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ABSTRACT

Ruth St. Denis was an iconic figure in the earl{ha@®ntury who is often hailed as the mother of Btaddance in
America. Along with Isadora Duncan and Lois Fullgne is credited with the sweeping changes in mewntmand dance
and perceptions about the same in the said erdn ButDenis's art was a synthesis of differentucaltinfluences.
Predominant among these were Hindu beliefs andiiHoulture. The purpose of this paper is to exartiweeextent of
these influences and the depth of St. Denis's emmgagt with the Hindu philosophy and culture andrttaner in which it
impacted her work as an artist. Her three definirmgks, 'Radha’, 'Incense' and 'Nautch' are studieskly to judge the

authenticity of her influences
KEYWORDS: Ruth St. Denis, Hindu culture, 'Radha’, ‘Incensel ‘Alautch’
INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is the following:

» To explore the full extent of Ruth St. Denis's egggaent with Hindu themes and its implications wehpect to

modern dance in America.

e To contextualize St. Denis's artistic and creaéixplorations with regard to her East Indian darimesiwelling

briefly upon the times she lived in and the circtanses that shaped her.
* To examine the authenticity and depth of her re$etirat led to the creation of the dances mentiatede.
» To determine if her early creative explorationshaf Hindu traditions influenced her work in theelayears.
America: At the Turn of the Century

In order to understand the origins of Ruth St. Bsngolo creations in the early part of the 20thtusy, it is
imperative to understand the changes taking placenierica around the early impressionable yearRuh St. Denis's
life (1879-1969). In many ways what was happenmgiurope influenced America to a great extent.dn dissertation,
“The Role of Ruth St. Denis in the History of Anwan Dance, 1906-1922", Schlundt speaks of the d@tinct stages in
American history with respect to the developmentadé and culture. In the first stage, America nyefellowed the
developments in arts and science in Europe. Irs¢itend stage of the country's cultural evolutiomefican born youth
travelled to Europe to acquire skills thought torieeessary for a well rounded education. As thenttgladvanced to the

third stage, it began to develop its own institaiovhich were however staffed by foreign instrustdtinally, by the
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fourth stage of cultural evolution, these instiiung had developed sufficiently enough to have tbein native born

Americans as instructors thus bringing an end ¢éar¢fiance upon Europeans for the same (1-2).

It is important to note that in these early yedr$o Denis's childhood and subsequent youth, danéenerica
was still struggling to find its own voice, as iere. As Schlundt states in her book, dance in Asaesias last of the arts to
achieve status in the American culture (18). Inldte 19th century ballet was already languisharg] there weren't any
ballet programs to speak of in the concert hal%).(American society at large didn't look upon dagcas respectable
vocation for women. But as the country advanced thie 20th century, attitudes began to changepwadth slowly.
Vaudeville and its variety shows aimed for the nitraconscious middle classes, especially its womieecame a

compelling medium of entertainment around this tibevoted to providing novel varieties of

Amusement, while mindful of its puritanical clieltgthe Vaudeville circuit opened doors for dandies Ruth
St. Denis, Isadora Duncan and Loie Fuller to expenit with their art (18).1t is also relevant to exae the developments
in American arts and consequently in dance whichevgeibject to influences from outside of the copaind reached its
shores via Europe.Particularly popular was the &w#ds system which caught the imagination of manwcated
Americans. The Delsarte system was developed berack professor of declamation who propoundedéhety physical
gesture had a corresponding emotional and spirgiizae. Yet another system of philosophy that nmadw®ads into the
American around the late nineteenth century wasTieosophical Society. Theosophists drew theirsdeam Indian

theological beliefs of karma, reincarnation andvaneé absolute (Shelton 10).

