socrates
himself was fearful, and if Socrates used irony and the dialectic to cover up a “sort of cowardice
and falseness?” Nietzsche considers if Socrates’ dialectic was driven by fear. To be scientific
about everything would be to explain everything (or in Socrates’ case, leading his students to the
answer by posing calculated questions, that is, he led his students to his answers) and give the
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illusion of total understanding, total truth, total control, total mastery over life’s uncontrollable,
unpredictable, spontaneous nature.
Nietzsche separated this question of truth as a means for escaping the human condition,
from two beliefs — from morality and of amorality. That is, morally speaking, seeking truth is
either a question or sign of cowardice and falseness (as in believing in redemption in death, as in
Christianity and Wagner’s musik-dramas); or, seeking truth is amoral, masking truth as if in a
ruse, a mischievous play (18). If we look at Socrates from a moral perspective, he then would be
seen as cowardice and fearful. If we look at Socrates from an amoral perspective, then he would
be seen as mischievously playing with the minds of Athenian youths. This is relevant to the
inquiry on the role and function that art has in life. Duncan used Nietzsche’s interpretation of
Socrates, and in particular the Socratic way of thinking, to describe a certain way of dancing —
that is, as a series of exercises motivated from the brain (AD 139). Nietzsche’s perspective on
critiquing culture and science-dominated ways of perceiving existence appears in her comments
on progress and on living a free and embodied way of life through dance.
What Nietzsche dared to do differently was “… to look at science in the perspective of the
artist, but at art in that of life” (Attempt sec. 2, 19). He challenged the existing academic
framework of asserting that indeed science can be discussed and analyzed and critiqued in terms
of art, Greek tragic art. Nietzsche justified this by viewing Greek tragedy as an art containing
within its deeper meaning an inherent philosophy, a tragic philosophy. Moreover, he challenged
his readers to look at art from the perspective of life, of life experience, for deriving the meaning
of existence. This would be in contrast to superficial artistic expression, art that is “cheerful” and
“calm.” Greek tragedy served this function not only for its people and the tragedians, but also for
Nietzsche’s contemporaries, the “modern man,” and perhaps the future of humanity. It is evident
throughout her writings that Duncan embodied this life meaning in her philosophy for dance, as
she claimed to have always only danced her life and life experiences, which she perceived as
within this tragic philosophy.
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See for example, Duncan’s recollection in MY Life, 9: Reflecting upon a dance performed at
age sixteen, Duncan stated, “… I was only endeavoring to express my first knowledge of the
42
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Seeing art and not morality as the truly metaphysical activity of man complements
another of Nietzsche’s statements, the “existence of the world is justified only as an aesthetic
phenomenon.” Life can only be worthy if it is an art, perceived as an art, as related to the
Romantic attitude that life is poetry. Through the truly metaphysical activity of man, through art, if
it beholds to tragic philosophy, will transcend man to a truly ecstatic life existence and valued life.
Living a creative, emotional life through experiencing and making art is the way of life. In
summarizing Nietzsche, one could say: The Greeks made good art. It was deeply meaningful,
soulful. It embraced life. We Germans, who have been seeking and developing a soulful way of
life and making art, ought to embrace the ancient Greek attitude toward art in this way so that we
can live well, deeply and fully. Throughout her writings, Duncan stated that dance could bring this
Nietzschean philosophy to a soulful way of aesthetic, metaphysical living. She also claimed that
through the ancient Greeks and their tragic art, as she studied their art to understand the essence
of movement, a deeper and more meaningful dance can be reborn and can make life more
meaningful. Duncan practiced dance as a metaphysical activity.
Even though Nietzsche saw value in his book, he criticized having come to some views in
his book, writing that while anyone “can call this whole artists’ metaphysics arbitrary, idle,
fantastic; what matters is that it betrays a spirit who will one day fight at any risk whatever the
moral interpretation and significance of existence” (Attempt sec. 5, 22). His book betrayed that
artist or individual who would fight for an artistic, spiritual life, and against a life lived under moral
restrictions, because his answer in his book for this ideal art was Wagner. Here is a place where
Kaufmann’s comment that Nietzsche’s own criticism surpasses all others on his own book is
evident (Kaufmann 1967, sec. 1, 3). He saw beyond others’ superficial comments on the book.
Nietzsche sees that by using Wagner he betrayed his proposal for a tragic philosophy, but does
accept, perhaps justify, his tragic philosophy. He is the “spirit” who has now come to fight against
moral art and a way of life based on morality, which he used in his book, based in part on
Wagner’s aesthetics. If Nietzsche changed his view that Wagner was the answer to tragic

underlying tragedy in all seemingly joyous manifestation. Later on I danced my struggle with the
same life… and wrestling from it its ephemeral joys.”
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philosophy, then Nietzsche would consider an artist like Duncan to have been betrayed by his
own earlier appointment of Wagner as the answer to tragedy’s rebirth. He sees himself as
misleading the trusting believers in his book. While Duncan did not engage in a moral
interpretation on life, her dancing to Wagner, especially in excerpts from Parsifal complicates
understanding her using it in dance. Duncan reconciled Wagner as the origin of tragic music and
dance, and yet excluded or passed over the problem with his Christian themes and morality.
In this section, I used Nietzsche’s Attempt to illustrate some main points that help
address Duncan’s use of his The Birth of Tragedy, and I use The Case of Wagner to aid in this. I
discuss Duncan’s use of Wagner because she used Wagner’s music as a physical practice of
Nietzsche’s philosophy, claiming in her essay on Wagner that his music is the vehicle for a rebirth
of dance as the tragic chorus. Because Duncan has left us descriptions on her time dancing to
Wagner in Bayreuth, and also presents conflicting ideas within her experience of being there, an
attention to this conflict can help further the understanding of her use of Nietzsche and Wagner.
Conclusion
The characteristics of the Romantic mood set up the practice for Greek tragedy to fulfill
the needs of the nineteenth-twentieth century artist and thinker. In this view, contemporary
society created a pathological soul. The soul needed to express and to heal this pathology
through art as well as a poetic way of life. Through art, the Romantic experienced a sense of
freedom from the constraints of an industrial, materialistic, “soulless” society and cultural
“wasteland.” Greek tragedy was the antidote for some German philosophers, including
Nietzsche.
Nietzsche marks a turning point in the German view on tragedy as written into
philosophical discourse and theory. Duncan takes the ideas of Nietszche and applies them to
dance. Because she is the first to renew dance via harkening back to the Ancient Greeks, she is
well-known. She represented by the body and through movement her knowledge of the tragic
idea: of human experience, life, suffering, and death and renewal. Using Nietzsche’s The Birth of
Tragedy, Duncan completed [Nietzsche’s] ”rebirthed” dance. Her dance can be seen as having
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strove to embody a wisdom of the human condition and existence by embodying the tragic idea
and expressing this tragic idea in and through a physicalized Romanticism.
In this chapter I discussed the role that Romantic ideas and characteristics played in
Duncan’s life and art. I pointed to her autobiographical writings on her time in Germany
surrounding her encounter with Nietzsche’s philosophy to show the impact of the German idea of
the tragic as significant to her use of The Birth of Tragedy. By way of Karl Federn (although she
may have encountered Nietzsche’s philosophy earlier when she met and worked with Cambridge
43

Classicist Jane Harrison, whose classical scholarship was influenced by Nietzsche) , Duncan
was introduced to this tragic philosophical discussion, which she in turn appropriated for dance.
Through The Birth of Tragedy, as I will show in the upcoming chapters, Duncan was able to
physically embody this tragic philosophy. The Romantic mood facilitated an atmosphere for
imagination to poeticize and physicalize the translation of this philosophy into her moving body.
An attitude toward a poetry of life, a pathology of souls, a longing for a perceived ancient past, a
seeking for the spiritual essence of ancient Greece, all contributed to the belief of an individual
artist’s responsibility to enhance the quality of human existence, saving it from modern “evils” by
adapting this Romantic sensibility and performance of it. Two examples of this enactment are her
responses to dancing Wagner and the relationship with Thode that she retold at her time in
Bayreuth shortly after her learning Nietzsche’s philosophy. In harmony with her contemporaries,
and her past philosophical influences, Duncan longed for a poetic life and put it into practice
through the idea of the tragic idea, a belief in dance’s power to reach and to express the highest
possibility of the human condition in art.
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Duncan performed in London 1900 before she made her way to Germany. It is documented in
The Times review of a salon performance at The New Gallery, that Duncan danced while “Miss
Jane Harrison” read the Greek Idylls. Because of Nietzsche’s strong influence on Harrison, it is
reasonable to believe a connection to Nietzsche through Harrison. (See Chapter 2, Review
Literature).
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CHAPTER 4

NIETZSCHE’S BIRTH OF TRAGEDY FROM OUT OF THE SPIRIT OF MUSIC:
DANCING BETWEEN AN AESTHETIC PHILOSOPHY AND AN ARTISTS’ METAPHYSICS

Nietzsche acknowledged the reception of his book as an artists’ metaphysics (Nietzsche 1967,
Attempt, sec. 2, 18; sec. 3, 19). He called his book an artists’ metaphysics because it concerns a
philosophical approach to life through art. It simultaneously is “a book full of psychological
innovations and artists’ secrets, with an artists’ metaphysics in the background,”

44

and a book

about making an aesthetic philosophy from the idea of tragic philosophy derived from ancient
Greek tragedy. The book could act as an approach to contemplate the human condition and
existence through the attitude toward life represented in Greek tragedy. Therefore, I see his book
as a dance between an aesthetic philosophy and an artist’s metaphysics.
In this chapter, I present a text exegesis of The Birth of Tragedy as I posit my
understanding of Duncan’s adaptation of it to her dance. Duncan selected and followed his
retelling of the life cycle of Greek tragedy, its need for a rebirth in modern culture, and its
proposed tragic philosophy. She applied his terminology including the Apollinian (Apollonian) and
Dionysian. She used his definition of the tragic chorus, and the idea that the tragic chorus was the
soul of the tragedy. As this soul of the tragedy, the chorus was the function of the tragedy that
made it alive.
I see Nietzsche’s description of tragedy in terms of living, its aliveness, as a contrast to
the quality of tragedy, as in Aristotle’s Poetics. Nietzsche opposed the aesthetic categorization of
tragedy that Aristotle laid out in his book (Schmidt). I find this as potentially significant to Duncan
as here I understand Nietzsche as introducing an important distinction between the traditional
philosophical topic of the good. Rather he puts the quality of a tragedy into speaking terms of its
life, death and re-birth—its aliveness. This introduces art as something beyond its quality of
Good, Beauty, or Truth. Here I am not examining these greater philosophical questions on good,
beauty or truth. Isadora Duncan did attend to these larger topics as an artist. A future examination
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Nietzsche looks back at this sarcastically in his preface to the BT, Attempt At Self Criticism,18.
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of her Nietzschean dance ideas would be enriched by a philosophical study on these aesthetic
topics. I am staying on point to her embodiment of the tragic chorus.
As I discussed in the previous chapter, the idea to apply tragedy to philosophy was a
philosophical activity particular to German Romantic philosophers (Schmidt 2000, 1, 13). In
dance, Isadora Duncan adapted Nietzsche’s renewal of this tragic idea, of tragic philosophy
applied to art and life. This idea became an initiatory idea for Duncan in the early beginnings of
her dance aesthetics once she met with Nietzsche’s philosophy. In her autobiography, she
claimed that her introduction to Nietzsche’s philosophy came through her friend Karl Federn (My
Life, henceforth referred to as ML, 104). As early as 1903, Federn read to her Nietzsche’s Thus
Spoke Zarathustra (Lowenthal 1993, 193). Federn helped Duncan write a lecture, which became
a pamphlet entitled Der Tanz Der Zukunft, The Dance of The Future; and he edited this booklet,
which was published in Leipzig in 1903 (Lowenthal 204). Duncan’s “ecstatic” response upon
Federn explaining Nietzsche’s philosophy, which “ravished” her “being,” became the formative
point in her philosophical development (ML 104). Duncan also emphasized that The Birth of
Tragedy was her “Bible,” and told her students to understand Nietzsche’s philosophy in it in order
to “go far” in their development of dancing (The Art of The Dance, henceforth referred to as AD,
108). This encounter with Nietzsche’s philosophy may have become her introduction to German
Romantic thought, including the early writers Goethe and Schiller, as well as the philosopher
Arthur Schopenhauer, and most significantly Wagner.
In this chapter I examine Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, as if looking through what
Duncan may have seen and may have culled from his writings. I do this having carefully having
researched her writings for words and ideas that came from The Birth of Tragedy, evidence that I
present in the next chapter. I posit that The Birth of Tragedy held a deeper distinction within her
writings and dance, while Zarathustra may have given her a broader philosophical overview for
defining dance as a means to embody and convey a philosophy for humanity in general. In fact,
Zarathustra is often considered to be the embodiment of the philosophy contained within The
Birth of Tragedy (Schmidt 2001, 193). The Birth of Tragedy still remains Nietzsche’s most
thorough treatment of tragedy, even though it was his first book, and this tragic idea followed
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throughout his life and work (193). By positing this distinction between the importance of The
Birth of Tragedy and Thus Spoke Zarathustra, a thorough examination of the tragic chorus and
tragic philosophy, which Nietzsche describes in The Birth of Tragedy, provides a deeper
understanding of her artistic and philosophical aims. The literature documents that she kept a
copy of Zarathustra by her bedside, along with other readings. Because Zarathustra is an
embodiment of the philosophy in The Birth of Tragedy, I posit that the philosophy in The Birth of
Tragedy is significantly dominant in the text of Duncan both in structural and poetic form.
Historical Overview of The Birth of Tragedy
The intrigue and influence The Birth of Tragedy
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had and continues to have pervades Western

thought. Before and after Nietzsche’s death, and well into current thought and art, this book has
influenced people, such as Freud, and it has shifted academic beliefs and practices in fields
beyond its own classics and philology. Kauffman writes that it is “one of the most suggestive and
influential studies of tragedy ever written. Perhaps only Aristotle’s Poetics excels it” (Kaufmann
1967, 3). To be the most influential study on tragedy since Aristotle shows the great impact the
book had and has: Along with Aristotle and Hegel, “Nietzsche has vastly enriched the study on
tragedy ” (sec. 1, 3). Nietzsche’s particular interpretation of tragedy came during a revolutionary
period when people in Germany had been seeking a philosophy, a new belief and worldview,
through which they could reconcile their dramatically changing world. And during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the book’s impact soared across countries beyond
Nietzsche’s own, including England, France, Italy, Russia, and the United States (Kaufmann
1967). Duncan was one of many artists, thinkers, and intellectuals who were influenced by this
book. Yet, in applying its aesthetic philosophy to dance, she may well have been the first dancer
to do so.
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First Edition (1872) German title: Die Geburt der Tragödie aus dem Geiste der Musik. Second
edition printed in 1874 but not published until 1878. Third edition (1886): “the remaining copies of
both versions were issued with a new title page and preface: Die Geburt der Tragödie. Oder:
Griechenthum und Pessimismus. Von Friedrich Nietzsche. Neue Ausgabe mit dem Versuch einer
Selbstkritik. Liepzig: Verlag von E.W. Fritzsch.” See Friedrich Nietzsche, The Birth of Tragedy
and The Case of Wagner, trans. with comm. Walter Kaufmann (New York: Vintage
Books/Random House, 1967).
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The book’s subject is not only about tragedy, “… nor only with tragedy and Wagner,” but
“art and its relation to science,” “the “phenomenon of Greek civilization, and with modern age,”
and it contains “a good deal that is exceptionally brilliant and penetrating” (Kaufmann 1967, sec.
1, 3). It also shaped political thinking and social practices, too. Nietzsche’s own sister revised his
writings and used them to support and help develop Nazi ideology. She even gave Hitler
Nietzsche’s walking stick (Mosse 1988, 25; “This shows succession”). Nietzsche was
incapacitated due to illness, and she sifted through his writings and pieced things together in
order to suit Nazi ideology.
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In addition to his sister’s manipulative constructs and publication

control after Nietzsche’s physical and mental breakdown, more nationalist groups warped parts of
Nietzsche’s writings and ideas: “Nietzsche was annexed by German nationalists as the
philosopher of the superman; his hatred of Germans and what he called their slave morality were
conveniently forgotten” (25). Nietzsche’s actual words and beliefs absolutely contradicted
Nazism. Mosse points out that “Nietzsche’s individualism would have been appalled by such a
misuse of his ideas; […] how Nietzsche would have despised a movement like national socialism,
a movement founded on the manipulation of the ‘herd’ which he abhorred!” (234). Nietzsche’s
illness left him unconscious of his sister’s handlings; later, his early death allowed for these
misappropriations.
The growing body of literature and scholarship on Nietzsche studies continues the
discussion and impact of Nietzsche’s philosophy on human thought bridging three centuries.
Today, despite Nietzsche’s own astounding and complex criticism of the book, particularly with
regard to Christianity, morality, Wagner, and Romanticism, all of which in part make up his
aesthetic argument, artists still read the book as an “artist’s metaphysics,” just as Duncan did.
Nietzsche used the term “artist’s metaphysics” in his self-criticism (Nietzsche 1967, Attempt, sec.
2, 18). In using this term he alludes to an underlying intention in his book, which proposed a
theory or philosophy for artists by which they can create art, and specifically, create art that
concerns life, living, being, and existence. Nietzsche thought critically about his “audacious”
attempt to tackle this philosophical problem, as looking at art in the perspective of life: “to look at
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Along with her husband, Elizabeth developed a colony, Neue Germany, in Philippines.
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science in the perspective of the artist, but at art in that of life” (sec. 2, 19). Looking at life in terms
of art is exactly the Romantic attitude of a poetry of life. Duncan’s texts show that Nietzsche’s
dictum is one on which she based her dance.
Another reason that The Birth of Tragedy is “widely admired and generally taken for one
of Nietzsche’s major works”, is because it shows Nietzsche’s status and accomplishment as a
writer and philosopher (Kaufmann 1967, 3). “Nietzsche was probably Germany’s greatest prose
stylist as well as one of the most profound and influential modern philosophers” (3). Surely, in
addition to philosophical content as it supported Duncan’s work, his status and reputation as a
major philosopher would have appealed to her desire to make her dance more than artifice and
entertainment. Through Nietzsche she would be able to ground her dance ideas in a strong
intellectual community in Europe at the turn of the twentieth century.
Two of Nietzsche’s works are particularly important in demonstrating the skill and
perception that earned him such status (Kaufmann). Nietzsche’s Attempt at Self-Criticism, which
introduced the third edition (1886), helps to complete an understanding of Nietzsche’s
philosophical development and the dramatic change in his thought on the subjects of
Romanticism and Richard Wagner. As I stated, I do not examine Wagner here, and I address
Wagner only as an example in Duncan’s texts. The Case of Wagner (1888) concerns Nietzsche’s
opposition to Wagner in more detail, including Wagner’s conflicting use of morality in his musikdramas and the way music is tied in to and expressive of his philosophy (Kaufmann 1967). This
shift in Nietzsche’s thought is reflected in Duncan’s point of view on Wagner’s musik-dramas in
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particular . I do acknowledge that Nietzsche’s self-criticism as well as Case Wagner could bridge
a discussion between Duncan’s embodiment of Romantic ideas and her use of Nietzsche’s The
Birth of Tragedy and Wagner. It also bears mentioning that The Birth of Tragedy does not suffice
for anyone using this text in comparative study if one does not also include an integrative study of
three inseparable parts: the Attempt at Self-Criticism (Attempt), Preface to Richard Wagner, and
The Case of Wagner (CW). This is because Nietzsche’s own criticism of his book and his
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See my discussion on Duncan’s shifted view on Wagner in Chapter 3, 31-36 in this
dissertation.
136

changed view on Wagner complete the meaning and significance of the philosophical ideas and
arguments (Kaufmann 1967, 4). This will help shape the understanding of Duncan’s dance
philosophy and dance itself, as the philosophical criticisms and conflicts are integral to her
development and viewpoint on the relationship between dance and metaphysical philosophy and
also on the relationship between movement and music. Also, the combination of these texts
discloses the parts Duncan used and, consequently, chose not to use. Both Duncan’s selective
text and the reasons for what she chose are two aspects of her dance philosophy that I explore.
Moreover, the challenge is to discern Nietzsche’s criticism on Romantic ideas and aesthetics, as
well as on Wagner, and make sense of Duncan’s use of The Birth of Tragedy in the arguments
Nietzsche gave.
Duncan’s ties to Romanticism and her use of Romantic ideas are revealed in her writings.
The Romantic attitude of individuality and emotion, the pathology of souls, as expressed through
ancient Greek tragic aesthetics dominates her idea for dance after she encountered Nietzsche’s
philosophy. The formation of her method of dancing, creating dance, and phrasing dances is built
on her interpretation of Nietzsche’s notion that the birth of tragedy comes out of the spirit of music
to make good art, and Wagner’s use of music as tied in to this philosophy was a way in which
Duncan tested this philosophy.
Nietzsche’s writing style and language in The Birth of Tragedy is important to understand.
His writing style challenged and veered from his philological training and expertise. Nietzsche
might have chosen to show off his brilliance within his classics field for his first book, but he chose
otherwise. Having recently attained the position of chair, an uncharacteristic appointment for a
student who did not write a dissertation, Nietzsche wrote this book (Kaufmann 1967, sec. 2, 5). Its
content and style made waves. His style and ideas may be seen as an embracing and expression
of the Dionysian, while his following and later writings practice the powers of restraint as
embodied in the Apollinian:
Indeed, it is one of Nietzsche’s central points in the book that we cannot do
justice to the achievement of the Greeks and the triumph of those powers of
restraint that he calls the Apollinian unless we first behold the unrestrained
Dionysian energies that the Greeks managed to harness. (sec. 1)
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Nietzsche, in other words, put his philosophy into practice. The Birth of Tragedy exemplifies his
own Dionysian embrace. What he wrote about in this book, he was living at that moment—he was
steeped in Wagner; he was steeped in his scholarly work in philology and classics. Later, the
Attempt at Self-Criticism shows an embracing of the Apollinian. He put these mythic energies into
readable images and words. As I show in the next chapter, Duncan’s language use seems to
strive for this energetic, poetic philosophy as seen in The Birth of Tragedy, with perhaps a hint of
awareness concerning the criticism of Wagner and Romanticism found in The Attempt (a preface
to The Birth of Tragedy) and Case Wagner (published in 1888).
The Birth of Tragedy was published in 1872, When Nietzsche was twenty-seven. Its
original title was The Birth of Tragedy Out of The Spirit of Music (Die Geburt der Tragödie aus
dem Geiste der Musik). The book was published again in 1886, and there was a printing in 1878,
which was not distributed until 1886. The editions are essentially the same editions with the
Preface to Richard Wagner, and the third printing in 1886 included the Attempt at Self-Criticism
(Kaufmann 1967, 1, 15).
Nietzsche was also fortunate to witness the book’s success while he was alive and
before his brain disintegrated due to his debilitating illness. He suffered a degenerative illness
(most likely syphilis), which he said he “contracted at the front” during the Franco-Prussian War of
1870 to ’71, just before he sat down “in an Alpine nook” to write The Birth of Tragedy (Attempt
17). He completed the book at the end of the Franco-Prussian War, as the Preliminary Treaty of
Versailles of 1871 was being debated, and he was also negotiating his own peace to settle
between its completion and his “slowly convalescing” due to illness (17). Syphilis was “the
scourge of the age,” according to Mosse (1988, 227). The German playwright Henrik Ibsen’s
Ghosts (1881) “shocked” society by “making public what had only been whispered behind closed
doors” the horrors that syphilis bestowed upon a son through his infected father (227).
Nietzsche’s illness would become a primary influence on his writing, teaching, and philosophical
career.
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The Birth of Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music: Definitions, Structure and Significance of
Nietzsche’s Argument for a Tragic Philosophy as Related to Isadora Duncan
Introduction
In this text analysis I examine Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy by following his organization and
arguments that Duncan followed in her writings. In particular, she applied his tragic philosophy by
employing his Apollinian and Dionysian metaphors to terms of the moving body. By this she
embodied a tragic philosophy. Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy is formed on the idea that the tragic
chorus was born from the tensions between the Apollonian and Dionysian, which in turn gave
birth to the tragic chorus. The tragic chorus was the seat of emotional and psycho-philosophical
expression of the plight of the tragic hero. In Nietzsche’s philosophy, the tragic chorus conveyed
the tragic myth, the myth of Dionysos, the Dionysian hero. Nietzsche discussed these dynamics
first as a way to understand those forces of nature, which simultaneously give birth to life and art.
The Apollinian and Dionysian gave birth to tragedy. Important players in history that form his
summary of the life cycle of tragedy, its birth, death, and rebirth of tragedy, include Schiller,
Schlegel and Aristotle. Nietzsche concludes with the rebirth of tragedy through music, to which
Duncan emphasized the addition of dance.
Nietzsche justified using Greek tragedy as a basis for developing an aesthetic philosophy
by arguing that the best artistic representation of human existence was tragedy. Through
embracing tragic aesthetic philosophy, one can make art a meaningful expression of life. This
philosophy is dependent upon a historical understanding of the development of Greek tragedy—
something Wagner also asserted as necessary for making art (Williamson 2004, 202), and
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consequently so did Duncan . Nietzsche challenged his philological predecessors, the early to
mid German Romantics, particularly Winkelmann and his followers who promoted Greek culture
as “perfect” and “calm.”
On the other hand, Nietzsche called Wagner his “sublime predecessor on this path” in his
dedication Preface to Richard Wagner (Kaufmann 1967, 32). According to Cosima Wagner’s
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Throughout Duncan’s texts, she is making a philosophy for dance.
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diaries, Wagner and Cosima both praised Nietzsche’s book, and their friend Nietzsche himself, as
brilliant.
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Of course, the book lauded Wagner, and as Kaufmann described it, the book reads