Yet another cultural trend that had an impact oputer culture of the late nineteenth and early tvedim century
was Orientalism. Although Holly Edwards explores ttature of Orientalism in American art in her gs§A Million and
One Nights: Orientalism in America, 1870-1930", sit@ discusses how this trend seeped into thelgopuiture of these
years. Oriental images began to flourish in a wideety of commercial media like paintings, pringglvertisements,
photographs, films, fashion and performing artsstieapturing the imagination of the public (16). Rpted by these
images, Americans drew their own varying inferen@ed impressions of the Orient. The predilectiondidental exotica
heightened around the years preceding the firstdwear. Americans continued to foster an inaccusi¢geotype of the
oriental cultures yet there was a significant dednfom wide-ranging oriental motifs to serve the pase of personal and
commercial embellishment (Shelton 89-90). For eXamin an article titled “Orientalism” which appearin the June
1873 issue of Knickerbocker magazine, the anonynaaitisor evokes a rich image of the Orient suffusét notions of
its imagined splendor, luxury of indolence juxtapadsvith mystical symbols and hints of the erotigq480)Edwards
who discusses the article in her essay makes m@etriobservation that the anonymous author agsesc@aiental culture
with “enticing” geographical regions like Constanuple, Cairo, and Damascus which are not part ef\itest yet are
“accessible”. On the other hand, she notes thapkaks of East Asians such as Chinese, Sikhs, anar3 as “straggling
figures in the picture” (19).It is hence appardvittin the early years of the twentieth century mvBé. Denis was setting
out on a career as a soloist, America was witngsainultural change. Young and robust, it was rieeo ideas from

Europe and beyond, assimilating and modifying themefine its own unique voice.
The Early Years

Early influences in Ruth St. Denis's life includeebple like Mrs. Plunkett, a Christian Scientistovit referred to

in Shelton's The Divine Dancer by her last namey/,0oahd John W. Lovell, a New York based publishérowvas a
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Theosophist. In fact one of the latter's publigadior he Idyll of the White Lotus’, a book basedtbe spiritual journey of
a young Egyptian priest, had a very deep impacyammg Ruthie's mind. Both Mrs. Plunkett and Lowgére frequent
visitors at Pin Oaks often engaging in “verandacussions” on theological matters, undoubtedly ¢bating to
St. Denis's interest and fascination for the esot0). This proclivity for the spiritual frequdyptmanifested in her
dancing and choreography, a significant exampletoth is “Radha”. St. Denis's early training in darnncluded Delsarte
exercises which were supervised by her mother.iButas not until she saw Genevieve Stebbins an mxpoof the
Delsartian form, that St. Denis began to see thebtmuty of the human body: “through Mrs. Stebbegisnpsed for the
first time the individual possibilities of expressi and the dignity and truth of the human body, CBtnis 16)” It is
pertinent to note that although Stebbins was pilgnar practitioner of the Delsartian principles,esbvolved her own
theory of motor energy based on her studies inglises that included yoga and oriental dance anathgrs (Shelton 11-
13).1t is not unreasonable to assume that Stelshimsvements were drawn from the Indian principlgaga and perhaps
Indian classical dance especially since she deditgmotic” routines that were driven by breath. ®erpentine Arm Drill
was an excellent example of this and St. Denis tisisddrill to devise her own famous arm undulasioRurthermore,
Shelton quotes Stebbins in her book as observiagrtature as we know it, is a stranger to straligles, it is, instead,
defined by spiral motion, a movement pattern wrsble identified in “the slowly shifting weight ofehoriental dancer
which, ‘coupled with the natural balance of headh,and torso, produces the spiral line from eymint of view' (14).” It
is interesting to note that at least few of thepgdedhat St. Denis was most influenced by in heéldbbod, who in some
way or the other contributed to shaping her beliefd hence her aesthetic in dance, had themsatgagied with Hindu

philosophy to evolve their respective world viewsvell and Stebbins are definitely striking exangple