almost as a parody of Wagner (Kaufmann 1967, 4). Nietzsche looked back on his book in the
Attempt as a dialogue with Wagner (PRW 31).
In addition to being influenced by Wagner’s interpretation of Greek tragedy, Nietzsche’s
influences from Schopenhauer, Hegel, and Burkhardt, as well as his own classical expertise
came together in his first book to make a new meaning that tragedy held for the Greeks and could
have for modern life (Williamson 2004, 202). Nietzsche merged historical study, philology,
intuition, and imagination, which, in likeness to Wagner and others, was characteristic of the
Romantic mood. He discerned from this historical study the creation of a tragic philosophy, a
tragic worldview. Nietzsche asserted that embracing a tragic philosophy for art will make modern
(contemporary) art good, which Wagner did, and Duncan was to do beginning in 1903, perhaps
earlier. Even more than making good art, a tragic philosophy will make life itself meaningful.
The tragic chorus is the key player in Nietzsche’s philosophy, and in Wagner’s music
philosophy (according to Nietzsche’s dialogue and criticism on Wagner), and consequently
Duncan’s philosophy for dance. For these three the tragic idea that was so important to German
philosophers is taken into the practice of art—music for Nietzsche and Wagner, dance for
Duncan. I do think that Nietzsche acknowledged the role of dance in the chorus, that the chorus
enacted its meaning in both “song and dance” (BT 37). His selection of music over dance, as told
at the end of The Birth of Tragedy, as the answer to a rebirth of tragedy stemmed from his
influence from Schopenhauer and Wagner. Later, as I mentioned earlier, his creation of
Zarathustra, the dancing philosopher, did use dance as the embodiment of the tragic idea.
In addition to dedicating this book to Wagner, Nietzsche saw Wagner’s music as the
closest answer for a rebirth of tragedy—that the rebirth of the tragic chorus would come from out
of the spirit/soul of music. Duncan believed music had this power, though she took this
philosophy a step further by placing dance as its answer. By answering the call for a rebirth of
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Entries from Cosima Wagner’s diaries pertaining to Nietzsche may be viewed at
www.geocities.com/thenietzschechannel.com.
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tragedy, she wedded music and dance as aligned with this tragic philosophy and thereby
manifested a more complete embodiment of the original tragic chorus Nietzsche described.
As Nietzsche described, the tragic chorus both summoned and embodied humanity’s
worst terrors and animal behaviors and also its greatest joy and ecstasies, and made these
manifest in an art form that allowed for a metaphysical experience and healing. The chorus
functioned by uniting dance and song (sec. 1, 37). Moving beyond Wagner, Schopenhauer, and
other German philosophers, Nietzsche created a new origin for tragedy, a means to study and
understand tragedy, and a new take on the tragic idea. He did this by ascribing the metaphorical
Apollinian and Dionysian as embodiments of these art impulses of nature (sec. 2, 38).
The Birth of Tragedy is divided into twenty-five sections, each of which was for Nietzsche
one long paragraph, Kaufmann divided the sections into multiple paragraphs for the purpose of
simplicity and clarity. An overall outline of the book is as follows: The first six sections deal with
the generalizations and premises of defining art in terms of the Apollinian and Dionysian union of
opposite artistic impulses/energies. Kaufmann comments that sections 7 to 15, which deal with
the birth and death of tragedy, are the better part of the book, and the book originally had ended
here. Kaufmann claims sections 16 to 25 “weaken the book,” because it reads too strongly as a
parody of Wagner (1967, 13). These latter sections, which call for the rebirth of tragedy for the
modern world via music, particularly the Dionysian music of Wagner, are worth looking at as they
relate to Duncan.
In addition to being roused by Wagner’s music and philosophy on art/music, Nietzsche
drew on other ideas on Greek tragedy and music within German culture, specifically
Schopenhauer (whom Wagner heavily depended on in devotion), and also Schlegel, Schiller,
Aristotle and Plato/Socrates. Schopenhauer and Wagner aided his interpretation of the
metaphysical affects of music, and that tragedy was born from music. As I previously discussed,
Nietzsche departed from Schopenhauer by asserting that a metaphysical comfort may be
experienced as well as support a life-affirming attitude rather than the pessimism of resignation.
Also, Schlegel, Schiller (Romantic figures addressed in Chapter 3), and the ancient Greek
philosopher Aristotle provide the ground for Nietzsche to discuss the role of the tragic chorus in
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Greek tragedy. Nietzsche then discusses the birth, thriving period, and death of tragedy as a
necessary ground for both the importance of the tragic chorus to tragedy and its vehicle for
rebirth. Then Nietzsche referenced the three great tragedians, Aeschylus, Sophocles and
Euripides, to discuss tragedy’s life cycle. Nietzsche targets philosopher Socrates’ role in tragedy’s
death, which died by—the Romantic and classical idea of—suicide.
Nietzsche called the path to discovering the origin of Greek tragedy a labyrinth, meaning
that this problem of defining the original tragic chorus had as yet to be posed or even solved (sec.
7, 56). Nietzsche has his reader follow a labyrinthine philosophical and historical thread
connecting different thinkers, poets, philosophers and tragedians, from the earliest Greek sources
to his present day. Later, in Case Wagner, the tragic chorus as the human soul serves as the
vehicle marking a shift in Nietzsche’s belief that Wagner’s music was the rebirth of Greek tragedy.
Nietzsche calls the modern German soul a labyrinth, and accuses Wagner of being its “guide,” an
“initiate,” an “eloquent prophet” of leading his ‘lost worshippers’ to being saved from their
undirected way of life. To Nietzsche, Wagner is the “bad conscious of his time” for he understood
the German soul best (CW, Preface, 155); Wagner used music to convey the tragic idea as
conveyed by the chorus, and acted as the prophet to understanding the mysteries of the human
soul and existence.
For Nietzsche, music that embraces Dionysian qualities, or that is born from these
qualities, will bring about a rebirth of tragic, philosophical art for contemporaneous times, and the
future as well. In order for a rebirth of tragic art to happen, the philosophical and metaphysical
specialties of the tragic chorus need to be understood and practiced. Nietzsche’s historical and
philosophical quest for defining the origin of the tragic chorus is important for several reasons
concerning this dissertation (although the significance goes far beyond the scope of this
dissertation). It helps explain that the Apollinian and Dionysian artistic concept is significant to the
idea of a rebirth of tragedy. It also establishes the significance of the chorus for Nietzsche.
Duncan, furthermore, also followed Nietzsche’s discussion on the origin of Greek tragedy.
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As discussed in Sections 7 to 15 of The Birth of Tragedy, Aeschylus and Sophocles,
though mainly Aeschylus, produced the best tragedies because they valued the role and function
of the tragic chorus. The worst of the tragedians was Euripides, who, in conjunction with
Socrates, brought on the death of tragedy by lessening the role and presence of the chorus, and
implementing a dialectic dialogue that explained everything before it was to happen. While I
summarize the birth and death of tragedy, as well as what makes good tragedy, or tragedy good,
I describe the necessary definitions and terms. Terms to highlight are the Apollinian, the
Dionysian, and the tragic chorus.
Definitions of The Apollinian and The Dionysian
In Sections 1 to 6, Nietzsche began his book by setting up the definitions of the Apollinian
and Dionysian, “adjectives” he derived from the Greek deities Apollo and Dionysos. These
adjectives function as metaphors for energies existent in nature that give immediate birth to art
even before a human being has any involvement. The Apollinian and Dionysian are energies and
impulses, which birth life and unite to produce art:

… artistic energies which burst forth from nature herself, without the mediation of
the artist—energies in which nature’s art impulses are satisfied in the most
immediate and direct way—first in the image world of dreams, whose
completeness is not dependent upon the intellectual attitude or the artistic culture
of any single being; then as intoxicated reality, […] [which] seeks to destroy the
individual and redeem him by a mystical feeling of oneness. (BT sec 2, 38)
By establishing the existence of the Apollinian and the Dionysian as “artistic energies which burst
forth from nature herself,” Nietzsche set himself apart from a long history of writers on and
interpreters of Greek tragedy. While Winkelmann and followers in his tradition, including Goethe
and Schiller, praised the perfection and calmness of ancient Greece, Nietzsche introduced
(influenced by Burkhardt) the Dionysian as nature’s dark, tragic, and sensual energy that is
shaped, given form, and manifested by nature’s manifestation embodied in the Apollinian. The
idea that nature embodied these ancient Greek deities/energies, these natural impulses, is
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As discussed in Chapter 1, it may also have a cultural significance — the search for origin as
comparable to the search for German origin that his predecessors, including Wagner, sought to
establish. This quest to establish origins was part of Romanticism.
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significant to figures within the Romantic tradition whose outlook on nature is something moderns
need, long, to “get back to” (sec. 3, 43). After 1903, Duncan would take the Apollinian and
Dionysian dynamic forces of nature and study them in her body. In addition to her writings about
these figures in terms of their relation to dance, the dynamic opposition of both forces would play
out in movement and dances.
Nietzsche described both the Apollinian and Dionysian continually throughout the book,
as each relates to art, artist, culture, and life meaning and experience. The essential
characteristics of the Apollinian are culled from the sun god Apollo, “the ‘shining one,’ the deity of
light” (sec 1, 35). As “ruler over the beautiful illusion of the inner world of fantasy,” he governs the
realm of dreams that inspires poets. He also governs divination mysteries and oracles that are
interpreted by his priests: “The higher truth, the perfection of these states” in contrast to the
incompletely intelligible everyday world, this deep consciousness of nature, healing and helping in
“sleep and dreams, … the soothsaying faculty…, which make life possible and worth living” (35).
Drawing from his sun-symbolism, the Apollinian is a force that brings something to light, makes
visible unseen things. Things unseen, in addition to dreams, are emotions and psychological
states. Nietzsche pointed out two of the most famous dicta attributed to Apollo that concern selfknowledge and discipline: “Nothing too much,” which was written above the door at his Delphic
Oracle, and “Know Thyself” (sec. 4, 46). Apollo is the god of measure and calculation. Most
important, the Apollinian is that energy that makes individuation, gives the individual its form, its
self-knowledge. Nietzsche related this principle of individuation to Schopenhauer’s principium
individuationis. Apollo is the god of individuation and of just boundaries (sec. 10, 72).
The Apollinian has particular music qualities and characteristics. It is a music of tones
and predictable rhythm: “Music had long been familiar to the Greeks as an Apollinian art, as a
regular beat like that of waves lapping the shore, a plastic rhythm expressly developed for the
portrayal of Apollinian conditions. Apollo's music was a Doric architecture of sound—of barely
hinted sounds such as are proper to the cithara.” (sec. 1-6) In contrast, the other artistic energy
expressed in nature is the Dionysian (sec. 1–6), or intoxicated reality. This force works by
“annihilating” the individual in terms of self-awareness and self-knowledge, annihilating
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individualization: it “seeks to destroy the individual and redeem him by the mystic feeling of
oneness” (sec. 2, 38). This mystical feeling of oneness is a completion of human experience by
dissolving the individual’s conception of individuality, all awareness of it, and restores that
humanity back to the original experience of oneness with nature and all things.
The Dionysian characteristics, as beheld in the god Dionysos, are ecstatic, abandoned,
raw, and animalistic. Unlike his counter deity Apollo, who lives on high Mount Olympus, Dionysos
is a chthonic deity. “Chthonic” is a word used to describe the earthly characteristics of Dionysos
and the satyr. Dionysos dwells on the earth, and his worshippers, as embodied in the goat-man
satyr, symbolize that earthen-ness and animalistic part of humanity that cannot be detached from
being human. The Dionysian refers to the body and sensuality. Dionysos revels in rapture and is
associated with a drunken sensation and overcoming, both metaphorically or spiritually, and
literally. Spiritually/metaphorically, the Dionysian drunken state means to be outside oneself,
against self-knowledge, to get to the state of giving over to that experience of oneness that is
ecstatic (sec. 1, 36-38).
The powerful and pleasurable effect of Greek tragedy comes from the agony and ecstasy
told within the mythology of Dionysos. The dismemberment and rejuvenation of the god is a cycle
of death and rebirth, which the Dionysian rituals and mysteries celebrated. Nietzsche describes
the Dionysian myth in the following telling yet metaphorical passage:

In song and dance man expresses himself as a member of a higher community;
he has forgotten how to walk and speak and is on the way toward flying in the air,
dancing. His very gestures express enchantment. Just as the animals now talk,
and the earth yields milk and honey, supernatural sounds emanate from him, too:
he feels himself a god, he himself now walks about enchanted, in ecstasy, like
the gods he saw walking in his dreams. He is no longer an artist, he has become
a work of art: in these paroxysms of intoxication the artistic power of all nature
reveals itself to the highest gratification of the primordial unity. The noblest clay,
the most costly marble, man, is here kneaded and cut, and to the sound of the
chisel strokes of the Dionysian world-artist rings out the cry of the Eleusinian
mysteries: “Do you prostrate yourselves, millions? Do you sense your maker,
world?” [Nietzsche quotes from Schiller’s hymn.] (sec. 1, 37–38)

A “member of a higher community,” an artist of the Dionysian culture, reaches the ultimate
expression, beyond words and thought, and dances—Nietzsche’s representation for freedom of
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soul, of spirit. Nietzsche’s allusions to gestures of enchantment, animals, earth, milk, and honey
are elements and characteristics of the Dionysian ritual and Eleusinian mysteries. For this
Dionysian member of the highest society, the goal is to “become a work of art,” by transcending
the role of the artist, the maker, and to “feel himself a god,” a “Dionysian world-artist.” Nietzsche
beckons his readers and fellow Germans to sense their maker/creator and recognize this deity as
a call to wake up and seize the ecstatic life experience he saw them as lacking. He is arguing that
his take on the tragic idea is more than a philosophical pursuit, but a way of perceiving art and
life.
In another passage he calls:
Yes, my friends, believe with me in Dionysian life and the rebirth of tragedy. The
age of the Socratic man is over; put on wreaths of ivy, put the thyrsus into your
hand, and do not be surprised when tigers and panthers lie down, fawning at
your feet. Only dare to be tragic men; for you are to be redeemed. You shall
accompany the Dionysian pageant from India to Greece. Prepare yourselves for
hard strife, but believe in the miracles of your god. (sec. 20, 124)
With celebratory and sacred objects attributed Dionysos, thyrsus, and ivy, one can summon
animal energy and dance to celebrate the end of analytic domination. Believing in tragedy will
save the modern human from his big brain. A tragic philosophy has the answer and method to
approach life from an embodied acknowledgement that life is hard and one may dance in the face
of suffering rather that succumbing to its sadness and strife.
In the following passage, Nietzsche names Dionysian art as the art which goes through
the Dionysian mythic cycle, through sorrow, death, metaphysical comfort, joy. And that this is to
happen metaphorically, not through the phenomena alone, but through the meaning that the
phenomena reveal:
Dionysian art, too, wishes to convince us of the eternal joy of existence:
only we are to seek this joy not in phenomena, but behind them. We are to
recognize that all that comes into being must be ready for a sorrowful end; we are
forced to look into the terrors of the individual existence—yet we are not to become
rigid with fear: a metaphysical comfort tears us momentarily from the bustle of the
changing figures. We are really for a brief moment primordial being itself, feeling its
raging desire for existence and joy in existence; the struggle, the pain, the
destruction of phenomena, now appear necessary to us. … We are pierced by the
maddening sting of these pains just when we have become as it were, one with the
infinite primordial joy in existence, and when we anticipate, in Dionysian ecstasy,
the indestructibility and eternity of this joy. (sec. 16, 104–5)
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The proper tragic metaphysical comfort does not let its participant fall into the grips of fear without
a way out, a way to overcome this fear. Through the pain and struggle the desire to exist and live
overcomes the fear. This desire dissolves the individual’s awareness of self and individualism,
and at that moment the experience of oneness is attained. The ecstasy of feeling alive and free
from one’s individual identity overcomes this fear. It is an indestructible force, eternal and
promised. The promise of rebirth is eternal. This indestructible force of ecstasy and desire
(longing) is important to Duncan’s dance movement and the phrasing of her dances, which grow
with this promise of rebirth. Going back to the myth, the god is torn asunder by his worshippers,
His blood spills into the ground. From this blood spilled into the earth pours honey and milk, and
vines grow anew: the god is reborn; the individual participant is reborn.
The Dionysian music is, consequently, a “non-imagistic” art of music: “the heart shaking
power of tone, the uniform stream of melody, the incomparable resources of harmony” (sec. 5,
50). Apollinian music was imagistic, mathematical, sparing notes plucked on the cithara.
Dionysian was emotional, melodic; and it used harmony. It was a force that sounded terror and
shuddering dynamics as it enveloped participants.
The Apollinian and Dionysian man each has both his own symbolic artist and culture. So,
too, does the Socratic man, as a figure who initiates the death of tragedy, and thereby as a result
a rebirth of tragedy is possible for modern times. The Apollinian-dominant culture is the calm and
cheerful culture, pleased by aesthetic pleasantries—by nice things and appearances. The
Dionysian is the culture that embraces the tragic worldview, and art is moved from the suffering
and ecstasy of human existence. The Socratic culture is the culture powering science, morality,
and pessimism. It will not use myth; it will create art that is moral. Nietzsche states, for example,
“the culture of opera is a Socratic culture… opera is the birth of the theoretical man, the critical
layman, not the artist” (sec. 19, 116). To clarify, Nietzsche uses the word “opera” as distinguished
from Wagner’s musik-dramas.
It is the uniting of the Apollinian and Dionysian, the Apollinian giving shape to the
Dionysian that forms tragic art. One example Nietzsche gives of the Apollinian and Dionysian as
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manifested in the tragic hero is Sophocles’ tragedy Prometheus. Sophocles’ Prometheus is the
Dionysian and Apollinian at same time, as he bestows to man knowledge and he suffers for it
pain from the pleasure of saving (72).
In this section, I discussed the definitions of the Apollinian and the Dionysian using
Nietzsche’s text. In the following section, I address the relationship of these two forces of nature
to the tragic chorus.
On Nietzsche’s Tragic Chorus: Life Cycle and Function in Nietzsche’s Greek Tragedy through its
Major Players, German Thinkers, Greek Tragedians and Socrates
In this section, I discuss Nietzsche’s tragic chorus, the role of the chorus in his
perception of Greek tragedy, and the role it played in his philosophy. I discuss that the life cycle of
Greek tragedy was dependent on the role of the chorus. I include Nietzsche’s views on the
Germans Schiller and Schlegel; the Greek tragedians Sophocles, Aeschylus and Euripides; and
the Greek philosopher Socrates as these impacted Nietzsche’s definition.
What do the Dionysian and Apollinian have to do with tragedy? For Nietzsche, the two
united to produce the chorus and the drama (the dramatic dithyramb—choral song and dance to
Dionysos), thus giving birth to tragedy (sec. 5, 48). Nietzsche related this to the act of coupling in
sex (sec. 1, 33).
The original chorus was only chorus, emphasizing that there were no spectators (sec. 7,
56). The first chorus was a pure expression of the Dionysian energy in which a group of “humble”
worshippers of the god Dionysos “imagined” Dionysos as present. The chorus as Dionysian was
“the highest expression of nature.” (sec. 8, 65) Nature is what is real about existence, not society,
culture, or politics. Nature and human nature, for Nietzsche, is what humanity needs to reconnect
with in order to rise above the sociopolitical-cultural bounds that keep people from living an
ecstatic life, embracing the sorrow and terror as well as joy. The original and Dionysian chorus
happened without the mediation of the human artist (sec. 2, 38). The original chorus was solely
religious, and it had neither stage nor spectator (sec. 7, 56-7). It was ritual and participants. The
chorus as originally Dionysian was a combination of “forces felt not yet condensed into images”;
only “chorus” and not yet “drama” (sec. 8, 66).
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The Apollinian and Dionysian eventually came together at a pre-Hellenic point in history,
and coupled to birth the dithyrambic chorus. The Apollinian drama was born out of the “womb of
music,” out of the Dionysian (sec. 12, 82). The chorus is the only reality in the tragedy and
generates vision, speaking of it with the entire symbolism of the dance, tone, and words (sec. 8,
65).
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With the implementation of the stage, orchestra, and scene, “drama” eventually developed

from the dithyrambic chorus, and one, then two, then three, actors were added in Attic tragedy.
An example of the Apollinian manifestation in appearances is the use of masks, which helped the
chorus create the veil that aided in the manifestation of the Dionysian transformation (66; see 72,
73).
The chorus, the tragic chorus, is the meaning of the tragedy. The chorus became the
tragic chorus when it entered into the theater setting from its earlier ritual. It is the physical,
audible, and visual expression of the hero’s emotional experience, the wisdom of the hero’s
plight, his/her suffering and physical and/or metaphysical end. It is the function of the chorus, and
in all its meaningfulness to art and life, to bear the deepest meanings concerning life, and death,
and to transform the “over-lookers,” who, unlike distant spectators, become participants,
experience the hero’s plight, as well as the hero him/herself through a metaphysical healing that
brings to bar a knowledge outside of oneself, experience of something greater than oneself, of
nature, of life. This metaphysical experience and healing happens exactly by and in the music
(tone, song), dance, poetry/drama, and visuals such as the masks the chorus wore.
According to Nietzsche, the function of the original chorus transformed participants of its
Dionysian ritual. It transformed their fears and ecstasies into some experience of oneness with
each other, nature and their world/society, so that life may be bearable and even experienced as
pleasurable, despite its inherent terrors. His idea of the tragic idea is a way to live life while
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The Greek religion scholar Walter Burkert (1971, 102–3) confirms: “Music and dance are
inseparable and make up the chorus,” which is both the participants and the place. “To celebrate
a festival is to set up choruses.” He continues, “Divine archetype and human reality are virtually
inseparable, except that what for man is the short-lived blossom of youth attains permanence in
the mythical-divine archetype” (103). Delighting in contest is a part of the religious celebration and
devotional expression to the god.
149

acknowledging fear, but not letting the fear of life dominate a worldview and create a pessimistic
way of life. He stated,
[T]he Dionysian process of the tragic chorus is the dramatic proto-phenomenon:
to see oneself transformed before one’s own eyes and to begin to act as if one
had actually entered into another body, another character. This process stands at
the origin of drama. … A surrender of individuality and a way of entering into
another character. It is epidemic. (sec. 8, 64)
The function of the chorus acted as a means for an individual to enter into that other “body” which
the chorus was, the place where the individual became meta-individual, a personal, universalized
in connection to nature and world.
After he already distinguishes his view on tragedy from Schopenhauer’s pessimistic view
of resignation, Nietzsche begins to set his life-affirming tragic worldview. In detailing the specifics
of tragedy with regard to the function of the chorus, he draws on three major theories or
viewpoints on the tragic chorus proposed by Aristotle, as I infer, and two German writers,
Schlegel and Schiller (sec. 7–8). He warns the reader not to rely on the “arty clichés” of the tragic
tradition, specifically two views that the chorus is either the ideal spectator, as perceived by
Schlegel; or that, as found in Aristotle’s Poetics, the chorus represents the people in contrast to
actor(s) who represent(s) the aristocracy (57). Schiller’s view was that the chorus was a living
wall that projected an ideal and deified life perspective. Yet he sees both Schiller’s and Schlegel’s
view on tragedy as meaningful to a degree. Nietzsche simply wants his reader to think critically
beyond the accepted views and to see how he develops each view. Schlegel’s chorus is the ideal
spectator as the spectator participates in the tragedy metaphorically. The chorus is a metaphor
for its own understanding and perceptions of life matters:
the only beholder, the beholder of the visionary world of the scene. A public of
spectators as we know it was unknown to the Greeks: in their theatres the
terraced structure of concentric arcs made it possible for everybody to actually
overlook the whole world of culture around him and to imagine, in absorbed
contemplation, that he himself was a chorist. (sec. 8, 63)
Nietzsche accepts Schiller’s view more than Schlegel’s because Nietzsche agrees that the
chorus does “represent existence more truthfully, really and completely than the man of culture
does who ordinarily considers himself as the only reality” (61). Nietzsche discounts the viewpoint
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that the chorus is “ideal spectator,” the view asserted by Schlegel (sec. 7, 56–58). While
Nietzsche thought Schlegel’s claim “crude, unscientific, yet brilliant” (brilliant in that it practices
the German bias for anything called an ideal, (57)—this is characteristic of Romanticism),
Schlegel’s ideal spectator contradicts the function of the chorus—by the simple reasoning that
what ideal spectator would sit, for example, practicing its corporal and empirical embodiment,
watching, for example, Prometheus be tortured endlessly without that spectator breaking from the
chorus-state to free the wretched fire-thief? This would mean an audience had a sadistic pleasure
for watching the suffering protagonist. Nietzsche, who still idealized the Athenians of the fifth
century BCE, imagined the democratic practice of compassion and belief in freedom. The tragic
chorus of Schlegel’s view could not have represented this idealized Greece. It is difficult to
imagine a rescue of the tragic hero by an audience actually happening then. It would certainly
have changed the flavor and meaning of the play, and how tragedy would be perceived and
written. But, on the other hand, if Schlegel’s interpretation was looking at Greek tragedies as an
artwork, and following the prevailing (up to Nietzsche’s book) view of “Greek cheerfulness”
(Mosse 1988), Nietzsche’s interpretation would go against Schlegel’s as Nietzsche’s chorus
seeks a spiritual, metaphysical, transcendent life. According to Nietzsche, the chorus is above the
moral mores or obligations of mortal man. The chorus cannot be the ideal spectator because
there is a contradiction between the role of the chorus and the role of the spectator. The spectator
needs to view a tragic play as a work of art as art—that is, aesthetically.
Nietzsche contests the second “arty cliché” that was suggested by Aristotle in his Poetics,
that the “political interpretation” of the chorus represented the common, democratic people as
opposed to the aristocratic powerful few: “as if the immutable moral law had been embodied by
the democratic Athenians in the popular chorus, which always won out over the passionate
excesses and extravagances of kings” (56). No, the chorus could not have represented the
powerless mass, as the excesses and extravagances of kings would win out. Nietzsche argues
that it is blasphemous to believe the chorus had a political agenda and “constitutional popular
representation,” asserting that “Ancient constitutions knew of no constitutional representation of
the people in praxis, and it is to be hoped that they did not even ‘have intimations’ of it in tragedy”

151

(56). They did not even do this in life offstage so why would they have represented this onstage?
The socio-political representation was excluded from the religious origins of tragedy (56).
Schiller’s view was an infinitely more valuable view (58). In this view, the chorus is a
“living wall that tragedy constructs around itself in order to close itself off from the world of reality
and to preserve its ideal domain and its poetical freedom” (58). The chorus exists then “above the
paths of mortals (58).” The chorus is not mortal. It is a place where man’s humanness is
welcomed in for change, healing, “metaphysical comfort.” The chorus was an ideal place where
man has an opportunity to see from a deified perspective. Nietzsche does agree with Schiller that
the chorus is a living wall against the assaults of reality because it—the satyr chorus—represents
existence more truthfully, really, and completely than the man of culture does who ordinarily
considers himself as the only reality (61). This means that the chorus was somehow constructed
by something that was outside of man. This was the Apollinian and Dionysian.
Nietzsche continued to define his interpretation of the significant aspect of tragedy, its
resultant metaphysical comfort (59): “life is at the bottom of things, despite all the changes of
appearances, indestructibly powerful and pleasurable” and “appears in incarnate clarity in the
chorus of satyrs, a chorus of natural beings who live ineradicably… behind all civilization and
remain eternally the same, despite the changes of generations and of the history of nations (59).
The essence of life is constant, the Dionysian life cycle and its ability to be expressed through
Apollinian symbols. As a Dionysian worshipper, the figure of the satyr is part-man, part-goat,
symbolizing the chthonic, raw animal qualities within humanity, whom Nietzsche called “geniuses
of nature” (62). The comfort is that this naturalness expressed by the satyr is constant and
perpetual, as the Dionysian energy, that while destruction and ecstasy are powerful and
overtaking, this energy can be predicted to exist, and through the embrace and surrender to its
dynamic, it will lead one to a greater and spiritual resolve, into settling, into comfort. Art saves,
and through art—life (59): “Tragedy with its metaphysical comfort points to the eternal life of this
core of existence” (61–62). The role of art, of tragedy, provides a metaphysical place where the
spectator/participant engages in the tragic myth, the destruction and ecstasy of the hero via the
chorus, and experiences the resolve of the tragic myth, a rebirth. Then the experience of the
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rebirth offers a renewed practice for life, and therefore that renewed sense of life affirmed is alive,
present and within, embodied.
According to Nietzsche, Greek man felt nullified in the presence of the chorus. The most
immediate effect of the Dionysian tragedy is that the state and society and quite literally the gulfs
between man and man give way to an overwhelming feeling of unity leading back to the very
heart of nature.” The tragedy through its tragic chorus breaks the boundaries between man,
civilization, and nature and puts man back into an immediate experience of nature, of oneness
with the essence of his origin (64-6).
The above is evoked through the Dionysian dithyrambic chorus, making the tragedy
complete. The dithyrambic chorus is a chorus of transformed characters whose civic past and
social status have been totally forgotten, a community of unconscious actors who consider
themselves and one another transformed (64). The Dionysian reveler’s self is dissolved in the
transformation and he sees himself a satyr; as a satyr he sees the god, which means that in his
metamorphosis he beholds another vision outside himself as the Apollinian complement of his
own state (64).
According to Nietzsche, Greek tragedy for a long time had as its hero Dionysos, and this
did not change, even with the actors of Sophocles and Aeschylus added (respectively,
Prometheus and Oedipus), who are masks of Dionysos, until Euripides (sec. 10, 73). The
Dionysian hero is an “erring, striving, suffering individual.” That he appears with epic precision
and clarity is the work of dream-interpreter Apollo. Dionysos appears as fighting hero and as in
the net of the individual will (73).
For Nietzsche, the function of tragedy and its chorus is attained in the true Dionysoshero. This is the suffering Dionysos of the ancient ritualistic Mysteries, the god experiencing in
himself the agonies of individuation: “This dismemberment…” is the “proper … Dionysian
suffering” and is “like a transformation” into the elements “air, water, earth, and fire, that we are to
regard the state of individuation as the origin and primal cause of all suffering, as something
objectionable itself” (73). The mysteries’ initiates looked toward a rebirth of Dionysos, the last part
of the myth’s cycle, and this rebirth is the end of individuation (74). Thus, the “mystery doctrine of
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tragedy…” is “The fundamental knowledge of oneness of everything existent, the conception of
individuation as the primal cause of evil, and of art as the joyous hope that the spell of
individuation may be broken in augury of a restored oneness” (74).
Death of Tragedy
Up to this point, I have discussed the birth of tragedy, the Apollinian and Dionysian as credited
with tragedy’s birth, the tragic chorus as the manifestation of its birth, and the significance of the
tragic chorus. The death of tragedy now comes into play in sections 10 and 11. Nietzsche
attributed the death of tragedy to the death of the chorus. The death of the chorus happened
because the value of scientific thinking began to overtake man’s culture and society. Life was
grand when the chorus was nothing but chorus. As we reach the three great tragedians, as the
role of the chorus progressively declines, Nietzsche describes the death of the chorus.
Aeschylus and Sophocles both had successful tragedies in terms of metaphysical
significance and effect of the chorus, even if the chorus was not in its original state. He looks at
7
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Prometheus and Oedipus. Aeschylus adds one to two actors. Sophocles adds a third actor. By
adding actors and introducing more drama, more explanation, more narrative, the role of the
chorus was diminished (sec. 10—12).
Euripides did tragedy in, according to Nietzsche, whose epithet for Euripides is “poet of
aesthetic Socratism” (sec. 12, 83, 86). He represents for Nietzsche New Attic Comedy, the
“degenerate form of tragedy.” Euripides introduced the Deus ex machina (85). The deus ex
machina is an actual physical device that lifts or lowers a figure onto or up from the stage. It is
used as a means to solve a situation by an external, nonrelated force. It would be a figure who
would have no reason of being involved within the continuity of a tragedy. For example, in
Euripides’ Iphigenia en Tauride, Iphigenia’s death by the hand of her father, Agamemnon, which
would be the tragic end to his Iphigenia in Aulis, is shifted when the audience discovers that
Iphigenia was whisked away by the goddess Artemis to her island of Tauris to be her priestess.
No chorus is needed when there is not even a tragic occurrence. Euripides abandoned the
Dionysian myth, and the myth of Dionysian tragedy, the tragic idea, “died under” his “violent
hands” (75). As the myth is synonymous with the music, the music died on him, too (75).
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Nietzsche said that because Euripides abandoned Dionysos, Apollo abandoned
Euripides: “the myth died on you, the genius of music died on you.” “Euripides brought the
spectator onto the stage,” “the everyday man” (sec. 10, 77, 79). Euripides replaced the ApollinianDionysian with moral judgments (77). Still, Euripides is in some sense a mask, for the real
instigator: a “new demon called Socrates is born” (82). While Nietzsche certainly seemed to
disdain Euripides’ plays and his ignorant reduction or removal of the role of chorus, the real culprit
for him in the death of tragedy is Socrates—or, more specifically, the Socratic way of thinking
(86).
The “Socratic tendency” now opposes the Dionysian. Nietzsche states that Socrates
helped Euripides on his plays (82). While Nietzsche’s attacks on Euripides might be unfair, as
Kaufmann comments, it certainly helps his case in arguing that tragedy died from aesthetic
Socratism, which decrees “to be beautiful everything must be conscious” (83, 86). Nietzsche
states, “… Euripides combated and vanquished Aeschylean tragedy” (82). Euripides relegated
the function of the chorus to dance and music playing only at moments here and there during the
play, bringing in mundane, mortal situations on stage. Euripides brought in the a-spiritual, deus ex
machina was literally a machine that, by hoisting up or dropping in a figure, introduced a surprise
element into the tragedy which otherwise would have no significance to the play at all. A random
act that would save the hero(ine), such as Artemis rescuing Iphigenia. There is no longer a
tragedy to Iphigenia’s story, as she did not suffer her fate; there was actually no concept of fate;
she was whisked away by the goddess because she needed a priestess. This was a random
solution (83). Furthermore, the “deus ex machina took the place of metaphysical comfort” (109).
In describing the meaning of aesthetic Socratism, Nietzsche has rethought the Socratic
dictum, “Knowledge is virtue” and applied it to this new, aesthetically oriented dictum, “To be
beautiful everything must be intelligible” (84), must be “conscious” (82, 86-7). Euripides
“replac[ed] Dionysian ecstasies” with “fiery affects” (83). By eliminating the Dionysian chorus, he
brought onstage straight away a single actor, who told his identity as well as the unfolding events
of the drama, including the outcome: “We know everything that is going to happen; who would
want to wait until it actually does happen?” (84). Euripidean tragedy did not depend on “epic

155

suspense,” as it did for Aeschylus and Sophocles. The latter two tragedians drew in the audience
by maintaining the manner of the poetic and allowing the pathos to work its way into the
overlookers’ immediate experience, heart, emotions, soul. But Euripides thought the spectator
experienced anxiety, so he explained it all to the spectator to relieve any anxiety (85). Obviously,
Euripides mistook suspense and anticipation for anxiety.
However, in some way, the death of tragedy happened out of necessity. Why? Because it
needs to follow its own myth! There had to be a death of tragedy especially because that is the
myth. The tragic myth, the myth of Dionysos, the eternal force that is reborn, ecstatic, then torn
asunder and destroyed, only to be reborn into a renewed, ecstatic life, a renewed expression of a
rebirth. Something had to complete the myth of the rebirth of tragedy, and it was the Socratic way
of thinking, the theoretical overpracticing opposing the Dionysian abandon to life’s mysteries.
Nietzsche wrote, “Socrates again and again prompts a regeneration of art…” (93). This shows
that the tragic myth is not only what Nietzsche writes about, but it is his method for the basis of
his developing aesthetic philosophy. Nietzsche made his philosophy by following the
philosophical meaning and making it into his writing method and theory. His philosophical
reasoning and writing method followed the myth of Dionysos itself. The birth-death-rebirth of
tragedy is the tragic myth itself, and it is played out in history, in art, in culture, and in a
philosophy for art. Once tragic philosophy is embraced, the ideal art and culture will produce
itself.
Yet it is very important to note that a meaningful figure emerged from the criticism of the
cycle of tragedy, and this is the artistic Socrates. The artistic Socrates (92), a Socrates who
practices music (98), is one who can behold the two opposing forces of nature, the Apollinian and
Dionysian. He makes the Dionysian culture. He is the Dionysian man, and he makes Dionysian
art. Or she is the Dionysian artist, and she makes Dionysian art and Dionysian culture, as in
Duncan’s case. Nietzsche’s metaphor artistic Socrates became her Dancing Philosopher, as I
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show in the next chapter. For Nietzsche, the artistic Socrates, in addition to himself as he
52

composed music,

was also Wagner.
Conclusion

Nietzsche established the meaning of tragedy for modern humanity by exploring and defining the
meaning it had for the ancient Greeks, as he perceived it. The value of Greek tragedy was and is
dependent on the significance of the tragic chorus, which is eternally rebirthed by the forces of
nature represented within the mythology of the Apollinian and Dionysian. The closer that any
chorus or artistic expression of its philosophical meaning is to the original chorus, the better that
chorus or artistic expression will be. This will not only produce the best art, but it will also afford a
philosophy for life. Art is connected with life by the chorus, which functions as a vehicle for
healing from life’s inherent sufferings and pleasures—from its life cycle. Duncan will take this
tragic philosophical view of the chorus as the site of life meaning and consoling and transpose it
to the site of her body.
In this chapter, I considered both Nietzsche’s Attempt At Self-Criticism and The Birth of
Tragedy as texts to inform Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy. As I looked at
Nietzsche through this lens of Greek tragedy and its tragic chorus to present Nietzsche’s
discussion and criticism on it, the lens is hopefully adjusted to now look at Duncan’s writings. I
question if Duncan betrays the same philosophical contradictions and problems because of her
Romantic roots as confused with modern ideas or problems, as Nietzsche criticized in his Attempt
At Self-Criticism. Did she misunderstand Nietzsche’s self-criticism on his philosophy, or did she
simply ignore it because some of it could be used to make or context good art, or even to make
her an artist-thinker able to stand along with other great artists of her time? These questions may
begin to be answered by examining Duncan’s application of tragic philosophy and the chorus to
her dance.
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Nietzsche’s music compositions may be listened to on The Nietzsche Channel,
www.geocities.com/thenietzschechannel.
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CHAPTER 5
ISADORA: EMBODYING NIETZSCHE”S TRAGIC PHILOSOPHY
Introduction
This chapter looks at Isadora Duncan’s embodiment of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy as based
on the tragic idea and the tragic myth drawn from ancient Greek tragedy. I present a text
analysis looking at Duncan’s references and implementations of Nietzsche’s ideas and words
from his book. I show that Duncan incorporated Nietzsche’s tragic aesthetic philosophy into her
understanding about the connection between art and life, and used it to justify her meaningful,
philosophical dance. I focus on two primary texts, Duncan’s essays collected in The Art of the
Dance (AD) and her autobiography My Life (ML). I interpret the evidence in both Duncan’s and
Nietzsche’s texts, and I argue that Duncan took the tragic idea/philosophy and put it in to
practice by embodying it, moving it through her body, and even her total being. I examine
Duncan’s written words and ideas that I directly connect to Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy,
following Nietzsche’s text in format.
First I present Duncan’s use of his Apollinian and Dionysion. Then I look at her texts as
they follow his discussion on the life cycle of Greek tragedy. I posit the tragic chorus as
paramount to her use of Nietzsche. The chorus is the key component of tragedy. The dance
needed to be again the tragic chorus in order for her dance to become “realized” (Duncan, My
Life, 104). I conclude that Duncan embodied the tragic idea by embodying the tragic chorus as a
poetic-philosophic, physical and visual idea. After I examine the texts, I address drawings and
photographs capturing Duncan in movement as witnessed by two artists, Abraham Walkowitz
and Arnold Genthe, describing the visual representations of Duncan in motion. I add reflection
upon the movements as if I were meeting them with my own movement—coming into them and
moving out of them, in a way becoming part of them. I do this having experienced and practiced
this movement over years of studying and performing her movement and her theory. I realize
this presents holes from the gaps within dance history that recognize the contemporary dancer
as distant from the source. I seek to create a dialogue with artist representations of the past with
the present moving body as a way to describe Duncan movement within this idea of the tragic.
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The idea of the tragic as I interpret it in moving representations within two-dimensional
static form is a more collective view on the Duncan moving body as a whole. By this I mean that
not every drawing or photograph of Duncan captures a quintessential depiction of what we might
visualize as the tragic. The photographs by Genthe in Figure 5.4 and 5.5 capture a perfected
moment of this total representation of the idea of the tragic, and this is rare in the Duncan
collection. Other paintings and drawings give moments of the tragic story as explored and told
throughout the Duncan moving art form. I make this point as I travel through the art work as a
dancer interacting with the moving figure within them.
A Sacred Reference: The Birth of Tragedy as Bible
In My Life (ML), Isadora Duncan wrote, “Only By Nietzsche, he said, will you come to
the full realization of dancing expression as you seek it” (ML 104). She also encouraged her
students to read The Birth of Tragedy:
Nourish your spirits from Plato to Dante, Goethe to Schiller, Shakespeare to
Nietzsche (don’t forget that The Birth of Tragedy and the Spirit of Music are my
Bible), and with these to guide you, and the greatest music, you may go far. (The
Art of The Dance (AD) 108)

These statements set the stage for understanding and interpreting Duncan’s philosophical
beliefs about the body and dance. The Romantics Goethe and Schiller, the philosophers Plato
and Nietzsche, and Shakespearean tragedy are pointed to as necessary poets and philosophers
to study, know, and/or value as an education for making dance. I have acknowledged Plato,
Goethe and Schiller as main players in Romantic thought in my Review of Literature and in
Chapter 3’s discussion on the Romantic mood. I do not examine these figures in this
dissertation. By naming these figures, Duncan assumes a poetic stance toward art and life,
especially in making dance. The Romantic notion of fulfilling one’s soul by nurturing it through
literature, poetry, tragedy, art, philosophy and great music are the seeds which stimulate and
guide one’s imagination for dance. In fact, one’s entire being exists within this attitude. In
harmony with Romantic thought, it is not only reading or infusing the imagination, but it is this
merging with the (pathological) soul (as in pathology of souls discussed in chapter 3) that makes
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the artist and the art. The poetic attitude is a deep internal emotive force, and it is nurtured by
other artists within this mood. For Duncan, Nietzsche directed this approach to dance.
Although the truthfulness of some of Duncan’s writings is questionable,

49

she clearly

wanted her dance ideas to be remembered in a particular way. Her writings show that her use of
the tragic idea is part of a particular ongoing intellectual discourse that was rooted in the “mists”
between the early German Romantic ideological period and emergent modern philosophy. I
have not examined German Romanticism or its figures as its complexity may relate to Duncan.
In Chapter 3, I offered preliminary definitions of the tragic idea as it emerged from within German
thought; that this idea was exemplary of the Romantic mood; and that Duncan’s use of the tragic
idea participates in this mood. The Birth of Tragedy, with all the faults Nietzsche points out with
regard to Romanticism, needs to be discussed in terms of its historical and ideological
placement. Duncan’s ideas are rooted here, and therefore need to be understood within this
ideological context, even though Nietzsche’s philosophical views on Romanticism shifted. She
was an artist living in the atmosphere of Romantic attitudes toward art and life as a poetic union.
Duncan’s construction of a dance philosophy can be seen as a re-visioning of
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy. As Nietzsche applied his scholarship of ancient Greek tragedy
and its aesthetics to a philosophical critique of modern German life, Duncan in turn applied this
philosophy to a new dance form for the dawning twentieth century.
For this case study I isolated several key Nietzschean themes from Duncan’s writings.
Text examples show that Duncan made Nietzsche’s definition of the tragic chorus central to her
embodiment of a dance philosophy, thus embracing his tragic philosophy. To do this she also
embraced the Apollinian and Dionysian, artistic forces of nature that gave birth to the tragic
chorus. Duncan also understood that Nietzsche’s aesthetic philosophy was a philosophy for life,
and therefore the physical moving body could practice a complete conception of life. By this
evidence, I discuss that Duncan’s dance goal and epithet the “dancing philosopher” is indeed
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E.g. Duncan’s retellings of her pioneering grandmother’s journey across America in the essay “I
See America Dancing,” in The Art of The Dance, (47-48) has been noted as non-factual by Ann
Daly, Done Into Dance, and Douglass MacDougall, Isadora. Duncan’s grandmother could not
have been there by dates.
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Nietzsche’s “artistic Socrates,” that artist who will bring back and restore the tragic chorus in
aesthetic, philosophical and spiritual terms.
Other significant aspects that emerged from this study include Duncan’s use of Wagner,
her discussion of music, the construction of the ideal Greek theater for modern performance, the
role and function of the spectator, and Nietzsche’s significant shift from early support of Wagner
to his strong opposition.
Duncan developed a philosophy that constructs a meaningful moving body. As I show,
one aspect of her idea of the tragic was that in ancient Greece dance once held the highest and
most significant role in the daily life of human beings, and that dance needed to be understood on
these terms in order for this new dance to fulfill once again its duty for humanity. Duncan intended
to create a dance and a philosophy of dance that would outline a complete conception of life: “For
me the dance is not only the art that gives expression to the human soul through movement, but
also the foundation of a complete conception of life, more free, more harmonious, more natural”
(AD 101). Here the idea that philosophy can be brought to dance is put into practice by
expressing freedom of the body and soul.
In my own studies, I have experienced this dance form as offering the possibility for
practicing through movement the ideas of what is “free,” “in harmony” and “natural.” These ideas
meet the philosophical premise within the body and become physical movement. The idea of the
tragic is that place where the philosophical idea meets the perception of the human being as
bound within her modern predicament. It challenges our perceptions of our freedom—as
individuals, within interpersonal relationships, as members in society, as citizens. It challenges
our perception of our harmony with the nature in ourselves as well as the natural surroundings we
live in. Our dance, according to Duncan, can aid us in bringing these perceptions into a dance art,
and in this practice we can affect our perception of it in our daily lives. A free body in harmony
with its nature is an ideal to move towards; a free body is an open and grounded body; a
harmonious body moves in harmony with the body’s design, which has a range of definitions. For
Duncan, harmony was epitomized in Greek sculpture (this contrasted the body as it moves in
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classical ballet.) This is the meaning of free in her art—not so much dressing naked.
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The

distinction is the philosophical premise and orientation in contrast to a superficial outward
appearance with no thought to ground or context an action.
With the moving body at its center, the art of dance would become synonymous with life.
This moving body would be the soul’s expression of its human condition, a meaningful,
participatory, physical means by which, as perceived by the Romantic, the ill-fated modern
human being could engage in life’s deepest mysteries and significance. Creating a conscious
body expressive of the human soul, this movement philosophy could be the basis for living, a
means to engage in a daily life of thinking, experiencing, reflecting upon one’s surroundings and
one’s self.
A conscious moving body had a soul driven to express its ideas and emotions. This idea
of the soul, repeated in her writings, was central to Duncan’s dance philosophy, and was clearly
something she grappled with and continued seeking in both its description and definition, as well
as its manifestation:
The dance, in my opinion, has for its purpose the expression of the most noble
and the most profound feelings of the human soul: those which rise from the
gods in us, Apollo, Pan, Bacchus, Aphrodite. The dance must implant in our lives
a harmony that is glowing and pulsing. To see in the dance only a frivolous or
pleasant diversion is to degrade it. (AD 103)