St. Denis began her professional career as adaaiter in the dime museums of New York. Dime musewere
at the lowest rung of the theatre district and wadten 'educational’ in their choice of amusemevitich included among
other things oddities displayed to capture the ipuphze (Schlundt 22) This was an age when prafeakidancing was
associated with stigma and hence considered distgjeufor women. However, fortunately for St. Der&udeville,
although characterised by some hypocrisy, reflectiv the popular middle class mindset that wasocuriyet self
conscious and puritanical, was beginning to opsrddors to innovation, propelled by the need td fikw means to
entertain its burgeoning audiences (Schlundt 242y change coincided with St. Denis's inward tjg@dind her own
metier in dance. As she mentions in her autobidgrag\n Unfinished Life, the definitive moment thabanged her
destiny was in a drugstore where she saw a cigapetiter of Egyptian Deities, a popular cigaretend of the time. The
poster had an image of the Egyptian Goddess lsied@n a throne. By her own admission, althoughrshlised much
later how inauthentic the representation was, shg at the time intensely drawn to the beauty amdep®f this image
(52). This incident is a telling example of the pant use of oriental imagery in commercial popalature at the time.
While speaking of the deep impact the image hadhemshe says in her autobiography, “the world dfgaity and the
Orient with all its rich poetry of the human soylemed up and possessed me” (St. Denis 53). Betugrant generation
Indian, the indiscriminate use of the word “oriebiith amuses and bothers me. However | try to ineaghe average
American mind of the early 20th century and itsudlefled understanding of the Eastern cultures. ditnes me to ask the
question: how much of St. Denis's infatuation vt 'orient' was genuine and how much of it wasedtriby a need to fill
the artistic vaccum in the burgeoning entertainnieshtistry? As Shelton astutely notes and | ammeclito agree with her,

St. Denis's interest in Eastern philosophy and itigat was not entirely an ingenuous affair but guibssibly tethered to
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her shrewd grasping of the need of the times (#13. not a coincidence that most of her dancekeinearly years as a
soloist were based on strong individualistic fen@laracters drawn from native mythologies who syimbd beauty and

power, yet who were for most part unknown to theefigan public.

Let us not forget that this was an age in the gfighe oriental fad: the more exotic and esotetie, better.
St. Denis's research into the 'orient' which inpatibability began with a blurred notion of whatcdnstituted, led her
inadvertently from Egypt to India. It happened wisée visited the Coney Island in New York, an amesa park, where
she stumbled into a recreated setting of an Ea&annvillage. It was here that she saw for the firee, what have now
become cliches of Indian exotica: snake charmesf; men, nautch dancers. Again, a very strikingnepig of the
orientalism that Edwards talks about in her esajortunately, these popular myths about India hdvehanged much in
the last hundred years! The word 'nautch’ datirgk ba British colonial times, is a corruption oftlword 'naach’ which is
Hindi for dance. It is a well documented fact il that the 'nautch' dancers were really cladgita@ined dancers some
of whom were forced into prostitution with changismcioeconomic conditions. In her autobiography D#nis speaks of
going to the Astor Library to research on nautcktames, and how this led her to the subject of lerdancers and
subsequently to the “name” of Radha. As the ceoftérterest began to shift from Egypt to India, stems that she read
all that she could about India and “saturated nfyséh the atmosphere” (55). This may well be trém, to give her
credit, a good two years passed between the tiateskte first saw the Egyptian Deities poster indl@helton 46) and her
first presentation of “Radha” in 1906. It may béeimed that St. Denis spent most of that time gatlgematerial for her

production.

A hundred years ago information wasn't as readigjlable as it is today and even rarer to come by accurate
information on Eastern cultures. | find it admiralherefore that St. Denis managed to glean enkogivledge to know
for instance that a Hindu was not the same as diflua difference, | have discovered, some Amerdcare still unaware
of. | am also surprised to learn that St. Denisiktigat although Radha had a following of devot@eker capacity as the
beloved of Krishna, a popular Indian deity, shemtasorshiped as a female godhead. She knew thatdhrthly love for
each other depicted widely in mythological lorekftore and classical literature was really a syirfbo spiritual union
She had also researched enough to know that ndatuders weren't the same as devadaasis who wergiakg temple
dancers. Interestingly, the result of all her “juedy ideas was the emergence of three simultanp@®ces: “Radha”,
“Incense” and “Nautch”(St. Denis 56-57).Yet knowindpat she did, she choreographed “Radha” depidiagha as a

deity in a temple who comes to life, dances thecdaf “five senses” and goes back to her shrinel{&i 51).