With statements such as the one above, Duncan strove to make dance meaningful, soulful, and
spiritual. Her writings are layered with Nietzschean words and ideas, but she did not write in an
academic, theoretical manner; rather, she presented her ideas poetically, emotionally—as she
danced. By identifying the feeling of the human soul with Greek mythic figures (or mythic figures
in general), Duncan placed herself in a vital contemporary context that made a historical
connection to an ancient past alive in the present, as I discussed in Chapter 3. The use of Greek
myth (or myth in general) was more than a subject to dance about. Duncan specifically applied
the “tragic idea” to dance as German philosophers had defined and applied it to philosophy. By
way of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy based on the tragic myth, Duncan interpreted Greek tragedy
as an aesthetic philosophy upon which to build her dance theory.
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As a dancer at the Duncan School, Sima Leake remembers being called the “Naked Dancers.”
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Duncan used the term “soul” as Nietzsche referred to it in The Birth of Tragedy (BT). The
soul for Duncan clearly was not the soul of monotheistic religions, because at the core of her idea
of soul was the body, physicality, emotion, and self-expressivity. This soul was the soul of Greek
tragedy as represented by its tragic chorus. Also, the idea of ancient mythic gods as archetypal,
universal, and timeless metaphors of the human soul, the “gods in us,” can be equated to
Nietzsche’s implementation of the ancient Greek deities, Apollo and Dionysos, as metaphors for
dynamic forces of nature that gave birth to all life and art (BT sec. 1, 33). Duncan used
Nietzsche’s definition of the gods Apollo and Dionysos as metaphor for the human condition to
convey her complete conception for life through dance. She may have been the first to take the
principle of an Apollinian and Dionysian duality in Greek tragedy, and apply it to terms of the
moving body and dance performance. Duncan seems to have been attuned to Nietzsche’s idea
that:
… the aesthetically sensitive man stands in relation to the reality of dreams as
the philosopher does to the reality of existences; he is a close and willing
observer, for these images afford him an interpretation of life, and by reflecting
on these processes he trains himself for life. (34)

Nietzsche’s philosophy calls for using “images,” which he also calls “adjectives” and
“phenomena,” of deities metaphorically, by drawing from them their essence and meaning, and
applying this to oneself and one’s daily actions and overall life meaning. Duncan believed that
through dance a modern human could train him- or herself to live on a daily basis. More evidence
for this philosophy put into daily practice is her development of boarding dance schools, such as
the first Duncan School in Grunewald 1904 (Bardsley 1979).
In addition to calling The Birth of Tragedy her “Bible,” she made other references to
Nietzsche that confirm his work’s significance to her. Duncan remembered her first encounter
with his ideas in Germany in 1903. She claimed that the “young Nietzschean” Karl Federn
introduced her to Nietzsche’s ideas. According to Duncan, Federn read to her in German and
explained everything she could not understand. She recalls how Federn insisted that she learn
Nietzsche: “Only by Nietzsche, he said, will you come to the full revelation of dancing expression
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as you seek it” (ML 104). She called Nietzsche’s philosophy “seductive,” and wrote that it
“ravished my being” and “assumed a fascination so potent…” 104).
Duncan referred to Nietzsche as one of her “great Masters”; along with Nietzsche came
Wagner and Beethoven, who for her were the “three great precursors of the Dance of our
century” (AD 48). This dance of “our” century was, of course, her dance, a dance based on
rhythm, sculptural form with respect to music and bodily movement in space; it would be spiritual
and soulful, and it would be rooted in philosophy. She stated, “Beethoven created the Dance in
mighty rhythm, Wagner in sculptural form, Nietzsche in Spirit. Nietzsche created the dancing
philosopher” (48).
We must not underestimate Duncan’s attribution of Nietzsche creating the dancing
philosopher. This means more than Duncan acknowledging Nietzsche as a philosopher who
talked about art. Duncan attached herself to an idea on tragic art that was challenging the limits
of philosophy itself. In this statement, by connecting Nietzsche to dance, she puts Dance in the
shoes of tragic art as a superlative to the role of philosophy. She attached herself to the Romantic
assertion that the insights of tragic art could “overreach” the insights of philosophy: “… when the
powers of reason fail, when the philosophy gives out, the disclosive powers of this highest
possibility in art still preserve what is most in need of being understood” (Schmidt 74).
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Tragic

art would outdo and fulfill the philosophical aims of approaching the comprehension of human life
and condition. Therefore, tragic dance, as we might name Duncan’s dance and its ideas, would
fulfill this tragic art; it would be the place for fulfilling the need for comprehending human
condition. The body would be this tragic art. The body would be the art that surpasses the limits
of human reason, of philosophy. Furthermore, Nietzsche created the spirit of dance. He did this,
in Duncan’s eyes, by offering the tragic chorus, the soul of the tragedy, as the role for the new
dancer.
The dancing philosopher was Duncan herself, though she recognized that Nietzsche’s
philosophy had created her and helped her go beyond the limits of the philosophical enactment.
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This idea, as I noted in chapter 3, was introduced by Romantic philosopher Schelling: “This is
the point at which the Platonic decision about art is overturned; here the deep insight of
philosophy is that the accomplishments of art which peak in tragic art outstrip the achievements
of reason” (Schmidt 74).
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Yet, her epithet “dancing philosopher” echoed Nietzsche’s idea of the “artistic Socrates,” the
figure Nietzsche concluded would be instrumental for a rebirth of tragedy—one who can blend
successfully the impulses of poetic creation and the unavoidable progress and inquiring of
modern gnosis (BT 92, 106). This dancing philosopher, Duncan’s figure necessary for a rebirth of
dance, is what she prophesied in her vision of the ideal dancer, “the highest intelligence in the
freest body” (AD 63), a vision she wrote down in her essay Der Tanz Der Zukunft (The Dance of
the Future) (Leipzig, 1903). The artistic Socrates, the dancing philosopher, the highest
intelligence in the freest body, became the impetus, rationale, and model for the complete
conception of life. It also included a place for educating children via dance in the architecture of a
school. Duncan’s dancing school, her “school of life” (AD 141), practiced ideas that would
influence future education in Europe, Russia, and America. As Duncan envisioned herself as the
philosopher of the dance, she carried on where Nietzsche left off; she answered the call for the
rebirth of tragedy and put it into artistic practice.
It seems on the one hand, dance will surpass the limits of philosophy, and on the other, it
will merge the two dialectic modes of human inquiry together. I understand this as dance
surpasses the limits of philosophy by its embodiment of philosophy’s deepest questions and
meanings.
Duncan’s Embodiment of Nietzsche’s Apollinian and Dionysian Tension
This section addresses Duncan’s interpretation of the meaning of Nietzsche’s Apollinian and
Dionysian tension into terms of the moving body and dance. Here I show that these two forces of
nature become a part of her text in describing dance.
The dancing philosopher embodied Nietzsche’s Apollinian and Dionysian principles. We
repeatedly find this idea in Duncan’s writings, as for instance in this statement: “Neither by
gestures and attitudes nor by costumes and cunning draperies, but only in terms of the human
body can the dance convey its message to humanity: the double message of Apollo and
Dionysos …” (AD 140). Here Duncan is drawing on Nietzsche’s definitions of the ApollinianDionysian dynamics and quality of movement, like forces of opposites. Duncan’s description of
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this opposition: “All movement is governed by the law of gravitation, attraction and repulsion,
resistance and yielding” (AD 140).
I can describe this concept of the Apollinian Dionysian tension as only conveyable “in
terms of the body” in both one specific movement—named the Dionysian, and as the
undercurrent of the Duncan way of moving in general. This undercurrent is the wave motion that I
described in the Review of Literature. In the Dionysian movement, which makes its appearance in
dances and movement studies, is a perfect example of the Apollinian–Dionysian tension in a
pictoral sense. I make this statement for the overall argument is that this tension underlies the
basis of her movement. Teachers often used the words Apollinian and Dionysian, though without
context or meaning. Knowing the mythology of the two deities, I realized that the only way this
Dionysian movement was even possible is if it worked within the tension of the Apollinian
principle. The movement reaches its pinnacle in a balance on one ball of the foot. The solar
plexus initiates the torso first curving over the first working leg, which moves with knee bending
up and forward into the torso (as in an exaggerated skip). The head follows, and arms follow
forward and up over head with a meeting of the back of the wrists over head (symbolizing the
Dionysian sacred staff, the thyrsus). The standing leg simultaneously pushes off the earth
shooting the body directly upwards. Then the solar plexus and torso release and thrust into an
upward arching back with head following the arching line, opening the dancer up toward the sky,
and reaching with solar plexus upward. Simultaneously, the first working leg pounces down to the
earth moving the body a bit forward. Arms aid in the thrust and pounce open alongside the
rotating torso a la contraposto. As the first working leg pounces the earth, the standing leg lifts
into a back attitude. The movements are sequential—it flows and is not static. Variations exist, as
in the slow, grounded, weighted Dionysian in Iphigenia, which does not pounce or leave the
earth. In the Schubert’s C Major Scherzo, which is the movement to Duncan’s Ode to Dionysos,
the chorus’s Dionysians are performed with high energetic force with effort to shoot up into the
sky as high as possible in the shortest amount of time, to be in harmony with the music.
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Figure 5.1. Andrea Berger. 1996. Dionysian Movement Study. Temple Concordia, Agrigento,
Sicilia. Photo: Enrique Rodriguez. Dress: Alicia Mugetti.
This photograph in Figure 5.1 was also part of the movement study at Temple Concordia in
Agrigento, Sicilia, which I discussed in Chapter 3. At the moment this photograph was taken, I
experienced a feeling of being free from time, space, and yet at this finale of the movement, I was
completely aware of time and space. However, the painful feeling I had been acutely aware of, as
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I noted in Chapter 3, from pebbles digging into my feet, was distant from my experience at this
moment. This is indicative of the way movement contains the ability to transcend an emotional
experience and to reach past the physical limits of our experience and become part of the
surrounding life and energy of the land, the sky and the overall mood of the place.
My description of the Dionysian emphasized the dynamics of both the Apollinian and
Dionysian. Before I understood the depth to which Duncan employed this concept, I experienced
the Dionysian as needing the Apollinian dynamism and measure of precision and balance in
order for it to be performed. Duncan’s Dionysian needs both Apollo and Dionysos. Therefore, it is
a bit misleading to know its name as only one part of the tension. The tension describes not only
the tension between physical poles, but as importantly, it describes the emotional and psychophilosophical tensions within the human condition as Duncan defined this through Nietzsche. The
idea that the Dionysian movement can affect an ecstatic, intoxicated freeing of the individual’s
predicament as bound within the confines of one’s internal conflicts, fate, and societal
predicament. This movement as Duncan created it expressed this Nietzschean idea of the
Apollinian Dionysian tension. As I practice this movement, it is a play between the knowing of
Apollo and the unknowing of Dionysos, that is, the play between giving over to the unknown
future and the embracing of the precision brings into one’s body and emotional experience the
unique chance to be accurately in the present.
She applied this idea to “the spirit of the dance” in the following statement:
It is possible to dance in two ways: One can throw oneself into the spirit of the
dance, and dance the thing itself: Dionysos. Or one can contemplate the spirit of
the dance—and dance as one who relates a story: Apollo. (AD 140)

Both Apollo and Dionysos held significance for Duncan’s philosophy. Dionysos was preferable,
because through the Dionysian one could dance while being purely spontaneous, rhapsodic, and
emotional. Thinking about what one was dancing, even relaying a narrative, was not
spontaneous, rhapsodic, or emotional. The goal was to embody Dionysos as the main force,
largely because the Apollinian outweighed the Dionysian at this historical moment. Duncan
presented her knowledge of the conflict between Apollinian and Dionysian that concerned
Nietzsche, and applied this to two ways of approaching the act of dancing.
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As a dancer in this form, I can shed some meaning on the distinction between dancing
Dionysian versus Apollinian dancing. Duncan may be referring to classical ballet as Apollinian, as
contemplating and narrating the spirit of the dance as a story or narrative. One way of looking at
the distinction is to look at the use of music, which is the “spirit of the dance.” For example, one
may go with Duncan’s antagonistic stance on ballet training versus her approach. In ballet, one
learns and practices the exercises at the barre, center and across the floor. Executing the
exercises in ballet means in part to be on the counts of the music. In Duncan, the dancer’s
movements are to express the music itself. A dancer who listens and responds to the music is not
to count in their head the numbers that point to the musical counts. This would be dancing to the
counts, not the music—at least as I experience this distinction. Not all dancers in the Duncan
form practice this, as their formal training may be preferred and imposed onto dancing Duncan.
By forgoing counting and dancing to counts, one may express the music and soul of the dance as
spontaneous, rhapsodic. If a dancer waits for the music to guide her, and she follows, jumps
ahead, comes back—as if in play—her emotive and emotional ability has more potential for
expression and aliveness as related to the music. This is not to say that ballet is not alive, but it is
not spontaneous. Being spontaneous in the dance affords the dance the experience of
individuality and creation.
Dancer Sima Leake coached us dancers in dancing the music, encouraging us to “Lean
on the Music.” At the time Sima was about 90. By this she meant for us to listen and to respond,
to be guided by, to be carried by the music and to follow where it was going. Never were we to be
on top of the music and its counts. A bit behind, trying to catch up… Maybe letting us chase it for
a bit, and hovering, waiting for its next call. One dance exemplifies this, the Schubert, Moment
Musical. In this piece, the dancer is at pure play with the music, and the force of the music
propels the dancer vibrantly through the space.
As seen in Nietzsche’s book, the figure of Socrates enters Duncan’s ideas for dance,
though it comes into play very subtly. Socrates, as the thinking man, plays a role in her
application of Nietzsche’s Socratic, Apollinian, and Dionysian types of art/artists and types of
culture to illustrate three categories of composers and dancers. Although she does not use the
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actual names of the three ancient Greek figures, the categories she described followed
Nietzsche’s categories. Nietzsche saw that the most noble of humanity tended toward creating a
veil of illusion in order to bear existence through these three figures and thereby created their
corresponding cultures (BT 109).
Nietzsche critiqued the modern world as faulty because of a triumph of Socratic
optimism, the pursuit of knowledge to control life’s mysteries. Duncan critiqued modernity in terms
of dance culture in the same manner, and thus proclaimed herself to be the progenitor of the
dance as savior to humanity’s modern ills, to a society that was without beauty, truth, and a
regard for nature, and which had a spiritual falsehood. While for Nietzsche the Socratic way of
thinking was the enemy, for Duncan it was a balletic way of dancing.
As discussed in Chapter 4, Nietzsche defined three cultures and artistic types based on
the Apollinian, Dionysian, and Socratic. He defined Socratic culture, the least desirable culture, as
a culture “chained by the Socratic lore of knowledge and the delusion of being able thereby to
heal the eternal wound of existence” (BT 109). The Socratic quest for knowledge and scientific
answers gives a false sense of comfort and security. It believes that it can heal the “eternal
wound of existence” of the Dionysian tragic myth by seeking knowledge about the greater
mysteries of nature and human life. It cannot heal the myth, however, unless it participates in it,
rather than hovering above it trying to figure out how to fix it. Likewise, Duncan defined her least
desirable type of composers with Socratic characteristics, as those who “think out a scholarly
music, seek about and arrange, through their brains, a skillful and subtly effective score which
appeals through the mind to the senses” (AD 141). If music is created from the act of thinking and
calculating, then this sort of composer would not be able to embrace the tragic emotional forces
that would make it Dionysian. Respectively, Duncan defined Socratic dancers as those who
“consider dancing as a sort of gymnastic drill, made up of impersonal and graceful arabesques”
(141). Graceful arabesques practiced as drill, without emotional expression, as in her perception
of ballet, would seem to be only about the actual movement as well as devoid of human emotion.
Nietzsche’s Artistic or Apollonian culture is characterized as “another ensnared by art’s
seductive veil of beauty fluttering before his eyes” (BT 109), alluding to an aesthetic experience
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that can appear rich but does not penetrate beyond appearances to a deeper meaning and
spiritual or metaphysical fulfillment. Duncan’s composers, who are defined by Apollonian
characteristics, are those who:
… know how to translate their emotions into the medium of sound the
joys and sorrows of their hearts creating a music that appeals directly to the
listener’s heart, and brings tears by the memories it evokes of joys and
sorrows, by the remembrance of happiness gone by. (AD 141)

Apollinian composers translate emotions, allowing for the music to evoke emotional response in a
listener. Likewise, she describes the Apollinian dancers as those who “by concentrating their
minds, lead the body into the rhythm of a desired emotion, expressing a remembered feeling or
experience” (141). Thus, the Apollinian dancer lacks spontaneous, rhapsodic emotion, while the
superficial Socratic dancer lacks artistic expression and emotion.
Nietzsche’s tragic or Dionysian culture is a culture that is created “by the metaphysical
comfort that beneath the whirl of phenomenon eternal life flows on indestructibly” (BT 109). The
tragic/Dionysian culture is moved by the Dionysian life force, and so are composers. For
Nietzsche at the time he wrote The Birth of Tragedy, Wagner was this Dionysian composer.
Duncan defined Dionysian composers as those who “subconsciously, hear with their souls some
melody of another world, and are able to express this in terms comprehensible and joyous to
human ears”; while Dionysian dancers are those who:
convert the body into a luminous fluidity, surrendering it to the inspiration
of the soul. This third sort of dancer understands that the body, by force of the
soul, can in fact be converted to a luminous fluid. The flesh becomes light and
transparent. … When in its divine power, it completely possesses the body, it
converts that into a luminous moving cloud and this can manifest itself in the
whole of its divinity. (AD 141)
It was the third sort of composer and dancer, the Dionysian, who made the ideal art. Connecting
the physical body and movement with divine power is the essence to embodying the Dionysian. A
dancer could make her body an expression of the soul by surrendering to its force, its Dionysian
emotion of suffering and ecstasy. Hence, the dancing philosopher had to surrender to the
passionate and bursting-with-life soul, and to music, which impelled this soul into rhythmic
cadence. The Dionysian dancer can confront her human limits and still be embodied by the force
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of the soul, which may through its force, which is driving and emotional, mold the physical
movement of the dancer. Here Duncan articulates the relationship of the body to soul as deeply
connected in its role to make movement. I see her terms light and transparent to mean that the
moving body becomes enlivened and awake, in contrast to the form and quality we may move
within in ordinary life, or in other dance forms that did not meet her approval.
The Socratic, Apollonian, and Dionysian also appeared in the following statement: “Man
must speak, then sing, then dance. The speaking is the brain, the thinking man. The singing is
the emotion. The dancing is the Dionysian ecstasy that carries away all” (AD 139; ML 111). The
thinking man was the Socratic man, the emotion was Apollonian, and the Dionysian ecstasy,
through its soul, transcended both. Duncan’s description of the Apollinian, Dionysian and Socratic
can be compared to Nietzsche’s description of the metaphorical essence of the chorus:
In song and dance man expresses himself as a member of a higher
community; he has forgotten how to walk and speak and is on the way toward
flying in the air, dancing. His very gestures express enchantment. Just as the
animals now talk, and the earth yields milk and honey, supernatural sounds
emanate from him, too: he feels himself a god, he himself now walks about
enchanted, in ecstasy, like the gods he saw walking in his dreams. He is no
longer an artist, he has become a work of art: in these paroxysms of intoxication
the artistic power of all nature reveals itself to the highest gratification of the
primordial unity. The noblest clay, the most costly marble, man, is here kneaded
and cut, and to the sound of the chisel strokes of the Dionysian world-artist rings
out the cry of the Eleusinian mysteries: “Do you prostrate yourselves, millions?
Do you sense your maker, world?” [According to Kaufmann’s note, Nietzsche
quotes from Schiller’s hymn.] (BT sec. 1, 37–38)

The chorus acts in song and dance, and is each “member of a higher community.” This member
is an artist of the Dionysian culture, and reaches the ultimate expression of human existence,
beyond words and thought, and dances. Nietzsche’s allusions to gestures of enchantment,
animals, earth, milk, and honey are elements and characteristics of the Dionysian ritual and
Eleusinian mysteries. The goal for this Dionysian member of the highest society is to “become a
work of art,” by transcending the role of the artist, the maker, and to “feel himself a god,” a
“Dionysian world-artist.” In this way Duncan could justify being the dancing chorus as a solo body,
because her body could make this transcendence.
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Nietzsche beckons his readers and fellow Germans to sense their maker/creator and
recognized this deity as a call to seize the ecstatic life experience he saw them lacking. In
another passage he calls:
Yes, my friends, believe with me in Dionysian life and the rebirth of
tragedy. The age of the Socratic man is over; put on wreaths of ivy, put the
thyrsus into your hand, and do not be surprised when tigers and panthers lie
down, fawning at your feet. Only dare to be tragic men; for you are to be
redeemed. You shall accompany the Dionysian pageant from India to Greece.
Prepare yourselves for hard strife, but believe in the miracles of your god. (sec.
20, 124)
From this quote, more descriptive images conjure the tragic soul of Dionysian life. The tragic idea
is brought into philosophy by the imagery of the Dionysian tragic myth.
Duncan answers Nietzsche’s call to believe in Dionysian life in this statement:
For me Dionysos is not dead. He is the eternal God, all-powerful, who
under many names and in many forms inspires every creative artist: Krishna,
Osiris, Dionysos—and let us remember that Nietzsche signed his last message
“Dionysos Crucified.” (AD 140)
“Dionysos crucified” is Nietzsche’s epithet “Zarathustra.” Duncan used Nietzsche’s understanding
of Dionysos, as Nietzsche saw Dionysos as the principal figure in Greek tragedy that the chorus
represented. Dionysos is the god-hero of Greek tragedy. Tragic plays and theaters were devoted
to Dionysos. The tragic hero is in all the tragedies, but wears different “masks.” For example,
Oedipus, Prometheus, and Shakespeare’s Hamlet are all metaphorical embodiments of Dionysos
and bear the same function of the tragic chorus (BT 72–73). So are the Buddhist Krishna and the
Egyptian Osiris.
Duncan’s Nietzschean Chorus and Its Tragic Cycle: Birth, Death and Rebirth
Nietzsche selected certain key tragedians and other European artists throughout history
to explain that tragedy died from decreasing and eliminating the role of the chorus, that its rebirth
is necessary to save modern art and humans from decadence, and that its rebirth was to manifest
by reviving the ancient chorus, and this is a discussion which Duncan followed, edited, and
summarized. Selecting certain key tragedians, she summarized Nietzsche’s pattern for
discussing the birth, death, and rebirth of tragedy, emphasizing the place for dance. In order for
the dance to fulfill her complete conception of life, it had to be reborn and taken back to the tragic
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chorus: “The only way to accomplish a re-birth of the dance is to restore it to its original place”
(AD 92). In fact, it is the dance that “formed the Chorus of Greek tragedy” in the first place (84).
The original place of tragedy was the chorus. Duncan’s discussion on dance focused on this
notion and constantly tried to locate the place for tragedy in modern times, and in her body.
Duncan followed Nietzsche when she argued that tragedy’s life cycle was solely
dependent upon the chorus. And she picked up on Nietzsche’s claim that originally the chorus
was only chorus, and not yet a chorus with a stage and performance. Then, she argued, Greek
tragedy came from the chorus that developed from the tragic chorus with its Apollinian
manifestation. She wrote that tragedy was born, “centuries before Aeschylus,” when “people
danced” (AD 92) that “Greek tragedy sprang from the dancing and singing of the first Greek
Chorus” (87), which developed out of a “collective” dance expressing people’s (i.e., ancient Greek
people’s) emotion (92). These early Greeks “danced together and expressed their collective
emotions, joyous, warlike sorrowing” (92). These words as discussed in Chapter 3 are
Nietzsche’s descriptions of the Dionysian emotional forces of nature. And Nietzsche described
the original pre-Aeschylean chorus as simply chorus. Out of this collective dance “the Chorus
developed” (92). Furthermore, this expressive dancing has “gone a long way astray” (87).
Eventually, following Nietzsche’s observations on Aeschylus, “there was later added to the
Chorus the first ‘actor,’” who “recounted the incident, expressed the special feeling which the
drama aroused in him; while the Chorus danced and sang as before, remaining on a plane above
the drama” (92). Aeschylus, although he added one or two actors, let the chorus remain “the soul
of the tragedy.” The actors did not supercede the chorus’s role. They “represented only an
incidental recital, details of the action” (92). In Aeschylean tragedy, Duncan states: “… the Chorus
soared far above men’s actions. Entering at the most poignant moment of emotional tension, it
brought a lyric exaltation, the eternal and divine point of view. Deepest soul of Tragedy: the
Chorus was Wisdom or Reason or Joy or Sorrow eternal” (92). This idea of the chorus as the
deepest, emotional soul and as a greater wisdom, greater reason, joy, sorrow is Duncan’s dance
vision. Duncan’s statement above confirms the following passage from The Birth of Tragedy:
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Dionysian art, too, wishes to convince us of the eternal joy of existence: only we
are to seek this joy not in phenomena, but behind them. We are to recognize that
all that comes into being must be ready for a sorrowful end; we are forced to look
into the terrors of the individual existence—yet we are not to become rigid with
fear: a metaphysical comfort tears us momentarily from the bustle of the
changing figures. We are really for a brief moment primordial being itself, feeling
its raging desire for existence and joy in existence; the struggle, the pain, the
destruction of phenomena, now appear necessary to us. … We are pierced by
the maddening sting of these pains just when we have become as it were, one
with the infinite primordial joy in existence, and when we anticipate, in Dionysian
ecstasy, the indestructibility and eternity of this joy. (BT, 104–5)