In her autobiography, St. Denis justifies this q@ogous inaccuracy by claiming that she was newspty
interested in either the rituals, practices ordheces to faithfully “imitate” them but was seizeg the “mood” and the
“symbology” of Radha (57). It would be worthwhile briefly discuss the books, resources and peopl®&his relied
upon in her research before she embarked uponrtiiecp of creating her Hindu dances. Shelton mestiBierre Loti's
India as one of the books that St. Denis drew keti@images of India from (50). Pierre Loti (18%023) was a French
naval officer who wrote romantic travelogues basadhis travels across the world (http://wikipedig/p While in the
Astor library she also chanced upon an old booktevwriby a missionary, the title of which Sheltoitsféo mention, where
she came upon the heroine of her piece, namely&gdl). St. Denis had already been introduced tthRaia The Light
of Asia, a Buddhist poem by Sir Edwin Arnold (18B204) who was a British poet and journalist. Yetther source of

information that St. Denis used that Shelton mewstion her book was a series of books called Gredigigns of the
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World in which she was struck by an essay on Bratisna by A.C Lyall (1835-1911), who in his capacity a British
civil servant in colonial India wrote many histaicaccounts of India (http://wikipedia.org/).In tlessay, Lyall wrote
about how the Hindu aspires to reach a state efdifion from the bondage of the senses (51).lifimbteworthy that all
the books St. Denis read to further her study aeididism and Indian history were written by Westesndihis might have
led to a one-sided, narrow view of the culture,eesglly since she hadn't yet been to India or farraay meaningful

relationships with Indians thus far.

It would be inaccurate to state that Ruth St. Déaid no interaction with Indians at all becauseditieneet and
make the acquaintance of a few Coney Island Indi&es time with whom she formed a company; whomrsfied upon
from time to time for questions regarding India &fiddu traditions. They also took on the part adiam characters in her
dance pieces. This entourage of Buddhists, Hinglnd, Muslims met a few times a week at her apartdfeenmehearsals.
It is my guess that the group wasn't very inforns@tte most of them were store clerks, a few weueesits from
Columbia University and few of them St. Denis hHrdesmissed as “ne'er-do-wells” (St. Denis 56).tHintemple rituals

are an esoteric subject and not every one, unlghf/hnformed, would have complete understandihthe same.

Hence, | would infer that what St. Denis knew of temple rituals at this point was rudimentary andsibly
inauthentic. One really wonders though what thid odx of Indians thought of St. Denis's attemptsreate an ‘Oriental’
dance? Sadly we will never know. It is obvious tiegse relationships did not develop beyond th&upetory business of
gleaning information, for neither Shelton nor Sters herself name any of them. They remain anongmou
The Bhumgaras are the only Indians who are spokext some length by both Shelton and St. Denis. Bhemgaras
were wealthy Parsee merchants who ran a store wn Wark. St. Denis claims that the Bhumgara familpswery
encouraging when they learned of her attemptsdatera temple dance. She was allowed access tasthe which was

rich with “enchanting silks and jewels and rugs8)5

I am inclined to think that beyond being generagusnsors, the Bhumgaras couldn't have contributtstiaally
to St. Denis's creation of either “Radha” or “Insehbeing Parsees and not Hindus and hence nopasiéion to have
guided St. Denis with authentic information wittgaeds to Hindu practices and customs. Interestieglyugh, it was at
the behest of the Bhumgaras that St. Denis perfdimee Hindu dance, “Incense”, for the first timeatoillustrious Indian
audience namely the Gaekwar of Baroda and his q&teBenis makes particular mention of this inotdend speaks of it
at length (58), while Shelton mentions it only re tpassing (58). It is my conjecture that sinceéhse” was presented
along with “Radha” at the Hudson Theatre, the Gaekoi Baroda probably saw St. Denis dance “Incense906. It is
unfortunate that there is no documentation of howbD®nis's Hindu dances were viewed by the Ind@mrounity living
in America at the time, there is only a succincintion of the Rani of Baroda complimenting St. Deais her dance
(St. Denis 59).