In comparing the former to the latter statement, one can see how Duncan’s language is drawn
from Nietzsche’s description. The chorus, that “divine” and “eternal” expression that “soared
above men’s actions” which presents the reasoning that all things must and do end, that the
chorus brings on an exalted state at the moment of tension, of pain, of fear, of anticipation for that
end. Drawing on Nietzsche’s powerful words, Duncan made her idea of the chorus invoke in her
text that same emotion and power.
Continuing along the mythic cycle of tragedy’s life, one can follow Nietzsche’s
labyrinthine thread as Duncan did on discussing the decline/death of tragedy. For Duncan,
Sophocles diminished the role of the chorus, because he increased the number of actors. Next,
Euripides increased the number of characters, thus further decreasing the “importance of the
Chorus” (AD 92–93). Not even The Bacchae, a play about Dionysos by Euripides, would be an
exception. For here, although it was still Dionysos who determined the Bacchic expression in and
via the Chorus, “the characters are not the intoxication itself but only beings under the influence
of that intoxication, moved by an emotion of which they cannot attain the essence” (93). The
characters are not the essence, therefore they cannot convey the function of the chorus.
Furthermore, “After Euripides the decadence came quickly. The value of the Chorus was no
longer recognized” (93). Here she echoed Nietzsche’s claim that tragedy died from the
decreasing value of the chorus.
But does Duncan follow Nietzsche into the reason why, that tragedy committed suicide
due to a Socratic theoretical man appearing in the tragedy? This question is important and
requires digging a bit for its answer. Duncan states that the art of mime especially killed tragedy:
“The end came in Rome, as the Chorus was replaced by mere ‘mimes.’ They even undertook to
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mime Oedipus. Tragedy was dead” (93). Duncan does not provide much information here to
assess what mime meant to her other than that it promoted the death of tragedy. She may have
interpreted mime as a literal description of a story or events, much like Euripides explaining the
story before it happens. This would support he previous quote in the Apolloinian and Dionysian
section of this chapter, as an Apollinian dancer as narrating a story, not the ideal way to dance.
Mime does not behold the expressive, spontaneous tragic force of the tragic chorus; it is not
dance. Duncan emphasized, “When the dance died, tragedy died, for the dance is the Dionysian
spirit in tragedy, and without dance tragedy has no reason for being” (93). Tragedy has no reason
for being if the dance is not foremost expressive of the tragedy itself. In efforts to follow
Nietzsche’s thread, Duncan drew on mime to attribute the death of tragedy to the didactic,
theoretical, scientific explanation of the hero’s plight and tragic events.
Aside from this comment, Duncan used Nietzsche’s summary of the life cycle of tragedy
up to this point. Then, as Duncan wanted the rebirth to come from the tragic soul of the dance,
she attributed the death of tragedy and its chorus to the dancing part of the chorus, although she
did acknowledge that music is a part of this as well.
Following highlights of Nietzsche’s vast timeframe, from ancient Greece to the nineteenth
century, Duncan acknowledged historical efforts from about the seventeenth century onward
made by composers to revive Greek tragedy. She saw that serious efforts had been made to
revive tragedy much later in history, but to no avail, “… certain fundamental errors gave false
direction to…” the artists, making their artistic “…realizations imperfect” (AD 93). As Nietzsche
proclaimed and Duncan echoed, “The most serious of these errors was the failure to understand
this truth: Tragedy is incomplete without the Chorus” (93). Even since Euripides’ “failure,” artists
failed at the attempt to re-create tragedy.
In keeping with Nietzsche’s criticism on music, Duncan credited three composers with
admirably attempting to revive the essence of tragedy: Monteverdi, Gluck and Wagner.
Monteverdi, she thought, had “wished to re-create the ancient tragedy.” Furthermore, “Monteverdi
had no intention of composing operas. ‘Opera’ is a meaningless word. He intended to accomplish
a renaissance of tragedy” (93). Compare this Duncan’s statement reflects Nietzsche’s: “the
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culture of opera is a Socratic culture… opera is the birth of the theoretical man, the critical
layman, not the artist (BT 116). “Opera,” in this context, was meaningless to Duncan because it
was not Dionysian in the Nietzschean sense, and was therefore an artistic force that opposed
tragedy. Duncan continued by stating that Monteverdi’s error, which was put into practice by his
followers, was that he gave “the actors the task of expressing the soul of the music, a rôle
reserved by the Greeks for the Chorus” (AD 93). This reiterates the problem with the later
tragedians, Sophocles and mainly Euripides. Thus, she concluded that “the first steps” in this
“Renaissance followed a path” leading away from the “true form of tragedy” (93). Opera,
originating in Monteverdi, also mistakenly transferred the role of the chorus to the actor.
Duncan studied Gluck as one of three composers who searched for an aesthetic solution
to bring back the Greek tragedy. “Gluck revolted,” she wrote. He “found again the Chorus”;
however, he “forgot the drama and the actor” (AD 93). But, better than anyone else, he had
understood the idea of the chorus, “its rhythm, the grave beauty of movements, the great
impersonality of its soul, stirred, but never despairing” (84). While this is Duncan’s description of
Gluck’s chorus, it is important in that it reveals her own striving with respect to movement quality
and expressive intent in her dance. Through Gluck she could obtain “the desire to draw
movements nearer to the intent of the Chorus in a tragedy” (84–5). She emphasized that she did
not represent Orpheus and Eurydice as Gluck had composed them, but the plastic movements of
the Chorus, the tragic Chorus (84–85). She did not portray either character, but the chorus.
Reflecting later upon her studies of Gluck in 1898, Duncan stated, “…I seemed to have
discovered the bridge that would restore the dance to its true sphere” (84). And that bridge was
Gluck’s music, which she perceived as beholden of this tragic philosophy sustained in the chorus.
The dance as expressive of the tragic chorus completed the bridge between Gluck’s music and
the tragic emotion.
Nietzsche revered Wagner at the time of his book, as discussed in Chapter 3. Duncan
also looked to Wagner, who, she thought, “re-found the drama, but he mistook the role of the
Chorus; or at least he transferred it to the characters” (AD 93). She stated, “The drama lives in
the fortunes of the characters; it is the weaknesses or the grandeur in the soul of Oedipus, and
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what happens to him, that interests us” (93) The soul of Oedipus is the Chorus, a mask of
Dionysos, the soul of the tragedy. The drama is the dialogue illustrating for the audience the
details of the story. “Drama,” she explained, “develops out of the reactions of the characters
towards each other and under the action of Fate” (94). Wagner had recognized the need for the
function of the chorus, but he gave this role to the drama’s characters, rather than creating a
chorus to function as its own.
Only the chorus could take the audience to another level of experience, of understanding.
Wagner, in Duncan’s opinion, had misunderstood this simple truth by transferring the chorus’s
role to the drama’s characters. Duncan wrote, “But Wagner thought to lift the characters above
the drama” by giving them the role of the Chorus” (94), and gave two examples in her analysis
and interpretation of Act II of Wagner’s opera Tristan und Isolde. She stated that Brangäne’s song
was “too slow to be that of a protagonist” (94), so her song should have been represented by the
chorus. In the love duet, Tristan and Isolde “… become their own Chorus; because whenever two
characters speak together even one word, they cease being characters of the drama and become
interpreters of the abstract, become the Chorus” (94). The duet unites the two figures as one, and
because this unity dissolves individuality, annihilates individual will, the function of the chorus can
be embraced and the experience of oneness with a force greater than the two is achieved.
Furthermore, even though Wagner brought the role of the chorus to the singers, he
apparently ignored the role of the dance as embodiment of chorus. He did not give dance its
proper role, for his characters only conveyed the Chorus via rhythmic sound, not movement.
Therefore, tragedy once more had not been reborn. The need for a rebirth of tragedy was there,
but the rebirth itself could only be initiated with the Chorus that would dance.
Duncan imagined to fulfill this rebirth:
Dance is an art that has been imprisoned for 2000 years. I tried to break
its chains all my life, open the gates and give back its freedom. Once liberated,
dance will be the great impersonal force among the arts: sculpture, painting,
dance, architecture will find new wings, and tragedy will live again. (AD 141)

Duncan saw in a rebirth of tragic dance the possibility to set other arts free from also being
imprisoned. Sculpture, painting, and architecture could also experience a renaissance if they
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follow the path of tragic dance. She reiterated this idea in more writing: dance once again must be
joined with poetry and music: “once more the tragic Chorus. That is its only and its true end. That
is the only way for it to become again an art” (96). That which can be called dance will exist only if
it is the embodiment of the chorus.
Though there had been many attempts by composers to revive the tragic idea, Duncan
had yet to witness the rebirth of tragedy as both she and Nietzsche desired. Since Duncan had
found only some elements of the chorus represented by Greek and European artists throughout
history, she summoned Terpsichore, the muse of choral dance and song, so she—and nobody
else—would, at last, bring about the rebirth of the dance, and thus the rebirth of the soul of the
tragic chorus through that dance. She stated, “The only way to accomplish a re-birth of the dance
is to restore it to its original place, and to know its original place it is necessary to study history”
(92). For this reason she followed Nietzsche’s development of tragedy and acknowledged him as
an historian of the ancient Greek world. She realized history through philosophy and hence
concluded that history revealed archetypes that modern people needed and which were missing
from their lives. Her understanding of Nietzsche also as a historian and the insight she gained
through him led her to write a philosophy of dance and demonstrate in practice a “dance of the
future.” Moreover, this belief is significant belief. In order for her to create a viable, relevant, and
meaningful dance, history must be consulted. She is connecting to the Romantic view that things
of a distant past, particularly ancient Greek culture and art, are superior to the present, and that in
order to make art just as good as theirs, their history, and their philosophy, must be understood,
studied, and embraced.
Summoning Terpsichore, Duncan asked: “What must we do to bring Terpsichore back
amongst us again?” (AD 90). She found the answer: we must understand what we have “lost” and
“must find again”—the original place for dance, the chorus: “The Chorus of tragedy is the true
place of the dance” (94). Duncan was emphatic: dance had to be “identified” with the chorus (94),
and the tragic chorus had to be given back to the dance. Over and over she repeated her insight
that dance had to be “associated with tragedy and the other arts. All the rest is decadence” (94).
Dance “must return to her original place—hand in hand with the Muses encircling Apollo” (87).
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Apollo was also the father of the muses, nine female figures who represent different arts, like
Terpsichore, muse of choral dance and song. In the below quote Duncan maintains the
connection between the ancient chorus and her dance:
… must become again the primitive Chorus, and drama will be reborn
from her inspiration. Then she will take her place as the sister art of tragedy, she
will spring from music—the great, impersonal, eternal and divine wellspring of art.
(AD 87)

This quote also shows that dance also springs from music, that by embracing the chorus, her
dance could become “great, impersonal, eternal and divine” if it can embrace the music and
convey these characteristics through the body and movement.
Did Duncan mean to bring back the Greek chorus literally? No. She emphasized that she
did not intend to “copy it,” nor to “imitate it,” but to “breathe its life, to recreate it in one’s self, with
personal inspiration” (AD 92–96; emphasis in the essay). She believed that Greek art was the
“foundation of Western culture,” and wrote, “like every artist of our time, I have been inspired by
Greek art” (96). Of course, her implementation of The Birth of Tragedy into a philosophy for
dance developed this inspiration beyond an artistic aesthetic of donning Grecian robes and
sandals; she was able to bring her dance to a deeply philosophical and spiritual level, which her
European-American world had not yet seen. I see Duncan’s philosophical spiritual roots as part of
the Romantic tradition, rather than a part of the purely aesthetic Greek revival artistic style of the
nineteenth and early twentieth century. Duncan stated that such inspiration was “far from saying I
wish to revive the ancient dances… this would be as impossible as it would be useless” (AD 139).
Rather, she claimed to have “studied them so long in order to steep myself in the spirit underlying
them; by putting myself in touch with the feelings that their gestures symbolize” (139). She “took
her soul back to the mystic sources of their rapture” (139) and “found again” their secrets, the
mysteries underlying human life. Thus by bringing back the “ancient idea,” “we may start from its
beauty and go toward the future” (96). This language, while being in harmony with Nietzsche’s, is
also in harmony with the Romantic tradition. Continuing the view of her “doing Greek dances”
puts her in line with what Nietzsche was against, that interpretation of “Greek Cheerfulness.”
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Duncan went way beyond the superficial pleasant cheerfulness of Greek revival fashion upon
reading Nietzsche, and put the Greek idea of soul into her dance.
My experience as moving this principle of non-imitative Greek aesthetics supports
Duncan’s argument. I never have imagined myself as a Greek dancer; in fact, I found it repulsive
when audience members would comment on the goddess-esque appearance of me dancing. I
certainly had no aim or desire to be a goddess dancing. I felt this slapped the dance all the way
back to the superficiality of a look over a deeper meaning, and even pointed to the idea of cult in
dancing. I am against Duncan dance as cult practiced, although this does exist. I was not revisioning myself as a statue of Aphrodite or Athena, or even a figure on a black figured kylix. I
saw myself as a movement artist exploring a movement form expressive of a deeper
consciousness toward human condition and experiences, even as I danced myths and figures of
those myths.
What was Duncan’s plan to bring back the chorus, to embody the principle of the body
conveying its role as the soul of the tragic chorus? Her idea was quite grand: to dance the role of
the chorus as soloist. The aesthetic and philosophical implications of this are challenging to the
preliminary definitions of the ancient chorus, as one may immediately imagine a single dancer
pretending to dance as a group of fifty people. Actually, in harmony with the quintessential
meaning of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy and its aesthetics, the object is for the artist and the art
to convey the Dionysian emotion, the essence of the tragic plight, from birth to death to rebirth. In
Duncan’s case, the dancer as soloist was to convey the emotional essence of the tragic myth, to
connect the body and movement together with the emotional emotive.
While Nietzsche did define the tragic chorus as expressive through music and movement,
he emphasized that music was to be the answer to the rebirth of tragic art. This was largely due
to having Wagner as the answer. Whom could he have even imagined to offer dance as an
answer? Ballet was not his, but Duncan consequently picked up this thread and provided this
missing piece.
Nietzsche’s philosophy gave Duncan the validation in the European intellectual and
artistic circles to accomplish this task. She intended for her sole body to carry the emotional and
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spiritual expression of the music, which would have been represented by the chorus—the
rhythmic soul of the tragedy. Duncan exclaimed, “When I have danced I have tried always to be
the Chorus;” and she described herself intending to represent “the Chorus of young girls hailing
the return of the fleet” (Iphigenia); or “the Chorus dancing the Pyrrhic Dance”; or the chorus
dancing the “Bacchic” dances (96). She concluded, “… never once have I danced a Solo” (96).
Duncan certainly did dance as soloist, though she obviously had another story going on in her
mind. Perhaps she recalled Nietzsche’s comment, “the Greeks simply could not suffer individuals
on the tragic stage” (BT 73). Could she reconcile dancing the chorus as soloist? Duncan would
have had to justify her solo dancing somehow, and she echoed Nietzsche in her belief that the
“truly creative dancer” is “natural, not imitative speaking in movement out of himself and out of
something greater than all selves” (AD 52).
Nietzsche’s philosophy helped Duncan justify representing a group of people in rhythmic
song and dance on one woman’s moving body. She wanted to dance solo and to represent this
great idea of the tragic chorus embodying the soul of the tragedy, the totality of the human
experience and condition of that expression. Duncan’s moving body and the orchestra’s music
together would become this embodiment. She described this idea of soloist as chorus when she
worked with Wagner's music:

The mighty reverberation rushes over me and I become the medium to
condense in unified expression the joy of Brünnhilde awakened by Siegfried, or
the soul of Isolde seeking in Death her realization. Voluminous, vast, swelling like
sails in the wind, the movements of my dance carry me onward—onward and
upward; and I feel the presence of a mighty power within me which listens to the
music and then reaches out throughout my body, trying to find an outlet for this
listening. Sometimes this power grew furious, sometimes it raged and shook me
until my heart nearly burst from its passion, and I thought my last moments on
earth had surely arrived. At other times it brooded heavily, and I would suddenly
feel such anguish that, through my arms stretched to the Heavens, I implored
help from where no help came. Often I thought to myself, what a mistake to call
me a dancer—I am the magnetic center to convey the emotional expression of
the Orchestra. From my soul sprang fiery rays to connect me with my trembling
vibrating Orchestra. (AD 138)
Here, Duncan’s dream of Terpsichore’s return became manifest: she was the muse of choral
dance and song; her body had united movement and music. Duncan seriously saw her
performance as Nietzsche’s dissolution of the self, individual, as something metaphysical, an
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attainment she could reach, becoming the emotional force emotive of the soul of the music. As
Duncan saw the chorus as the representation of the soul in tragedy, she also saw the chorus as
the central living organ of it. As she had also made the decision that she could incorporate and
embody the tragic chorus, she now needed to connect the idea of the chorus to her physical and
spiritual body:
The characters and the Chorus, center of the drama, were the center of
a harmonious ensemble, like the solar plexus at the center of the man. Toward
them everything converged; from them everything went out like rays from a light.
(AD 94)
This statement describes the physical connection of chorus to solar plexus, which helped her
identify her body with her soul, to make the body a “symbol of the soul” (140, 143). Therefore, the
solar plexus, as it had been for the ancient Greeks (Downing 2000), once more was recognized
by Duncan as the center of the body, the physical home of the soul. All movement originated from
the solar plexus, metaphysically and spiritually, emotionally and physically: the place to be reborn
had finally been found. The body could express the soul of tragedy, the essentially Dionysian, in a
specific motion, because according to Duncan, the Dionysian movement could be expressed in a
movement that she declared universal—one that underlay all moving things including nature,
animals, and the human being.
Because Duncan equated the Dionysian soul with the dance, as Nietzsche did, she could
conclude that its soul had physical manifestation. There is a movement that underlies all things—
the Dionysian movement, which is universal. By the Bacchic dances, common figures are those
with their heads turned backwards (AD 91). In this movement she sensed a “Bacchic frenzy
possessing the entire body” (91). The head turned back expresses abandonment, surrender,
ecstasy. If one looks at a Greek sculpture with Bacchantes dancing, one will see not only the
head, but also the body growing upward and back. It was a gesture Duncan saw in all nature; the
Bacchic movement could be observed in tropic countries, at night, and in animals when
elephants, lions, and tigers turned back their heads and dogs bayed at the moon. “Waves of the
ocean” also had this movement, forming a “line under a storm,” as did “trees in a tempest” (AD
91).
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This Dionysian movement (as the dance in general, not the specific Dionysian
movement I described in the Apollinian-Dionysian section of this chapter) conveyed what all
movement needed: the promise of rebirth. Formal dance expressed a halt, which Duncan saw in
ballet with its straight and perpendicular lines. In regards to the new dance as contrasting to ballet
and other dance forms, she stated,
The primary or fundamental movement of the new school of the dance
must have within them seeds from which evolve all other movements, each in
turn give birth to others in unending sequence of still higher and greater
expression, thoughts and ideas." (AD 56)
By assigning to movement an unending, eternal motion, this movement possessed the ability to
contain the expression of ideas and thoughts as well as emotion. These ideas and thoughts
would reach higher and greater expression through the promise of the unending movement
standing as eternal.
For me, this unending, eternal motion contributes to the flow of the movement. The
dance does not express halting ends to movement, or abrupt turnabouts or changes in directions,
unless specifically part of the choreography. Moreover, the use of space also works in a continual
move into the direction. The dancer does not flip to move to another space or spatial direction.
The Dionysian movement also had a rhythm, the dithyrambic rhythm, which until now had
been “lost for centuries.” Duncan continues:

To discover this rhythm we must listen to the pulsations of the earth. Composers
who have in their works combined with absolute perfection terrestrial and human
rhythm; through them I have hoped to recover the natural cadences of human
movements which have been lost for centuries by surrendering my body to their
music. (AD 90)
Rhythm is something that needs to be discovered; moreover, it needs to be discovered by
listening to a rhythm pulsing within the earth itself. Duncan distinguishes between earthly rhythms
in the terrestrial and the human rhythms, which must possess something divine. Through
composers, like Wagner, Beethoven, and Gluck, the dance can reconnect to the lost natural
cadences of humanity and its movement. From the earth pulses a rhythm, the Dionysian rhythm,
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which becomes rhythm in the body. The body can combine this terrestrial rhythm, cadence, with a
Dionysian composer’s music to create an absolute perfect dance, art, and performance.
The following three statements by Duncan stress the Dionysian idea and characteristics:
I have danced to the rhythms of Bach and of Gluck, of Beethoven and of Chopin,
of Schubert and of Wagner, because practically they alone have understood and
have expressed the rhythm of the human body. (AD 95)
Duncan reiterates the role of the composer and music to the motion of the body and its inherent,
lost rhythm. The physical form of the human body is the immediate expression of rhythm in tragic
music. Moreover, the dancing body functions as the chorus in rhythm and movement:

At the sublime moment of the tragedy, when sorrow and suffering were
most acute, the Chorus would appear. Then the soul of the audience, harrowed
to the point of agony, was restored to harmony by the elemental rhythms of song
and movement. The chorus gave to the audience the fortitude to support those
movements that otherwise would have been too terrible for human endurance.
(84)