One of St. Denis's most ardent supporters and preysiduring this time was Edmund Russell, whom Suidt
describes as the “social lion of Newport” (57) &td Denis herself describes as an aesthete whe “geaivaordinary and
famous parties” (59). Russell best symbolised #uedf orientalism that had gripped the imaginatbimericans in the
early 20th century. He, along with the rich hostessf New York society who had artistic and intetll&l pretensions,
helped and encouraged St. Denis considerably tdogether and subsequently present her grand Hifféuing to the

world, “Radha” at the Hudson Theatre in 1906. Sénid couldn't have chosen a more opportune moneennveil
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“Radha” as this was a time when the turn-of-thetwgnfad of oriental exotica turned to a “seriongellectual pursuit”,
thanks to trade and shipping and growing contaitdxen the Eastern and Western worlds. Scholarsagnaen alike took
an interest in the Eastern philosophies; transiatiof the Bhagvad Gita the sacred text of the Hinduere readily
available along with Delsarte's Hindu PhilosophwiNutshell; furthermore, people like Ananda K. @aoaswamy, an art

historian of the 20th century, were creating awassrabout Indian art among Americans (Shelton 54-55

Thus, St. Denis's “Radha”, “Incense” and “Nautchihaugh riddled with some serious inconsistenciesidedly
caught the imagination of the American elite. Soofethese inconsistencies were technical for instaimc her first
presentation of “Radha” St. Denis recreated a thample as her setting (Shelton 54). The latteraigtly different from a
Hindu temple. The other detail that leaped to nigrdaton as | studied pictures of the dance was likattemple priests
wore turbans, while the reality is that Hindu ptsedo not wear turbans! These were some minor sistancies, the more
serious flaw, as mentioned earlier was with theahof her heroine, Radha, as the goddess in ttigesfThe dance itself
although suggestive of Indian movements was nitlgtadherent to any of the Indian classical stylehe music was not
Indian either, but borrowed from French composelidg@e’'s famous opera “Lakme,” which was in turndsh®n yet

another romantic tale set in British Indftp://wikipedia.org.

Reconstructions of “Incense” and “Nautch” by theni3aawn Repertory dancers are available on a \ageot
titted Denishawn Dances On, thanks to the New ydbsce Collective. While | watched both “Incenseid “Nautch”
| had to constantly remind myself that a hundredryéhad passed between the time that St. Denisp@rformed these

dances and now. | tried to keep that in mind ireombt to judge St. Denis's attempts too harshly.
“Incense” (1906)

The dance opens with the dancer dressed in ailsaribtapery, with a plate held aloft on the palmhef hand.
She moves slowly towards two lamps strategicalbcetl downstage left and right. She periodicallyutites the act of
dropping something into them while the “incensefngplised by the two lamps continues to emanates @frsmoke. She
accentuates this ascending spiral pattern of thakerwith undulating arm movements. There is vdtieldancing except
for the characteristic arm movements which are m&ovéent of Stebbins's Serpentine Arm Drill mentabnearlier.
It appears that St. Denis was smitten by the idelmdian temple rituals. In the dance she isoldtes use of incense,
glorifying it, such that it ceases to be a mundaraetise and transforms into a solemn ceremonyaldpeg of “Incense” in

her book St. Denis says, “the rising smoke of tieense was to me a symbol of devotion, of praydrmaaditation” (69).
“Radha” (1906)

Unfortunately the only available film print of “Rbd” is housed in the dance collection of the NewkYRublic
Library. For the sake of information, | depend be tlaborate description of the dance providedamg Desmond in her
article “Dancing Out the Difference Cultural Impdism and Ruth St. DenisRadha of 1906.” Jane Desmond was a
professor of Anthropology and Women's Studies a¢ thniversity of lllinois, Urbana-Champaign in 2007
(http://americanaejournal.hu/). Desmond descriliEdha” as a spectacle alluding to its use of eltbarets and costume.
The piece begins with St. Denis as Radha in a bt pose in an elaborately designed set of aiamngemple in the
opening and closing sequences and has five disigments where Radha celebrates the pleasure cletises-sight,
hearing, smell, taste, touch-which end with fredzpinning at the completion of which she goes hacker shrine and

returns to the state of deep contemplation. Desmdescribes the dance as comprising of geometripalisd
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patterns-circular and square-which were built upiomple movements, embellished with swirls and tuamsl a few steps
drawn from ballet and Delsartian limb exercisessmend also dwells at length on St. Denis's choiceostume,