Here the Dionysian tragic chorus functions to restore the potentially disharmonious emotional
experiences of sorrow and suffering back to harmony through its rhythm and movement. Duncan
would use music and express its rhythm through her body. Through this rhythm of song and
movement the audience’s soul could resolve the tragedy and its agony.
The “highest aim and object of dancing” would be for dance to take its legitimate
place in tragedy…to be the intermediary between the tragedy and the audience,
creating complete harmony between them. (84)
This Duncan intended to do and to be: an intermediary; a bridge; a physical, moving, vital flesh
that could translate for the audience the profundity of the music, its mysteries of rhythm that
explained the human condition on a level beyond words and intellect. Her body, movement, and
soul working together were the bridge between dance and tragic metaphysical experience that
became a healing and affirmation of life.
This harmonious, healing intermediary Duncan had to be. The tragic chorus became the
essence of her movement, and therefore the building block of her dances. The subject of
Duncan’s dances, or its subject matter, can be seen as independent from the essence of the
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movement. That is, the dance does not need to be about a Greek tragic play in order for the
dance to embody its tragic philosophy. Some dance studies, for example, focus more specifically
on the wave motion, such as Water Study and Narcissus. Some dances, however, were from
Greek tragedy proper, namely Gluck’s Orpheo and Eurydice and Iphigenia at Aulis and en
Tauride. Her dances to Wagner’s musik-dramas can also be seen as more literal embodiments of
the tragic chorus as Wagner employed Greek tragedy as a method. Other dances, such as La
Marseillaise, March Slav, and Revolutionary, performed this Romantic interpretation of Greek
tragedy, especially because they concern the freedom of the individual both socio-politically and
spiritually.
Visualizing a Dancing Tragic Philosopher
A descriptive analysis on drawings and photographs made by artists depicting Duncan in motion
can help discuss Duncan’s application of Nietzsche’s philosophy to the terms of the moving body
as a culmination of the text analysis in this chapter, as well as in Chapter 4. I bring into my
analysis of the movement in these artists’ renderings my perception of the body’s motion and the
emotional component as expressive of the body. I use my experience as a dancer in this art form
to help me describe these elements of motion and emotion. Through this a dialogue happens
between her texts, her body, and my body. In general, my intention is to emphasize an embodied
consciousness to Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy as embodied through the principle idea of the
chorus as translated into the role of the dancer: to embody its role as prime expressor of the
human condition and evoke through movement and motion the physical quality that represents
this role. The following movements and motions captured by artists represent Duncan’s
movement that underlie and make up her dance.
The tragic idea as I see it within this movement form drives the dancer’s ideas about
dance as an expressive art form. A tragic philosophy/wisdom motivates the imagination, the
range of emotional expression and the physical body as it shapes and moves itself in, through
and around space. A tragic sensibility represents a quality of investigation about the range of
human experience that happens in and from out of the body. It comes from deep within the
body’s inner space and emotional and physical aliveness. It is an idea that dancer is conscious of
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and actively engaged in as a process of dancing (for oneself) and making dance (as
performance).
What I present here are moments of Isadora moving, moments of being a dancer
reflected within a descriptive analysis of these visual depictions. The drawings and photograph
themselves do not necessarily offer us a more real picture than my experience, for they are
through the eyes and constructions of two other artists, even as the photographs suggest Duncan
as part of its determined construction. In the drawings, Walkowitz could have chosen any number
of moments to capture, as they are depicting Duncan in motion. In fact, these line drawings are
quick sketches that did capture moments within movement studies or dances. My intent therefore
is to present these moments—Isadora’s and mine—as a way to see a visual depiction of a dancer
moving. In this way, I move with the visual figure in the drawing or photographs. I approach the
photograph with a movement, and I leave it with a movement; just as I approach the drawing with
a movement, and leave it with a movement. In this way, the dialogue between my memory and
imagining body dance toward the figure in these drawings and photographs—coming into a
movement and moving out of the movement, and in between, sharing the movement.
What I see as definitive of this dance form is the dynamic and connectivity of flow. I am
partial to this way of moving, moving in flow. This motion and connection of movement, body and
idea as flow influences my writing about dance. The best way for me to write about my
experiences is using word imagery, metaphor and descriptive words to relay a movement, an
emotion, a feeling, an idea, quality, a dynamic. The best way for a reader to understand my
interpretation when it seems “too poetic” may be to visualize this is a dance. This is an attempt at
putting movement experience into words that are limited to the meaning of words, although the
words may create a picture, a sensation, a feeling, an emotion, an idea. It reminds me of
Nietzsche’s comment on his book of artist’s metaphysics, “I should have sung this book, not
spoken!” Likewise, better for me to dance than rely on the limited word. I should dance these
drawings, photographs and my reflections on them—not write! But, as artist-scholars, we write
the dance and song. What Nietzsche points to, and what I in turn point to, is the tension between
the accomplishments of art and philosophy, of art and scholarship, and the challenges in merging
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the two together, in a dialectic. This is two seemingly opposing things coming together, weaving
into each other, and a becoming of its own new thing. I weave in and out of observing and
performing the movement, in first person and third person.
To assess the embodiment of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy in Duncan’s dancing is quite
challenging, as we have no worthwhile footage of her in motion. Nor did she leave explicit
descriptions alongside photographs, or notated details about her choreography. I can, however,
take Duncan’s words and ideas, Nietzsche’s words and ideas, and merge them with my
experiential studies within my own dancing of her dances, and imagine the motions within these
moments of movements in order to make meaning of the “still” images of her dance. I selected
Abraham Walkowitz’s drawings and Arnold Genthe’s photographs for this reason.
The photograph of her posed in a movement study by Arnold Genthe, reflecting a dance
movement from the dance La Marseillaise, is probably the best one that conveys facial
expression of a characteristic tragic emotion. I have selected some line drawings in pen and ink
and watercolors by Abraham Walkowitz to describe the motion within Duncan’s dancing body that
he captured. Here one may estimate her Nietzschean ideas coming into being, body, and motion.
In fall 2000, the Museum Gallery at The University of Delaware curated an exhibit of
Walkowitz’s line drawings, and works in pen and ink and watercolor which I had the pleasure of
attending while visiting family in Wilmington. According to this exhibit, Walkowitz watched Duncan
dance first in 1906 at a salon at Rodin’s studio. He drew and painted her throughout her life, and
continued to draw her dancing after her death in 1927. His interest in Duncan is the reason why I
selected his artworks; he was particularly drawn to represent her movement, to capture her
motion (http://www.udel.edu/museums/past/walkowitz/index.html). His visual form often feels a bit
Rodin-heavy to me—the influence is discernable particularly in the way he draws the arms and
legs. However, this heaviness does aid in its relation to describing Duncan’s motion as having a
visible weightiness in the body and its parts (or the body as a whole) that was innovative in
modern dance (in contrast to ballet, for example).
The two drawings in Figure 5.1 convey an image of Duncan dancing that already
contrasts a popularized portrayal of Duncan dance. There is no scarf, nothing pretty, nothing
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graceful or superficial. There is no one being a personality (which is not to say that she did not act
on a grand personality). Rather, one may cull from the body’s physical form captured in this
moment the motion of the body and movement she describes as the wave, the Dionysian
undulation that underlies the movement in all things human, animal and within nature. In the
drawing to the left, I sense her solar plexus in a deepened softening, having drawn under and
pulled back about to express the emotional moment, which her upper spine then continues,
following its motion along an upward arching movement. The head continues the emotional
movement and meets to hand which completes one of the curves that make the entire motion.
The legs are grounded into the earth through softly bending knees and ankles. While the motion
and emotion do initiate in the solar plexus, the connectedness to the earth is dually significant.
Strength, stability, and decidedness come from the earth. I can imagine this body as living and
breathing, filled with breath. The tragic philosophy can exist in this dancing body as an emotional
force that began as living, passed through a moment, and will continue on as alive in another
movement.
In studying the visual picture of this movement, I wonder where this leads—what is the
next movement? What is the next birth, the rebirth? Walkowitz drew Isadora on the balls of her
feet and legs in an open stance. Her back arm is open as the forward arm folds in. I see the
possibility for a swing. This swing motion reminds me of two movements at the barre. One is a
heroic gesture that steps the dancer down to the earth with a strong downward plunge, as if going
into the earth to gain strength from the earth. The dancer has descended into a kneeling with the
back leg. Drawing that strength into the force of the body, the dancer then gathers one knee and
body inward almost in a curl as the front leg of the lunge becomes the standing leg, and pushes
upward to return with a strong oppositional pull between knee thrusting the leg downward into a
straightening that mirrors the supporting leg. The entire motion is motivated by the inner
awareness of the solar plexus and full torso and spine, enforcing the strength and power from
within.
Or perhaps the next movement is a folding of the entire body sinking down into the
earth, as head, body and the folding arm may be initiating. I sense a sinking, a wing enclosing
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upon oneself as if needing protection. This drawing does not depict lightness or flittering gestures.
They are moments of human recognition, awareness, loss, self-protection…

Figure 5.1. Abraham Walkowitz. Line Drawing, pen and ink. Isadora Duncan.
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The drawing on the right in Figure 5.1 shows the solar plexus unfurled, coming wide open and
reaching toward the sky, in the upward force hovering before it would curve over again. The same
arm follows the unfurling back along with the head, simultaneously, though not mechanically, but
alive and natural. Her arm curved about her face and head, as if to shield from something feels
like a motion of inward emotion, perhaps stress or woe. The whole body as well as the individual
gestures convey emotional movement. The second drawing feels like a cry, pain, woe—a why. In
this gesture I feel the dancer at a moment of strength in acknowledging this cry and pulling with
an inner force a consciousness to the promising future.

Figure 5.2. Abraham Walkowitz. Line Drawing. Isadora Duncan. University of Delaware,
University Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
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Figure 5.2. Abraham Walkowitz. Line Drawing. Isadora Duncan. University of Delaware,
University Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
The ink-and-pencil drawings
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of the same movement in Figure 5.2 (1920–1936) show

Duncan in a lesser characterized position. Curled around herself, she is weighted in the earth,
giving herself over to that weight, as if in surrender or destruction. Walkowitz drew her visible
back foot with toes pressing against the floor, perhaps about to regain footing to rise again, to
fulfill that promise of rebirth.
In this drawing I meet tensions between nurturing and surrendering, forgiveness and
regaining strength, fallen and rebirth—or birth itself. As a mother, I am aware of the breast as a
deeply symbolic and physical measure of nourishment and nurturing. A dual meaning that
provides a nutrition as well as security and self-confidence for a child. In this posture I feel in my
body a giving over to the earth. At the same time, because the distance between breast and earth
is visible, I feel an awareness of the dancer as nurturer of the earth, as she is hovering and not
totally sunken down, as if the earth can come to meet her breast on its own terms. A nursing
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University of Delaware, University Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
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mother may offer this to her child, endlessly and metaphorically throughout the child’s life. It is
sensual in its non-sexual possibility of motherness, though the tension—the question—of
sexuality and eroticism is present. How do we discuss sexuality and eroticism as it relates to
dance, let alone in the nursing of a child?
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The next watercolor in Figure 5.3 captures Duncan facing away from the spectator. The
entire body spirals around itself. The arms bound behind her back evoke struggle as in the
Dubinushka to a Russian Worker Song. While the Russian Workers Songs were revolutionary in
nature, stirring the audience of Russian masses to rise up and fight for freedom, these dances,
like all her dances, can still be seen in the light of the tragic chorus, as the movement of the tragic
chorus was the essence of Duncan’s movement.
This movement also evokes a moment from the Braham’s Waltzes, sometimes referred
to as “The Many Faces of Love”. In this suite, a dancer explores the in-between of extremes and
tensions that exist and are played out in dynamics and emotions within relationships. Motherchild, lovers, self… This drawing evokes the maenad, the mother, the child bound by love, arms
bound behind body, armless, as in arms of battle, battle-free, a surrender, a venus disarmed. A
vulnerability opens to the front space, a current of receiving and giving. Again, as reader, let
these images wash over you, let them help you meet the figure in the drawing, and re-create a
meaning and description.

51

http://www.gallerygertrudestein.com/images/wolkowitz-isadoraduncan_1412x914_wc.jpg
(accessed February 17, 2008).
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Figure 5.3. Abraham Walkowitz. Line Drawing, pen, ink and watercolor. Isadora Duncan.
University of Delaware, University Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
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Figure 5.4 (Above). Arnold Genthe. Isadora Duncan, movement study. New York 1915-1923.

Figure 5.5. Arnold Genthe. Isadora Duncan, movement studies. New York 1915-1923.
Arnold Genthe states he took the photographic studies in Figure 5.4 and 5.5 during
Duncan’s visits to New York between 1915-1918 (Genthe 1929, 20-23). Each depicts the
dramatic movement from the dance La Marsaillaise. This dance, which is to the French national
anthem, carries out the Romantic re-visioning of the tragic chorus placed within a modern
context, as it portrays that longing for individual freedom of spirit in both subject matter and
emotional performance. I sense the wave spiraling up the body in the play between the position of
the head and the torso, which spiral away from each other. The arms follow the motion of the
spiraling torso, outstretched, and the hands are not delicately placed, but rather extend the
emotional state of a struggling soul.
Meeting this photograph, I experience the heroic gesture of a woman summoning a deep
strength and power from within. The hands are fierce as palms slightly cup and fingers curl before
they become monstrous. Or are they monstrous? The fierce posturing warns the viewer of a
woman’s strength summoned. At the same time, this photographic series evokes a woman
reaching beyond the limits of an individual to communicate a more universal concern of
humanity—perhaps its fate, its suffering, and the need or reaction to summon strength in
experiencing and contemplating experience.
This visibly tragic posture finds its end by moving back. I first come into a sinking of the
body over itself, head over and arms extended and maintaining strength and a curving (as
opposed to hyper extension). Weight shifts from leg to leg, and I step back by pulling back from
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the back at the area of the solar plexus. One leg steps back. As I place strong weight into that
back leg, I send the wave motion through my body. This allows me to open the arms in a strong
force drawing on the tension of moving the arms through space. I spiral along a slight épaulment,
as visible in this photograph of Isadora. A drawing in of the breath needed to summon this
strength opens the mouth. Of course, this needs to happen naturally lest one looks like a gaping
fish. The fingers slightly curl into a claw-like suggestion, a hint toward the tragic tension of the
monstrous in humanity, our human condition and experience. Here that suggestive animality is in
tension within the dancer as woman and her experience and reflection, whatever those may be
as she defines them. This is part of the non-narrative piece which defines the physicalizing of the
tragic idea—she is not necessarily telling a tragic tale.
The ink-and-pencil drawing
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(1920–1936) in Figure 5.6 depicts Duncan from a

posterior perspective. In addition to describing Duncan’s moving form, Walkowitz captures her
use of weight in relation to her emotional expression. As Duncan’s face is not visible, one can see
the effectiveness of her motion conveyed through her body. Here the supporting, forward leg
bears weight as is evident by bended knee, while the working leg opens back to create a line
perspective of openness and suggestion of more forward reaching, yearning. Walkowitz’s
detailed lines accenting the shoulder blades seem to emphasize the opening of the solar plexus.
The arms again reach forward and up, which the use of the head—as an extension of the spine
and solar plexus—move upward as also the arms suggest.
This moment in movement reminds me of the arrival of the dancer to the upstage center
in the dance to Chopin’s Mazurka. This dance is particularly joyful in a hovering quality that the
dancer may call upon to glide over the space. Julia Levien uses the metaphor of a child chasing a
balloon, and it does remind me of a child chasing a balloon, and watching it fly way high into the
sky—unreachable. It floats here, then there, then there, then there… then up… Dancing a dance
with dancer meeting the flight of a balloon beckons that joyful innocent playful exuded by a free
child. And also the experience of loss by a child as the balloon lifts out of reach and soars away.
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University of Delaware, University Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
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To move into this gesture, initiated by breath, I begin from an inward curving over, a
slight sinking into the solar plexus, while remaining on the balls of the feet—although the ankles
are flexible and buoyant, not stiffened. A wave flows up through the body gesturing a pulling
back, perhaps into the space or more subtly contained within the body. This initiates the force
which propels me forward as I ride this wave motion. As I move forward I am drawn slightly
forward and down toward the earth in another slight curving over. As the wave diminishes, I
engage another and rise upward as I continue to move forward. My head followed this wave
throughout, and now lifts me upward as the head rides along this next wave. The head
simultaneously is conscious of working in harmony to the solar plexus. The head’s motion
extends form the spine, and all move as resultant to the initiation of the solar plexus. The arms
hover at this region of the solar plexus—not passing below this horizon—and, as spread along
this horizon line in a floating and moving way (not rigidly affixed or held) follow body in space and
over this wave. At the moment of reaching upstage, I reach upward, again initiated by solar
plexus, torso rising, head rising, arms following after the torso rises.
I may come out of this movement in several ways. One way is to sense a call from
behind (which would be downstage for example). I would soften into the solar plexus torso area
preparing to move. The arms respond as I turn the head to look and rotate sequentially the torso.
As I want to see what is calling, or what I follow in the case of the flight of the balloon, I follow with
the whole upper body and hips. As I turn I fall forward and catch another wave.
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Figure 5.6 Abraham Walkowitz. Line Drawing. Isadora Duncan. University of Delaware, University
Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
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The watercolor
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in Figure 5.7 illustrates Walkowitz’s lines which describe Duncan propelling

herself forward. I think this motion could either depict a skip or a run. It evokes the rhythm of the
polonaise, or a polka. It could also be from any dance or movement study that contains a run or
skip. The arms do give the sense of flight. The torso and the arms give the sense of a swing—the
solar plexus in this moment reaches forward and propels the figure forward, as she leans into the
forward space; the forward leg rises with knee at apex aiding in propelling the force of the body
forward. As the solar plexus leads, the arms fly back, with purpose, but definitely connected to the
force and emotionality of the entire body—moving as one. The head, chin, face, and neck open
up and forward and aid in piercing the forward space. Walkowitz’s lines of the tunic dramatize the
forward motion as well.
I meet this drawing with a rushing skip, flying. Rushing or diving into the open space,
rushing after a dream. Filling. There is a wealth of skipping in Duncan. This drawing reminds me
of one dance in particular, The Moment Musical. This dance is a play on musical moment of
sheer play with the music—just dancer and music at play. Isadora recalls the image of her
children on stage with her as she performed this dance. Imagining her children present brought
her to this joy of wedding body and musical experience (ML).
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University of Delaware, University Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
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Figure 5.7 Abraham Walkowitz. Line Drawing. Isadora Duncan. University of Delaware, University
Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
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The pencil, crayon, and watercolor
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(1906–1912) in Figure 5.8 is demonstrative of a move from

preconceived classical imagery to body posturing that is more basic and fundamental to human
movement.
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University of Delaware, University Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
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Figure 5.8 Abraham Walkowitz. Line Drawing. Isadora Duncan. University of Delaware, University
Museums, Gift of Virginia M. Zabriskie.
As in the other drawings and photographs, Duncan may be seen here emoting a classical
sensibility without executing mimicry of ancient Greek statuary. Here in particular the departure is
clear. Her body is frontal. Her legs are in a wide stance. Her upper body and arms are open and
reaching up and outward toward the sky. Her head is also reaching up and back in an arching
reach. The inner motion reveals the emotion—open, emoting abandon, yearning for denial of self
and annihilation of individualism through opening and connecting to the surrounding atmosphere,
which perhaps is world, nature.
In this stance I am open. Standing ground. Connected and Connecting. A woman, a
mother, a maiden, a crone, a memory, a possibility…. Receiving. An Offering of Strength. A
history of self, family, grandmother watching a grandfather struggling to walk down the hallway
they had walked together for forty years… Receiving those moments of knowing the future of life,
the moments of seeing those moments… the air of winter at the park with a son… he struggle to
keep lifting up… the struggle to standing ground. Moments of moments.
Meeting this stance, I came from a folding. Body folding in toward itself, arms folding in
its wings, legs released (at least one of them). From a deep inward draw (drawing in), I sense the
moment to return, to unfurl. With a breath, the body opens and seeks to expand to its farthest
point, which is unending, but I chase it, reach for it. The places I can find within this gesture are
infinitesimal points that go on forever, whether following and seeking those points as inward or
outward. They do not end by the limits of the physical body.
These drawings and photographs complement the analysis of Nietzsche’s and Duncan’s
texts as they bring a physicalized picture to the words and ideas that Duncan drew from The Birth
and Tragedy. A study of Arnold Genthe’s photographs and Walkowitz’s drawings of Isadora
Duncan reveals the embodied emotion, aesthetics, and qualities of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy
and tragic worldview. The grounded, earthiness of a stance, the rushing of a skip, the internal
struggle as emoted from a deeply curled over body on the earth, the reaching outward and
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upward out of self and to the atmosphere/outer world—all contribute to the emotion and physical
embodiment and expression of the tragic idea beheld within a woman dancing solo.
Conclusion
In this chapter, I analyzed Duncan’s text assuming the perspective of her reading Nietzsche’s The
Birth of Tragedy. I looked at the elements of her tragic idea as built upon her definition of the
Apollinian, Dionysian, the function of the tragic chorus, and the life cycle of the chorus as she
interpreted Nietzsche’s descriptions on these elements. I developed her words further to place
them in conversation with some photographs and drawings of her in movement and motion,
which the intention of examining her translation of text into movement. To aid my understanding
of the artwork I looked at, I drew on my personal experience living within this movement to
interpret the tragic philosophy as translated into terms of the moving body.
I conclude that Isadora Duncan embodied Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy by
implementing his attention to the tragic chorus as a intellectual and poetical force for her art as a
solo dancer. She adapted his tragic philosophy and put it into terms of the moving body. She was
therefore able to harness an approach to describe human condition and experience as
expressive of a dancer, and by this, she participated in and anchored herself to the intellectual
history of the tragic idea.
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CHAPTER 6

A DANCE OF THE FUTURE?

Summary
In this dissertation, I sought to demonstrate that Isadora Duncan created a dance with a
philosophy based on re-visioning Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy from his first book, The Birth of
Tragedy (1872). My review of literature concluded that Duncan’s use of The Birth of Tragedy is an
underdeveloped area of research. A depth of contextual examination of the Romantic period,
especially in Germany, as a means to understand her use of Nietzsche’s philosophy is neglected.
I took the stance that the literature has helped promote epithetic views on Duncan that emphasize
her grand and mythic affect on her time through to ours. These epithets continue to be replayed
throughout the many sources collected since her time, and include: Isadora the Natural Dancer,
Isadora the Reformer, Isadora the Revolutionary, Isadora the Greek Dancer.
The epithet of the Dancing Philosopher, whom her lecture and pamphlet “Dance of The
Future” (1903) summoned, is one epithet that could encourage more research on her use of
Nietzsche. Nietzsche’s Zarathustra as metaphor for the dancing philosopher represents the one
who thinks about being human, about humanity’s existence as well as his own, and realizes the
tragic nature of existence. S/he dances and laughs through life in an effort to balance joy and
suffering. I considered that this dissertation presented another view, Isadora the Chorus, the
Tragic Chorus.
I approached the literature as a process of “un-mything Isadora.” Un-mything means to
unravel the layers of Duncan history in body, text, and art, seeking some definition of the essence
of her ideas and of her movement. I wove my views as scholar and as dancer, and this applied
both to the archival literature as well as to my personal physical engagement of dancing in the
Duncan art form. One researches words and ideas on a page; the other researches ideas and
experiences extant in the body and movement, in part by memory, imagining and moving. During
my examination of the literature, I sought to distinguish between beliefs and experience, and for
this dissertation, I chose to emphasize that Duncan’s texts are for the most part the way she
206

chose to have her ideas for dance remembered. Likewise, I sought the commonalities and
differences between the various interpretations of Duncan dance in order to get to the
fundamental physical motion that is ‘her’ movement. I posited my body and memory as a place
for describing my movement experiences and conveying my perception of the Duncan approach
to moving, as well as my interpretation of Nietzsche’s and Duncan’s philosophy. I emphasized
describing an internal motion, to which Duncan applied the metaphor of the wave—its motion and
varying dynamics—and by describing my embodied memory and experiential practice of this
movement, I added to the Duncan literature a contemporary account of one dancer’s
understanding of what is Duncan dance. My description of the internal sensibility of this
movement connected to my analysis of Duncan’s movements, as represented by artist Abraham
Walkowitz and photographer Arnold Genthe in Chapter 5.
In the section on Nietzsche literature, I acknowledged the growing interest in Nietzsche
studies, particularly his The Birth of Tragedy. As I delimited the scope of this dissertation to a text
analysis between the texts of Nietzsche and Duncan, I pointed out pertinent topics within this
literature to show that the elements Duncan picked up on are major concerns in studies on The
Birth of Tragedy today. These topics include Romanticism and Greek Tragedy. I considered
scholarship on seeing Nietzsche as a Romantic, and current scholarship continues the debate
Nietzsche himself began: Romantic, classical, or modern?

Particularly insightful is

acknowledging the tension that Nietzsche played between Classicism and Romanticism. I also
considered Nietzsche’s use of the tragic myth as the merging of his writing method and
philosophy. Duncan’s use of his philosophy from this book adds to the area of philosophy, as
Nietzsche’s dance images throughout his writings become a line of inquiry into his philosophical
beliefs.
As I showed, the contextualization of Duncan’s use of The Birth of Tragedy within the
mood of Romanticism is an important foundation for a study on Duncan and Nietzsche. Romantic
ideas and attitudes toward ancient Greece and modern life supported an embracing of the tragic
idea. In addition to creating literature, music and art, imagination and intuition became methods
for writing history, conducting research and writing philosophy. This was a process of seeking the
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“spiritual essence” of a past culture (Mosse 1988, 227; Williamson 2004, 241, 272). Romantic
characteristics were centered on the attitude of approaching life as if it were poetry—using the
imagination to create a poetry of life (Mosse 33). An individual valued emotional expression and
sought to express the concept of a pathology of souls, which addressed an inner turmoil focused
on the struggle against the encroaching industrialization and materialization (Mosse 33). The
human soul now was seen as pathos, as sick, because it was in conflict with its nature, and it
needed to be healed. The human soul’s natural state was to live in harmony with nature because
it was of nature. Modern advancements never before seen came on so quickly and strongly, and
this threatened the Romantics’ connection to nature, as nature authenticated one’s reality. Nature
made a Romantic feel alive, as experiencing life as one should, as is one’s human right (Mosse
36). A fear of losing oneself in a mechanized world was very real and perceived as threatening,
so making art and making philosophies for living became an antidote to this fear. Myth, both
ancient and medieval, acted as a vehicle for enacting the philosophical views of Romantics, as
myth brought nature, emotion, and humanity together through story and figures reflecting the
human condition (Mosse 4-5; Williamson 1-2).
The human soul could be healed through a reconnection to nature and art, to self and to
the world through art based on nature. A longing for a past demanded research and study on
ancient cultures and the art these ancients made, especially the art and philosophy of ancient
Greece. A Romantic’s “longing for myth” (Williamson 2004) propelled creation and a creative life
in the face of the swiftly changing and alienating society and world. Nietzsche and others
perceived Greek tragedy as the highest art form humanity had yet to produce (BT 33; Schmidt
2001, 1). Its perceived philosophy became idealized, and was set to bases for modern philosophy
and art.
Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy was connected to these Romantic characteristics by his
emergence from tragic ideas of Wagner and other Romantic figures including German
philosophers and writers. To establish the significance tragedy had for the ancient Greeks,
Nietzsche led his reader through what he called a labyrinth by drawing on the historical
development of Greek tragedy (BT 56). He used this to justify a tragic philosophy and aesthetics
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for making and judging art for his contemporary nineteenth century Germany. In sections 7-15,
Nietzsche discussed the primary tragedians of the fifth century BCE Athens to illustrate the
distinction between the performance value of the tragic chorus and the pre-theatre embodiment of
the chorus, whose function was to enact ritual and religion rather than for performance on a
stage. The original chorus was the ultimate embodiment of the ideal chorus, and the Greek
tragedians Sophocles and Aeschylus maintained its original role to an extent. Euripides, however,
destroyed the chorus by adding a dialectical explanation of a play’s events to save the spectator
from experiencing anxiety (BT 83). This contradicts the ideal role of the chorus, which was to aid
in the tragedy serving as a place for metaphysical healing, for catharsis. If all were to be
explained by an actor or a device such as a dues ex machina (which inserted into the play an
otherwise unconnected reason and plot-solving mechanism taking away mystery and suspense),
the spectator would not be awarded his right—to endure the hero’s suffering as if one’s own; or
more accurately, to make the hero’s suffering one’s own experience, and heal from that suffering.
To identify with the suffering hero, to participate in his fate and his tragic life events, is a sort of
embodiment, an enactment which ought to lead to the experience of a metaphysical healing if the
tragedy is properly conceived, written and performed.
Although Nietzsche pointed to Euripides as eliminating the chorus, it is Socrates who
caused the death of tragedy (BT 82, 86). More specifically, it is the Socratic way of thinking, of
reasoning and intellectual pursuits, science and optimism. This way of thinking will again and
again prompt a death of tragedy; yet this death is necessary in order for a re-birth to happen and
complete the tragic life cycle (93).
Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy was dependent upon the chorus as born from two dynamic
forces of nature, which Nietzsche attributed as embodied in the ancient Greek deities Apollo and
Dionysos (BT 38). The concept of the Apollinian and Dionysian duality represents the
individuating principle, which to some degree means knowledge, and the ecstatic abandonment
of self-dissolution. Together these forces of nature “couple” over and over throughout history to
produce life and art (33), and the tragic chorus is the vehicle for these eternal rebirths. The
chorus embodies the life cycle of the tragic myth, the myth of Dionysos. If both life and art
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embody the tragic philosophy as beheld within the tragic chorus, then one can have a fulfilled life
through the ideal art form. Nietzsche found in his contemporary German culture one figure whose
music was the closest answer to a rebirth of tragedy—Wagner’s musik-dramas (sec 16-25).
However, later in Nietzsche’s life, he came to oppose Wagner on philosophical grounds
concerning Wagner’s use and misuse of morality and religion (Attempt). Furthermore, Nietzsche
came to believe Wagner did not interpret the tragic chorus properly, and consequently did not
make use of the chorus in his musik-dramas. Nietzsche stated Wagner mistook the chorus for the
actor (CW 174, for example).
Nietzsche criticized his own use of Wagner and Romanticism in the acclaimed “Attempt
At Self-Criticism,” a preface added to the 1886 publication of The Birth of Tragedy, which was
printed fourteen years after the first in 1872. As on Wagner, Nietzsche opposed Romanticism on
the use of Christianity and morality as a way of life because it negates life and despises an
embodied sensibility toward living (Attempt). He criticized scientific and intellectual pursuit if it
denied a passionate and ecstatic abandon as a life perception. While Nietzsche argued his
reasons for opposing the Wagner and Romantic characteristics with which he poeticized ancient
Greece, he still valued the idea of a tragic philosophy. In fact, the tragic idea continued in his
philosophical thought throughout his life (Schmidt 193).
By an embodiment of the Romantic mood, Isadora Duncan applied Nietzsche’s
interpretation of the tragic chorus to her moving body. As she believed dance could be an
immediate expression of the chorus—its tragic emotion—she located the chorus within the site of
her body. This choric and tragic body would act as a site for soulful healing for an audience by
using music and movement. Music and movement would be the place where an audience could
put back and let go of its fears and sufferings. A metaphysical affirmation of life may be
experienced by dancer and spectator. She enacted this philosophy through the “greatest” music
of her time, including Wagner.
Conclusions
I conclude that Duncan’s application of Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy is a participation in
the specific intellectual history of the tragic idea. The tragic idea is the philosophical line of inquiry
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that philosophizes on the human condition and experience. This idea was particular to German
philosophers following Kant, and it was distinct from Plato’s and Aristotle’s perspectives on
tragedy. Unlike Plato and Aristotle, these philosophers applied the tragic art to a philosophy for
life, and as a means to understand the human being and its role in existence.
Duncan’s answer to Nietzsche’s rebirth of tragedy was dance. She would dance this
tragic chorus as a solo dancer, and the dance alone would stand as the function of the chorus,
uniting movement and music/rhythm/melody as its immediate resolution of humanity’s joy and
suffering. The dance did not need to be about a tragedy, or look characteristically tragic, because
the dance itself was the function of the chorus.
The characteristics I pointed to in Duncan’s writings and dance described Romantic
qualities. As her dependence on Nietzsche showed, her writings and dance were shaped within
the Romantic mood, and a connection to German Romantic discourse on the idea of the tragic
may be made. By basing her dance on the Romantic perception of ancient Greek aesthetics and
philosophy, she carried the belief in ancient Greece as a repository for human artistic and
philosophical excellence. Duncan’s activity of studying ancient Greek figurative sculpture to
decode the “mysteries underlying” their movement (AD 96) is exemplary of the Romantic seeking
the spiritual essence of a past culture. She applied to her moving body the essence of the
perceived motion within these bodies represented in stone.
Duncan wrote about dance as a vehicle for the pathology of the human condition. Dance
could be a vehicle and the body the site for confronting and contending with human life and
suffering, with both struggle and joy. The body could be the site for the reconciliation of those
concerns of the Romantic. Duncan’s dance movement addressed a reconnection to nature, and
as she made her solo dancing body the site of the tragic chorus, she made her dance movement
and body the place where individual emotion and psychological states—the human soul, and
pathology of souls—connect to a universal meaning to the world at large. Her philosophy for
dance made a dancing body the conveyor of freedom through movement.
Even though Duncan’s philosophy for dance and the movement itself hark back to
ancient Greece, she addressed her temporal anchor to the twentieth century in part by bringing
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contemporary socio-political issues into her dance, including her use of Nietzsche and Wagner.
Her longing for an ancient past with a projection of a better future propelled a new idea for dance
of the twentieth century.
The implications of Isadora Duncan using Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy (1872)
intersect in her words and her dance, are critical to understanding her philosophy more deeply.
Dancing to Wagner complicates her application of Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy to her body
and dance, as some of Duncan’s writings suggest awareness of Nietzsche’s criticism against
Wagner. For example, her comment that the musik-drama is a ridiculous idea and impossible (ML
111) reflects Nietzsche’s accusation that Wagner was not the chorus, but an actor (CW). Yet,
other writings, including her essay on Wagner (1921, AD 1), if dated accurately, posit the problem
of a contradiction within her beliefs on Wagner. At times, she praised Wagner just as Nietzsche
did in his first book, before his Attempt At Self Criticism (1886) appeared with it. If she employed
Nietzsche’s philosophy in 1903, and she wrote praising Wagner in 1921, but discounted
Wagner’s ideas in her autobiography concerning the time she was in Bayreuth in 1904,
(Published 1927), her conflict and shift in thought needs to be examined thoroughly in order to
understand these two figures in her dance philosophy.
Embodied Memory, Experiential Practice
In this dissertation I posited my experiential practice in this dance form in dialogue with
the text analysis, contextual research and theoretical framework I have conducted and examined.
I have thought critically about the philosophical basis for Duncan’s dance and the movement I
have practiced, although I found it difficult to resolve some things about Duncan’s philosophy and
practice. Some interpretations, some meanings of ideas and words, some aesthetics, and some
history I learned through memories passed on by dancing bodies and oral recollections, are
incongruent to the historical and philosophical analysis of texts.
Questions regarding the embodiment of this dance philosophy challenge a
contemporary practice, which puts a nineteenth century philosophy beyond a dance of the
twentieth century and into our turn of this century. A dance whose philosophy engaged three
centuries would necessarily prompt a discourse on the shifted values emergent in historical
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events particular to each century. Looking at the ways Duncan’s philosophy for dance traveled
and changed would be illuminated by the way it engaged at different historical moments. Today, I
question a dancer’s role in embodying the philosophy examined here in this dissertation. Does a
Duncan dancer need to embody tragic philosophy, and become the tragic solo chorus on stage to
be good or authentic? Does one need to do this to be a functioning dancer—behold the intent to
transform an audience’s psychological and emotional predicament of human existence into an
ecstatic release from individualism into oneness with world and nature? Is determining oneself as
this solo chorus, to act as a healer of people/audience self-righteous, self-indulgent, arrogant,
narcissistic? This could be perceived as mad; but, in the context of the Romantic mood and
attitudes toward life and life as art, as well as the Romantic attitude toward the past, Duncan was
in complete harmony with this mood by uniting body and chorus. Could I picture myself on stage
emptying my self and body as a vessel for the audience to put back into its suffering and fears by
the movement I just presented in a dance performance? Would I need to in order to practice or
perform this dance? Does it only apply to some dances, and not others? What is the dance if it
does not do these things?
I value the possibility of the body and movement as an embodiment and expression of
the many and varied forces of nature. I value the idea of the body as a site for grappling with and
expressing the facets of our human condition. Beyond a dance of tragic myth and healing chorus,
what I see in Duncan as having created was a dance for possibilities of human expression and
human experience through the body and movement, in a yearning for harmony and beauty. This
is the significance of what she gave us and may be more reasonable than enacting oneself as
healer. Even more, dance then can be of emotion from out of the body as relevant to our
contemporary times, to our historical predicament in the 2000s, which does not need to be limited
to definitions of “universal” or validated through a connection to an ancient past.
Any future practice of this dance would then be an inclusion of the philosophy from the
texts of Duncan and Nietzsche, and studied through the drawings and photographs of Duncan
dancing. These materials are studied as a means to deepen an understanding of the movement
and the philosophy that gave birth to its idea, and explored through my moving body. Then this is
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a dance of the present, not historical reenactment, or “artefact” as Whiley absurdly called it (DRJ
2003).
As Duncan claimed to not imitate or reenact Greek dance or things, I do not reenact
Duncan because the movement is in me, and as such, the movement ideas have become alive
and interpreted within this contemporary dancing body. This body’s knowledge and experience,
unique and personal qualities, and propensities and preferences, contribute to this dance form a
harmonious and present movement. This dissertation as driven by philosophical inquiry does not
provide definitive answers; rather, it presents the possibilities for more research in the IsadoraNietzsche area, as well as the possibilities to investigate and explore the meaning of this dance
philosophy to the contemporary moving, dancing body.
Through my experience dancing Duncan, I can reflect upon Nietzsche’s philosophy to
make connections through my experience to his philosophy as embodied. Throughout the
dissertation I developed a dialogue between text (Duncan and Nietzsche) and my dance
experience. I moved between Duncan’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s ideas and my dancing. My
body and movement became text through descriptions of movements and reflections of
experience when dancing. Philosophy and body meet as the philosophy of Nietzsche via Duncan
guide the inquiry into the philosophical and artistic meaning that this dance holds and has the
possibility to hold.
In this dance form, Nietzsche’s Apollinian-Dionysian artistic forces of nature are emotive
within the moving body. The body is both a physical manifestation and a visual representation of
these artistic forces of nature. The oppositional pulling in and spilling over of the wave motion
echoes the Apollinian and Dionysian cadence of motion and rhythm. A range of emotional
dynamic is possible for a dancer to express her/his own interpretation of an experience or aspect
of human condition. An emotion can follow the cadence of a wave, even if it is a variance; an
emotion can build and wane, and it does so along the wave rhythm. An effective expression of
emotion in this dance form is for the dancer to harness emotion through penetrating insight into
human condition, and then wedding this with personal experience. Personal experience is one’s
emotional or philosophical interpretation as expressed through one’s understanding and one’s
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own body. Personal experience does not mean having experienced the same emotional or
philosophical content of the dance (i.e., one does not need to be ancient priestess to dance
Priestess). This idea of personal experience as becoming part of the mythology of the dance is
possible by seeing this experience through the central idea of the tragic myth, which is a
continuum of birth, life, death and rebirth—the rolling wave of existence.
Duncan’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s tragic myth connects the dancer to the experience
of the tragic hero, who follows the tragic myth of the Apollinian-Dionysian tension. The tragic myth
propels the hero and his fate toward knowledge of self, which becomes revealed through the
circumstances of the tragedy. In the moment of this tragic realization, suffering seizes the hero,
his identity is dissolved, and through this the hero undergoes a death or a transformation.
Through the dismemberment, the hero is reconnected to her/his source—nature. From the
connection of the hero to nature, the transformation from oneness with nature develops into a
rebirth, as from the blood-spilt earth grows the vines of re-birth and new life. This mythic cycle
informs an emotional and physical movement dynamic that a dancer builds on throughout the
dance.
As I discussed in Chapter 5, the Dionysian movement itself is a quintessential expression
of the Apollinian-Dionysian within one movement. The Apollinian-Dionysian tension gave birth to
tragedy, especially in the body of the tragic chorus. In terms of the body and dance, the dancer
works toward embodying the role of the tragic chorus in three ways: uniting body and movement,
uniting music and the moving form, and uniting emotion and the moving form. I have been
reworking the dance “The Priestess” to Gluck’s “Chorus of the Priestesses” from his Opera
Iphigenia in Tauris, which I examined for my MA thesis at NYU (1999). Ten years of dancing, life
experience, and academic studies have brought my understanding to a richer and deeper
perspective. I have been spending time in the movement and spatial structure of the dance, as
well as re-thinking its mythical and philosophical components as also informed by the research in
this dissertation. In the MA performance of this piece, I used the music given to me by dancer
Adrienne Ramm, who taught me this dance. The music was a shortened version of the one in the
opera, and it was played on piano. For an upcoming performance in Central Park with Dances By
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Isadora, a group founded by Catherine Gallant and Patricia Adams, www.dancesbyisadora.com,
the entire piece is played, which has more repeats of certain phrases. Although I did perform with
this version in 2000, I recently needed to reinterpret the movements as evocative of the meaning
of the dance and especially in correlation with the music and its phrasing. I wanted to ensure that
I was harmoniously developing and connecting the content of the mythology of the Iphigenia play
by Euripides, the myth of the tragic myth, and the Apollinian-Dionysian tension. I have revisited
the idea of the tragic and the tragic chorus as performed by a soloist in the year 2009.
Nietzsche’s tragic wisdom and philosophy informs the dance in movement, structural
form, phrasing with the music, and emotional expression of the music. I began by listening to the
music and moving with its phrases working to rekindle my memory of the dance’s structure and
sequence. The music was instrumental in stirring my memory and body memory, although
several variations were difficult to remember. I consulted my MA thesis, which included
information on Nietzsche’s Apollinian and Dionysian as I understood it then, as well as important
information on the mythology and literary particulars from Witter Binner’s translation of Euripides’
play. I also thought about this dance outside the studio. As I went over the information culled from
these various sources, I played the music and made notes to it, imagining scenarios that might
enrich the dance. I moved around to the music and imagined various scenarios. Over a period of
time, six weeks for example, I contemplated the dance’s meaning and new meanings emerged.
Because phrases repeat in the music, and certain movements go with the phrasing, I
worked to vary the movements and the dynamics by which they are performed. The Dionysian
section repeats four times, and I varied this by deciding which moments convey which emotion. A
summoning conveys an urgency to meet one’s duty, perhaps an apprehension, perhaps a slow
calm thinking of approaching the temple. A weeping conveys the sorrow of the tragic occurrence,
while a pointing to the sacrifice where the blood is to be spilt, conveys a forcefulness, a
reluctance, a deeper tragic sorrow. As I understand it, the rebirth intends for dancer to give to the
audience a lasting moment of the beauty of life as holding its destructive and life-giving forces. I
questioned what the role of the solo dancer means to convey through this chorus of priestesses—
the great impersonality of the tragedy, of human life. Through my personal understanding of the
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dance, I worked to make it impersonal. By this, I focused on the body and its movement: I worked
to make it about the emotionality of the body, not the drama of the story, as the entire body
conveys the emotion, not only facial expression.
Physically, sometimes I feel I can get locked in a movement in a dance or study. A
movement can feel flat and one-dimensional. The philosophic ideas can help remind me about
the qualities and dynamics that can enhance the movements and a given dance. For example,
the force of the Apollinian-Dionysian tension is the play between line and sphere, between line in
space and creating roundness and spiral motions. This aided me in filling the challenging, slow
and repetitive tempo and phrasing of the music. I revisited the spatial dynamic of the Dionysian,
and I changed the linear interpretation I had understood this to be from years ago. I began to
move the upper torso in a rounded shape, reaching spatially into the backspace and forward
space as a way to connect from side to side. Initiating from solar plexus, my head followed this
pathway, creating a swirling around in a circular motion. This understanding completely
transformed the Dionysian movement from a two-dimensional, linear movement, and I realized
this interpretation is more in harmony with the idea of the movement. It also connects with the
circular motion of the wave, and the ideas of timelessness and of eternal.
Part of realizing the dance as evocative of human experience is acknowledging oneself in
the dance. A woman dances as a woman. Duncan was a woman dancing, and this dance is
about a woman. So, put the woman into the dance—I do not need to dance this solo as a stiff
board, a rigid erect dancer, I can move my hips and they can sway from side to side as I walk. I
would not sway as the dance content and emotion builds and becomes more serious throughout
the dance; but in the beginning, the first time approaching the altar, I can sway. I see this way of
imagining something any dancer can do to enrich the dance form and the dances. It is built into
the concept of the dance form itself: this is its creative and artistic potential. This is what makes it
interesting for a dancer and for a contemporary audience, especially as the intersection of the
contemporary and personal perspectives make it meaningful for today.
I found new ways to be in this dance, new insights, new ways of translating the meaning
and content into physical form. By my own experience and growth within this dance form and as a
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human, I believe Duncan consistently revisioned what her dance ideas were to mean within her
body and in terms of a dance. It is very reasonable to see her dancing as an evolving dance over
the years in the same way. Our experiences, our understanding of philosophy grows, we grow as
human. A twenty year old sees and experiences differently than a thirty, than a forty year old.
That said, there are consistencies that have been passed down, and not all dancers adhere to:
the particular way of leaning on the music, the use of curved versus straight lines, the force of the
body as it moves through space, all of which make the dance exciting, spontaneous and
enjoyable. Minding the structural and conceptual elements one learns from an older generation,
or studies through documentation like video, film, or Labanotation, provides the foundation for a
dancer to reconstruct a dance. The studies of text and philosophy add depth to the reconstruction
and help to create a valid contemporary interpretation.
The relationship of the body to music is a deeply important aspect to my interpretation of
dancing Duncan. Looking through Duncan’s eyes at Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy, I gain
insight into the meaning of uniting music and the body. Nietzsche describes the tragic chorus as
conveyor of human condition and emotion through sound/rhythm and movement/dance; music
and movement were one in a tragedy. The body becomes expressive of the music, one with the
music, and I use different words to explain this in an effort to get at the meaning of this idea.
Through the act of moving, the body physicalizes, conveys, represents, expresses, depicts,
translates, and evokes the music. I see extant in dance the movement that the body makes, the
motion and force of the movement, and the physical, finite form of the body. The body, with
respect to the music, expresses the dynamism, dynamics, rhythm, melody, various qualities,
textures, layers, and varying depths of space. For example, I define the dance as spherical, in
contrast to linear, and I work to expand my movement into space with this awareness. Although
the dance embodies line and alludes to line, this movement form really exists within the
roundness of body and space. As a dancer, I also work to engage the total space that surrounds
me, and I imagine I go beyond the physical atmosphere as well as into the inner depths of the
body.
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To put my own experience into a dialogue with Duncan’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s
philosophy, I see the body as relating to his Apollinian artistic force of nature as giving shape to
the Dionysian shapeless, ecstatic and rhapsodic artistic force of nature. Improvising and shaping
that improvisation into a solo or group dance is an example of this concept in terms of creating
movement. These two artistic forces of nature come together in Nietzsche’s philosophy as
creators of tragedy. The tragic chorus, which conveys the emotional, psychological, philosophical
aspects of the tragedy, is the Dionysian force that is shaped by the Apollinian. The Apollinian not
only shapes the Dionysian through sound and vision/physical, the Apollinian also makes the
Dionysian mysteries emotionally and intellectually comprehensible.
I see the relationship of body to movement as analogous to the relationship of Apollinian
to Dionysian, respectively. The movement, while being shaped by the body, has the ability to
transcend its physical form. In terms of ecstatic abandon and transcendence, the inner motion of
the body, as it becomes a growing wave of movement, has the potential to extend beyond its
physical form of the body and bring me to a sensation of big energy, of release, of joy. I even
have sensed my body following this movement. The body may initiate the motion and then be
drawn into following its motion, be propelled by it.
Music’s role in this experience is twofold. Music aids in the transcendent experience
through its emotional force. The music’s energy, rhythm, melody, and tempo provide the
guidance for the building of emotion and its release. I do follow the path of older dancers,
including Sima Leake, who guided me in studio rehearsals and private visits in her apartment, to
“lean on the music.” In this way, the body’s relationship to music is to give oneself over to the
music, physically and emotionally. As body unites with movement, the dance becomes a chase
between the Apollinian and Dionysian, as dancer plays the two tensions in a chase-like
scenario—the body and movement stay behind the music. The fullest potential of this dance form
is culled from the play between the Apollinian, Dionysian and the music. Music also brings
volume into the space, and music creates the volume of the space I engage in as I move. My
body and my movement illustrate the volume, dynamism and quality of the music and this defines
and gives shape to, gives a visual description of the space.
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All emotions have a place to be experienced in this dance because it is an emotional
dance form. The transcendent nature of dancing is that it contains within its movement and
motion the ability for to bring me to a feeling and experience that connects to the moment at
which I feel time has suspended, or at least that time has stopped speeding by, because a
heightened awareness of the realization of being, of existing, is met within that moment. It is the
experience of being extremely focused, clear and creatively in harmony with all surroundings; a
physical, somatic (body) moment has become connected to that experience of time and
timelessness. It is the feeling of knowing that this is what I am supposed to be doing, this is what I
do—I dance. In this dance I have found energy because various dynamic forces within nature
meet, are discovered, are played out and played with. I find expression of these forces through
my body and my movement. Some of these dynamics include: soft, wave motion, sensual,
weighted, strength, power, energy from the earth, released into the sky, spinning. Moving my
body as propelling myself by the physical interpretation of natural forces such as these bring
Nietzsche’s artistic forces of nature into the terms of my moving body. I can summon these forces
of movement and experience being taken away by them as if on a ride.
My own movement carries me away into a place of being outside one’s body’s limits. I
have experienced the limits of my body outside and beyond the limits of self-knowledge through a
giving over to such forces. Spinning in dances or movement studies holds an experience of
simultaneously not having control and being extremely centered and in control. The action of
spinning drives the dancer to her center, as the spin’s centrifugal center is defined by the
spinning. In spinning I become extremely centered in order to maintain the motion of spinning for
a longer length of time. The experience of feeling physically free comes from the spin defining the
centrifugal force, which allows for the limits of the body’s shape and skin, to feel light, mutable,
permeable, expansive, and hardly there.
Movement has the ability to allow one to pass beyond the limits of the physical body and
beyond the limits of the mind, one’s thoughts, and one’s limited knowledge about self. Dance can
take us to a place where we can know things experientially and poetically without having to
understand them in a cognitive or rational, explanatory method.
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I can understand Duncan’s use of Nietzsche’s metaphors and words through my own
dancing. As I have studied the dance before I conducted this research, the dance experience I
have has helped me see the connection between Nietzsche’s ideas, Duncan’s ideas and my
knowledge and experience of the movement. I interpret the meaning of the Nietzschean concepts
Duncan used and I revisit them with a renewed and deeper understanding.
Duncan recalls a dance she performed at age sixteen in My Life (ML 9). Reflecting
upon this dance, which an audience named “The Maiden and Death,” performed at age sixteen,
Duncan stated, “… I was only endeavoring to express my first knowledge of the underlying
tragedy in all seemingly joyous manifestation. Later on I danced my struggle with the same life…
and wrestling from it its ephemeral joys.” She goes on to state that from her perspective the
dance should have been called “Life and The Maiden.” When Sima Leake observed my
performance of this dance, she commented that the beginning movements of the dance needed
to be performed with more lightness, evocative of a young girl. This makes sense within the
context of Duncan’s words emphasizing life and not death. Duncan’s intention to express the
underlying tragedy in all life and joy summarize Nietzsche’s idea on tragedy as the ApollinianDionysian tension between reason and passion, suffering and ecstasy.
Death and the Maiden is a dance to Chopin Mazurka no. 34. I performed this dance,
which I learned from Catherine Gallant, with Dances By Isadora at The Church of Holy Trinity,
NYC in November 2001. This photograph captured the gesture which echoes the sounding of the
bell in the music. Throughout the dance the play between the maiden, death and life is
challenging to weave together as the music itself is challenging. There is a great deal of space to
fill, and this space can be filled with the imagination reinterpreting the dimension of the
movements as each movement expresses the music. Death may also be interpreted as the
transformation of an individual from one stage of life to another. The following two photographs
captured two moments that exhibit the physical and visual tension in the dancer as reflective of
the tension at the point of transition between maidenhood and womanhood. In the first
photograph, my wrists meet above the head, alluding to the unavoidable call in this life transition.
The music sounds the bell, which awakens the distracted dancer to follow. In the second
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photograph, I am pulled back unwillingly by the force of the inevitability of the tragic circumstance,
which followed a more light and playful movement. Throughout the dance this tension is constant
in the movement and its phrasing.