her exposed midriff and her barefoot dancing wisichndalised the conservative American audienceé&%8% Yet, in my

opinion, it was this clever duality of sensual gr@ation and spiritual theme that worked in St. iB'srfavour and elevated
her to the status of a saint from that of a varggw skirt dancer. The other thing that strikes asesingular about
“Radha” is St. Denis's adroit assimilation of assdrinfluences: ballet, Delsartian exercises, Sted¥ oriental dances,
the nautch dances she saw at Coney Island, exaetifsmThis eclecticism is one of the cornerstoaésodern dance in

America.

St Denis took her repertoire of “Incense”, “Radhatl “Cobra” to Europe in 1906 (St. Denis 89). Tdiger was a
street dance hastily put together after yet andttigrto Coney Island where St. Denis saw a sndiamer in an act
known as the “The Streets of Delhi” (Shelton 57)wés while she was in Europe that St. Denis cteat® more dances
namely “Nautch” and “Yogi” completing the seriestdindu dances that sprung from her initial resedft Denis 97).
St. Denis knew by now that the Nautch dancers watertainers and not religious dancers but that émbodied some
aspect of Krishna and Radha in their dances (StisDEO6). “Yogi” was purportedly about spiritualimsziousness and as
St. Denis remarks in her book, based on her “stidypga” (97-98). | am a little skeptical of thikim: who did she study
yoga from and when? Anyone who has studied or ishgeactises yoga in its holistic form will know thi& cannot be

gleaned from books. This claim in my

Opinion is symptomatic of St. Denis's cursory petud Hindu culture and traditions, a culture tsae drew

from and owed her success to but quite likely €atte appreciate in its entirety.
“Nautch” (1909)

My inferences with respect to “Nautch” are basedaamconstruction of the dance, as mentioned eadiethe
videotape entitled Denishawn Dances On. In the iogesequence, the dancer dressed in a billowing, skiklets and a
scarf, drops the scarf to the floor and beginsdsatce of exuberant turns, swirls and leg lifts ¢haindian!). Again as
with the other pieces, the music is conspicuously-imdian and the choreography has a few Indiamefes like the hand
gestures suggesting the flute of Krishna, the dadidoot placements and of course the unmistakatdelations of the
arms. With these Hindu dances came considerabéessi@nd critical acclaim. Thus, Ruth St. Dengsg lin her career as
a solo dancer in the years between 1909 and Wodd IMShelton 91). Although Shelton talks of St.ni¥s continued
enquiry into Eastern mysticism and philosophysitrelevant to note that she subscribed to her cavticplar brand of
mysticism which was as eclectic as her Hindu danshe was influenced by a wide variety of philogephranging from
American Transcendentalism, Christian Science, Wedand the Theosophical Society mentioned eairighe paper
(Shelton 93). American Transcendentalists, prifcgmaong them being noted writers, poets and schafthe time like
Emerson, Whitman, Thoreau were in turn deeply @rfzed by the Hindu philosophy of Vedanta (Sheltoh 9edanta, as
any aware enlightened Hindu will explain, is presdison the idea of a universal soul or consciousaesisthe union
thereof of the individual soul with this universalul. The introduction of Vedanta in America intfdates back to 1893
when Swami Vivekananda attended the World ParliaroéfReligions held at Chicago as one of its detegiaA highly
venerated luminary from India, Swami Vivekanand@6@-1902) was one of the chief advocates of Vedantside of

India. Shelton suggests that Ruth St. Denis's mothay have heard him speak on one of his lectutest@93).
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Vivekananda's approach may have appealed to Sts[fenthe Vedanta magazine, “The Message of th&"Econtained

references to St. Denis even as late as in1933t¢aH).
The Later Years

Ted Shawn, a dancer and later St. Denis's hushawrelatively unknown when he met Ruth St. Denfsy was
a star in her own right. The two got married in 4%hd went on to create many more exotic piecesrdfeom ethnic
cultures as wide ranging as American Indian (Saftidri0) and Arabia (Schlundt 112) . St. Denis'® si@reer however
was more or less over. By now in addition to “RddHéncense”, “Nautch”, “Cobra” and “Yogi”, St. Des had
choreographed other Hindu dances like “Bakawalil@@and “The Legend of the Peacock” (1914) beingfchmong
them. Some of Ted Shawn and Ruth St. Denis's anidive pieces were also strikingly Hindu in thewfewhich
“The Garden of Kama” (1914) is a good example. Bbddwn may have shared some of Ruth St. Denis'sigatim for