Figures 6.1 and 6.2. Andrea Berger in Death and The Maiden, The Church of Holy Trinity, NYC,
2001.
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In Duncan dance, a dancer is the embodiment of various figures and elements within a
dance. In Narcissus, for example, a dancer expresses the motions of nature within the dance as
well as the human emotion that makes the story. She or he can evoke the rushing of wind, the
stillness of the pond, or a ripple in the water (See Figure 6.3). The dancer emotes the emotional
observation of Echo. Through an exploration of movement and study on the myth of Narcissus
from a variety of sources, I gained insights into the meaning that the movement and gestures
could convey. I realized that in the dance the story may be told through the eyes of Echo, not
through Narcissus. Because I combined Echo I took Echo’s telling of the story and merged this
with my a woman’s perspective This voyeuristic perspective enabled the movement to have some
distance from the bounds of being wrapped up in the character of Narcissus. I allowed for my
interpretation of the movements and its phrasing to be more free and more rounded, and filling up
the space. A phrase that moves side to side became more comfortable for me linear I found this
understanding to be liberating because two perspectives on the story were being studied. This
eliminated the dance as one-dimensional, and made it more interesting for me to work on and
perform.
I find anchoring my interpretation in the study of the philosophical source for Duncan to
be liberating in the process of reconstruction and revisioning a dance. I am able to use the texts
as a way to explore the meaning of movement phrases. I reinterpret the phrases, movements,
and gestures I learn from teachers, and I round out their connection to the meaning of the dance,
and to the music. I can expand upon a movement by taking it from its one-dimensionality and
exploring the ways it can become more fully engaged with a non-linear spatial plane. My
understanding of Duncan’s interpretation of Nietzsche’s philosophy gives me the springboard to
reinterpret movement in such a way.
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Figure 6.3 Andrea Berger performing the dance Narcissus at The International Isadora Duncan
Conference, Budapest, Hungary, 2002.
The Bacchanal, the dance to Gluck’s Bacchanal from his opera Alceste, is about the
Dionysian maenads traveling through the forest to the site of the Dionysian ritual. This dance is
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one of the best, most physically/aerobically challenging and fun. The speed of dance is ecstatic
itself, it propels me into a frenzy that echoes the ecstatic frenzy described in the Dionysian
mythology. Again, the dancer needs to call on the Apollonian in order to be precise in marking the
spots and staying on line through the series of movements that alternate between light and
strong, rushed and pulled back, swinging and suspended. Elated is the emotion I experience in
this dance.
The first time I listened to the music Dance of The Blessed Spirits from Gluck’s opera
Orfeo was in the moment I learned the dance to this piece. The music immediately filled up my
body. I had a very strong response to its melody. If I could say any music felt spiritual, this would
be one of those pieces. It was simultaneously uplifting and sad. It was transcendent. Its
outpouring spilled over into my body, filling up my body, and its outpouring became my
movement. It became my body. This is a good example of Duncan’s words on Dionysian dancers,
who “convert body into a luminous fluid, surrendering it to the inspiration of the soul… the flesh
becomes light and transparent” (AD 141).

My experience of dancing The Blessed Spirits is

experiencing the harmony that the union of music and body become. This is reflective of
Nietzsche’s words, “He is no longer an artist, he is the work of art” (BT). I experienced the
dissolution of myself as dancer dancing to music. Through the music, I was able to convert my
body into something beyond itself - a luminous fluid, and my flesh seemed to dissolve into the
melody of the music. My body became the music. I became the dance itself.
For me, the dance of Isadora Duncan becomes enriched with the study of her
philosophy and the sources, which enriched her imagination and gave impulse and aesthetic to
her movement. A dancer’s own life experiences also add a dimension to the dance that is
enjoyable for the dancer, and likely to be more relevant to an audience; for by this personal
experience, s/he bridges the span of three centuries. Between texts, the memory of moving
bodies passing down the tradition, and one’s own life experience, the dancer enhances this
dance form as contemplative and meaningful as an contemporary art form. This enriches a
dancer’s life and adds to the development of a performative dance form. The dancer makes it
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alive today because her body is alive and is making and re-making meaning of the dance through
her living body.
Implications for Further Research
The title of Duncan’s essay Dance of the Future (1903) harkens back to Wagner’s
essay and philosophy for music, Artwork of the Future (1849). Duncan’s use of Wagner as an
embodied practice of Nietzsche’s philosophy needs to be examined more critically and put into
context of the implications of Wagner’s philosophy for art, along with Nietzsche’s criticism against
Wagner in much more depth than I have been able to do here. A text analysis between Wagner’s
Artwork of The Future and Duncan’s Dance of the Future could reveal pertinent information on
Duncan’s use of Wagner as well as Nietzschean philosophy. A clarification on what is Wagnerian
and what is Nietzschean about Duncan’s philosophy would need to be determined by further
examination of the Nietzsche-Wagner relationship and a comparison between each figure’s
philosophy of art.
Furthermore, a thorough examination on the tragic idea in nineteenth century German
philosophy, including Kant (as a point of departure) and Schelling, Hegel and others whose work
stands in direct influence to Nietzsche, could enrich the understanding of the importance of Greek
tragedy to the nineteenth and twentieth century philosophical and artistic practices, especially
Isadora Duncan’s dance philosophy and practice. Exploring Schelling’s idea (partly in response to
Kant: Schmidt, 81) that the “philosopher must possess just as much aesthetic power as the poet”
brings the understanding as to the placement of Greek tragedy to art’s highest accomplishment
(Schelling). Art is put in a perfected place beyond the power and ability of philosophy, and this in
turn would enrich and deepen the understanding of the meaning Greek tragedy held for Duncan.
Contemporary ideas on the tragic idea, and how this might pertain to re-visioning Duncan in the
present/future, could enrich a practice of Duncan philosophy for movement, dance and
performance today.
In this dissertation, I examined the possibility for Duncan’s philosophy to stand as
relevant today by being based on the text of Nietzsche. As LaMothe (2006) pointed out,
Nietzsche’s dance images could be taken more literally rather than metaphorically; and that this
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would bridge the examination of Nietzsche and Duncan, as well as Nietzsche on dance in the
fields of philosophy and dance.
An inclusion of photographs and drawings of Duncan surrounding the time of her
dancing and living in Germany could be analyzed to add to the analysis on the movements
captured in the artists presented here, Walkowitz’s drawings (1906-1912) and Genthe’s
photographs (1916-1924), in efforts to further develop the embodiment of Nietzsche’s tragic
philosophy. This could include a study in the first Duncan school in Grunewald in 1904.
Photographs from this school of the children, for example, could help bridge a discussion on
Nietzschean philosophy put into practice.
As Zarathustra is generally accepted as the embodiment of Nietzsche’s philosophy from
The Birth of Tragedy (Schmidt 2001), I understand Zarathustra as Nietzsche’s epithet for an
artistic Socrates, and he created Zarathustra as the replacement for a rebirth of tragedy when he
concluded Wagner had failed at being the chorus. Looking at Zarathustra from this perspective as
it relates to Duncan’s use of both The Birth of Tragedy, Zarathustra could benefit from a
contextualization on the tragic idea and Romanticism. While Zarathustra may have been an overarching metaphor for the dancer of the future as the dancing philosopher, The Birth of Tragedy
details the tragic chorus as the embodiment of the human condition and the possibility for
comprehending and facing suffering. Then the dance could be seen in the thorough development
of Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy.
In terms of personal experiential practice, an interesting project would be to log the
practice of this movement and place it within a dialogue between the texts. I am developing a
project based on the ideas within this dissertation. A point of inquiry is to investigate through the
body the possibility of a solo dancing body as an embodiment and expression of tragic
philosophy. The differences between what a dancer and researcher would experience and
practice in the twenty-first century juxtaposed with Duncan’s ideas and findings could add to the
literature a thorough study on the experience of a contemporary dancer practicing Duncan today.
While the project of examining Isadora Duncan through Nietzsche began in a course
and preliminary exam for the dance doctoral program, the journey to this research began long
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ago. Without getting too ridiculous seeking the point of origin, I do see this research as a
culmination of years of experiencing and investigating life meaning in dance. By continually
probing and merging interests on ancient myth and dance, I ended up with a dissertation on
Isadora Duncan’s use of Friedrich Nietzsche’s tragic philosophy as an idea for dance. This
dissertation’s end begins the continuation of researching and understanding the meaning of
dance in life.

230

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Adler, Norma. 1984. “Reconstructing the Dances of Isadora Duncan in the United States.” The
Drama Review 28, no. 3 (Autumn): 59–66. MIT Press.
Angus, Ian. 2005. “Socrates and the critique of Metaphysics.” European Legacy 10, no. 4 (July):
299–314.
Aristotle. Poetics. 1998. Trans. Stephen Halliwell. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Bardsley, Kay. 1979. Isadora Duncan's first school. Bibliography: p. 249. Dance research collage.
(CORD dance research annual, X) New York, CORD, 219–249.
_____. “Re-Animations of Duncan’s Masterworks: Imbued with the Fire of Maria-Theresa
Duncan.” Dance Reconstructed (1992: New Brunswick, NJ) Conference proceedings,
1993. p. 191-200. ill.
Behler, Ernst. 1998. “Nietzsche's antiquity.” International Journal of the Classical Tradition 4, no.
3 (Winter): 417.
———. 2001. “Nietzsche’s Study of Greek Rhetoric.” Seattle: University of Washington.
Burkert, Walter. 1985. Greek Religion. Trans. by John Raffan. Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press.
Originally published as Griechische Religion der archaischen und klassischen Epoch.
Chessick, Richard, D. 2004. “The Silence of Socrates.” American Journal of Psychotherapy 58,
no. 4: 406–19.
Church, Jeffrey. 2004. “Dreaming of the True Erotic: Nietzsche’s Appropriation and
Transfiguration of the Character of Socrates.” Conference papers, Midwestern Political
Science Association; 2004 Annual Meeting, Chicago, IL, pp. 1–37.
Conroy, Renee. 2007. Dancework Reconstruction: Kinesthetic Preservation or Danceworld
Kitsch? http://www.aesthetics-online.org/articles/index.php?articles_id=35
Crooks, James. 2000. “Getting Over Nihilism: Nietzsche, Heidegger and the Appropriation of
Tragedy.” International Journal of the Classical Tradition 9, no. 1 (Summer): 36–50.
Daly, Ann. 1995. Done into Dance: Isadora in America. Bloomington: Indiana Univ. Press.
de Man, Paul. 1972. “Genesis and Genealogy in Nietzsche’s The Birth of Tragedy.” Diacritics 2,
no. 4 (Winter): 44–53.
Del Caro, Adrian. 1989. “Dionysian Classicism, or Nietzsche’s Appropriation of the Aesthetic
Norm.” Journal of the History of Ideas 50, no. 4 (Oct–Dec.): 589–605.
Downing, Christine. 2000. “Freud’s Mythology of the Soul, the Body as Symbol of Soul.” In Depth
Psychology: Meditations in the Field. Ed. Dennis Patrick Slattery and Lionel Corbett.
Carpinteria, CA: Daimon Verlag, CH-8840 Einsiedeln and Pacifica Graduate Institute.
(Essays by Pacifica Graduate Institute faculty.)

231

Duncan, Isadora. Der Tanz Der Zukunft (The Dance of the Future). 1903. Trans. and ed. von Karl
Federn. Leipzig: E. Diederichs. The Dance of the Future. Authorized ed. New York:
Bowles-Goldsmith Co., 1908. (Not the same as Tanz Der Zukunft.)
———. The dance of the future. 1908. Authorized ed. New York: Bowles-Goldsmith. (Chiefly
translations of articles and reviews by various authors from German newspapers.)
———. My Life. 1927. New York: Liveright, 1995. Originally published under Boni & Liveright.
———. 1928. The Art of the Dance: Collected Essays. Ed. Sheldon Cheney; forwards by
Raymond Duncan, Margherita Duncan, Mary Fanton Roberts, Shaemas O’Sheel, Max
Eastman, Eva LeGallienne, and Robert Edmond Jones. New York: Theatre Arts.

Ellenberger. 1970. 'LVFRYHU\RIWKH8QFRQVFLRXV7KH+LVWRU\DQG(YROXWLRQRI'\QDPLF3V\FKLDWU\
%RVWRQ0$%DVLF%RRNV3HUVHXV
Gamson, Annabelle. 1988. On Dancing Isadora’s Dances: A Film Essay By Annabelle Gamson. PLQ
Felski, Rita. 2008. Rethinking Tragedy. Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press.
Frank-Manuel, Peter. 2000. Isadora and Elizabeth Duncan in Deutschland/In Germany. Ed.
Frank-Manuel, Peter. Cologne: DeutschTanzArchiv.
Genthe, Arnold. 1929. Isadora Duncan. Twenty-four Studies by Arnold Genthe. Forward by Max
Eastman. New York: Mitchell Kennerley.
Gildenhard, I. and M. Ruehl, eds. 2005. Out of Arcadia. Classics and Politics in Germany in the
Age of Burckhardt, Nietzsche and Wilamowitz, vol. 125. Bulletin of the Institute of
Classical Studies Supplement Series. London.
Hales, Steven D. “Recent Work on Nietzsche.” American Philosophical Quarterly 37, no. 4 (Oct.
2000): 313.
Halliwell, S. 1995. “Plato, Imagination and Romanticism.” The Passionate Intellect: Essays on the
Transformation of thee Classical Tradition. Ed. L. Ayres, 23–37. New Brunswick, NJ.
Heine, Heinrich. 1985. The Romantic School and Other Essays. Ed. Jost Hermand and Robert C.
Holub. New York: Continuum. German Library, Deutsche Haus, NYU.
Irma Duncan Collection of Isadora Duncan Materials. (S) *MGZMC-Res 23. Jerome Robbins
Dance Division, The New York Public Library for the Performing Arts.
Jeschke, Claudia. 1987. “The Dance of The Future.” SDHS Proceedings, 10th annual
conference, 106–118.
Jowitt, Deborah. 1985. “Images of Isadora: The Search for Motion.” Dance Research Journal 17,
no. 2 (Autumn): 21–29
———. 1987. “The impact of Greek art on the style and persona of Isadora Duncan.” SDHS
Proceedings, 10th annual conference, 195–201.
Kaufmann, Walter. 1974. Nietzsche: Philosopher, Psychologist, Antichrist. 4th ed. Princeton, NJ:
Princeton Univ. Press, 1974.
Kurth, Peter. 2002. Isadora Duncan: A Sensational Life. US: Back Bay Books.
232

LaMothe, Kimerer L. 2003. Abstract for “Giving Birth to a Dancing Star”: Friedrich Nietzsche and
Isadora Duncan on Religion, Dance, and Motherhood Paper presented at AAR Annual
Meeting, November 22–25, as part of “Feminist Theory and Religious Reflection.”
———. 2003. “Giving Birth to a Dancing Star: Reading Friedrich Nietzsche's Maternal Rhetoric
via Isadora Duncan's Dance.” Soundings (Fall/Winter). Tennessee Univ. Press.
———. 2005. “‘A God Dances through Me’: Isadora Duncan on Friedrich Nietzsche’s Revaluation
of Values.” Journal of Religion 85, no. 2: 241–66.
———. 2006. Nietzsche’s Dancers: Isadora Duncan, Martha Graham, and the Revaluation of
Christian Values. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Levien, Julia. 1994. Duncan Dance: A Guide for Young People Ages Six to Sixteen.” Princeton,
NJ: Dance Horizons.
Levine, Judy. 1987. “Nineteenth Century Scientism as an Organizer of Belief: The Role of
Evolutionism on the Philosophy of Isadora Duncan.” Society of Dance History Scholars.
Proceedings, 10th annual conference, 119–25.
Levinson, André. TKTK. “André Levinson on Isadora Duncan.” Intro. Jill Silverman. In The Art and
Meaning of Isadora Duncan. Trans. from Stary I novyi balet [The Old and the New Ballet]
(1917) by Susan Cook Summer and Debra Goldman. “In Memoriam.” Trans. Jill
Silverman. Ballet Review: 1–22.
Lokhorst, Gert-Jan. 2006. “Descartes and the Pineal Gland.” In The Stanford Encyclopedia of
Philosophy (Winter). Edward N. Zalta., ed. http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2006/
entries/pineal-gland/.
Lorenz, Hendrik. 2008. “Ancient Theories of Soul.” In The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy
(Fall). Ed. Edward N. Zalta. http://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2008/entries/ancientsoul.
Lowenthal, Lillian. 1993. The Search for Isadora: The Legend and Legacy of Isadora Duncan.
Pennington: Princeton Book.
MacDougall, Allan Ross. 1960. Isadora: A Revolutionary in Art and Love. New York: Thomas
Nelson and Sons.
Mann, Paul. 1995. “Nietzsche, the tragic-real, and the exquisite corpse of theory.” Research in
Phenomenology 25: 160.
McManners, John, ed. and intro. 1990. The Oxford Illustrated History of Christianity. Oxford:
Oxford Univ. Press. Paperback 1990; reissued 2001.
Megill, Allan. 1996. “Historicizing Nietzsche? Paradoxes and Lessons of a Hard Case.” The
Journal of Modern History 68, no.1 (March): 114–52. Chicago Univ. Press.
Miller, James. 1998. “The Prophet and the Dandy: Philosophy as a Way of Life in Nietzsche and
Foucault.” Social Research 65, no. 4. (Winter): 872–96.
Mosse, George L. 1988. The Culture of Western Europe: Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, An
Introduction. 3rd ed. Boulder, CO: Westview Press.

233

Nietzsche, Friedrich. 1967. The Birth of Tragedy and The Case of Wagner. Trans. with comm.
Walter Kaufmann. New York: Vintage Books/Random House.
———. Thus Spoke Zarathustra. 1966. Trans. Walter Kaufmann. New York: Viking Press.
Picart, Caroline Joan (“Kay”). 1997. “Nietzsche as Masked Romantic.” The Journal of Aesthetics
and Art Criticism 55, no. 3 (Summer): 273–91.
Porter, James I. 2000. “‘Rare Impressions.’ Nietzsche's Philologica.” International Journal of the
Classical Tradition 6, no. 3 (Winter): 409.
Robinson, Douglas, ed. 1997. Western Translation Theory from Heroditus to Nietzsche.
Manchester, UK: St. Jerome Publishing.
Schmidt, Dennis J. 2001. On Germans and Other Greeks: Tragedy and Ethical Life. Bloomington:
Indiana University Press.
Sena, Marylou. 1994. “Dionysos as antidote: The veils of Maya.” Research in Phenomenology 24:
189.
———. 2004. “Nietzsche’s New Grounding of the Metaphysical: Sensuousness and the
Subversion of Plato and Platonism.” Research in Phenomenology: 34. Leiden: Koninklijke
Brill NV, The Netherlands.
Shapiro, Gary. 2001. Übersehen: Nietzsche and Tragic Vision. Richmond, VA: Univ. of
Richmond.
Shiach, Morag. 2004. Blaming Socrates: Modernism and the Historical Imagination. London:
Paragraph, Queen Mary Univ.
Silk, Michael. 2005. “Nietzsche, Decadence, and the Greeks.” New Literary History 35: 587–606.
Sokel, Walter H. 2005. “On the Dionysian in Nietzsche.” New Literary History 36, no. 4 (Autumn):
501–20.
Sweet, Dennis. 1999. “The Birth of The Birth of Tragedy.” Journal of the History of Ideas 60, no. 2
(April): 345.
The Nietzsche Channel. www.geocities.com/thenietzschechannel. Includes texts in original
German and English, biography, and entries from Cosima Wagner’s diaries during the
time the three were friends (Cosima, Nietzsche and Wagner).
Thomas, Douglas. 1999. Reading Nietzsche Rhetorically, ser. Revisioning Rhetoric. New York
and London: Guilford Press.
University of Delaware. Museum Galleries. www.udel.edu.
Walkowitz, Abraham. Drawings of Isadora Duncan in Her Dances. Intro by Maria Theresa.
Original Drawings and Photos, NYPL Dance Collection.
Weinberg, Kurt. 1999. “Nietzsche's paradox of tragedy.” Yale French Studies 96: 86.
Williamson, George S. 2004. The Longing for Myth in Germany: Religion and Aesthetic Culture
from Romanticism to Nietzsche. Chicago; London: Chicago Univ. Press.

234

Winfree, Jason Kemp. 2003. “Before the Subject: Rereading The Birth of Tragedy.” Journal of
Nietzsche Studies 25. Copyright 2003 Friedrich Nietzsche Society.
Yelle, Robert A. 2000. “The Rebirth of Myth?: Nietzsche’s Eternal Recurrence and Its Romantic
Antecedents.” Numen 47. Copyright Leiden: Koninklijke Brill NV, The Netherlands.

235