East Indian culture. His first gift to St. Denissva copy of The Gardener: Lyrics of

Love and Life by the Nobel Laureate and Bengalitge@bindranath Tagore (Shelton 121).The followirgrg
saw the birth of Denishawn in 1915 in Los Angetes, first dancing school of its kind in Americas @ventual dissolution
in 1929 and that of the marriage too in 1930. Jaimerman, the youngest pupil at Denishawn betwe&s 19 1928 and
one of its principal dancers, mentions in her b8olaring that St .Denis taught her students hem@iielances but it was
Ted Shawn who trained them more in the techniquielwivas essentially classical ballet but also idelliinterpretations

of ethnic expressiveness (24).

It would be worthwhile at this point to talk of Jarsherman's experiences on Denishawn's Far Eastern
in1925. Sherman speaks at length on the rich, daaied enlightening experiences while on the toure Hancers
performed the Indian dances extensively on this, ttMautch” being chief among them. She claims ttre natives
received these East Indian dances with enthusibsmever one must remember that dancing in India neasicted to
male and female prostitutes at the time thus ingith certain degree of disapproval (91). IntergitinSherman also
mentions watching an authentic North Indian nautahce by a sixty year old woman but appears disaggabby the lack
of “any real dancing” (99). This must have been@mantous occasion for Ruth St. Denis as she waltfngte first time
an authentic performance of the nautch. Shermatesvinformatively of the sights and sounds of Indis religious,
cultural and philosophical diversity and expressesamazement in frank terms. She claims to hapcad enough of
the song, rhythm, color and suggestiveness to dauéch dance while admitting that in order to dmare truly Indian
dance she would have to study the Indian cultudepth (122).

The aesthetic that St. Denis had developed indlercaireer thus continued to inform her work andréwally led
to the shaping of modern dance. The spirit of Oenis1 eventually traveled across the nation thraahe of its stellar
dancers like Martha Graham and Doris Humphrey. Bemtike Martha Graham broke away from the excesskoticism
of Denishawn to experiment with movement vis-athis body and gave modern dance its unique chayracterestingly
enough, however, there is at least once instan@ratiam choreographing a Hindu dance called “TheeFf Krishna” in
1926, after she had formally left Denishawn (Tho®2s
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Hindu Exotica in Ruth St. Denis's Dance$Radha” !]
(1906), “Nautch” (1909), “Incense” (1906)

CONCLUSIONS

The Hindu element in Ruth St. Denis's solo daneekthe exotic appeal that pandered to the Ameiscarety's
curiosity for novelty in this period. These attempthile hailed by few as path breaking, were viewsdcharming and

diverting at best by others. The spiritual loftin@d these pieces rescued them

From being merely decorative, lavish and derivatiVhat these dances weren't in any way authentierei
theologically or choreographically hardly seemedaffect their popularity. One is, however, forcedpgonder on the
inherent weaknesses of these oriental dances. dieed although ambitious in spirit lacked the deyfthnderstanding
that is imperative when crossing cultures. To mpdniRuth St. Denis's dances and the subsequenitievobf modern
dance find an echo in the assimilative nature ofeAoa as a nation itself. It is a land of immigsatitat has drawn and
continues to draw from outside yet manages to atth@se influences to make them uniquely Americdre &xotic nature
of St. Denis's dances was partly the reason far shiecess as well as for their eventual fadingadygublic consciousness.
Would American modern dance such as it is be affgrdnt had Ruth St. Denis followed at least to sotegree the
principles of East Indian dance? It is difficultgay. But it wouldn't be wrong to say that modeanak had one its initial

stirrings in Ruth St. Denis's “Radha”, “IncensetidiNautch”.
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