I AM A DANCER

8
I AM A DANCER
McIrtha (jrahain

I am a dancer.
I believe that we learn by practice. Whether it means to learn to dance by
practising dancing or to learn to live by practising living, the principles are
the same. In each it is the performance of a dedicated precise set of acts,
physical or intellectual, from which comes shape of achievement, a sense of
one's being, a satisfaction of spirit. One becomes in some area an athlete of
God.
To _practise means to perform, in the face of all obstacles, some act of
vision, of faith, of desire. Practice is a means of inviting the perfection
desired.
I think the reason dance has held such an ageless magic for the world is
that it has been the symbol of the performance of living. Even as I write,
time has begun to make today yesterday - the past. The most brilliant
scientific discoveries will in time change and perhaps grow obsolete as new
scientific manifestations emerge. But art is eternal, for it reveals the inner
landscape, which is the soul of man.
Many times I hear the phrase 'the dance of life'. It is an expression that
touches me deeply, for the instrument through which the dance speaks is
also the instrument through which life is lived - the human body. It is the
instrument by which all the primaries of life are made manifest. It holds in
its memory all matters of life and death and love. Dancing appears glamorous, easy, delightful. But the path to the paradise of the achievement is not
easier than any other. There is fatigue so great that the body cries, even in its
sleep. There are times of complete frustration, there are daily small deaths. •
Then i need all the comfort that practice has stored in my memory, a
tenacity of faith.
•It takes about ten years to make a mature dancer. The training is twofold.
First comes the study and practice of the craft which is the school where you
are working in order to strengthen the muscular structure of the body. The
body is shaped, disciplined, honoured, and in time, trusted. The movement
becomes clean, precise, eloquent, truthful. Movement never lies. It is a barometer telling the state of the soul's weather to all who can read it. This

might be called the law of the dancer's life -. the law which governs its outer
aspects.
Then conies the cultivation of the being from which whatever you have to
say comes. It doesn't just come out of nowhere, it comes out of a great
curiosity. The main thing, of course, always is the fact that there is only one
of you in the world, just one, and if that is not fulfilled then something has
been lost. Ambition is not enough; necessity is everything. it is through this
that the legends of the soul's journey are retold -with all their tragedy and
their bitterness and sweetness of living. It is at this point that the sweep of
life catches up with the mere personality of the performer, and while the
individual becomes greater, the personal becomes less personal. And there is
grace. I mean the grace resulting from faith ... faith in life, in love, in people,
in the act of dancing. All this is necessary to any performance in life which is
magnetic, powerful, rich in meaning. In a dancer, there is a reverence for such
forgotten things as the miracle of the small beautiful bones and their delicate
strength. In a thinker, there is a reverence for the beauty of the alert and
directed and lucid mind. In all of us who perform there is an awareness of
the smile which is part of the equipment, or gift, of the acrobat. We have all
walked the high wire of circumstance at times. We recognize the gravity pull
of the earth as he does. The smile is there because he is practising living at
that instant of danger. l le does not choose to fall. At times I fear walking
that tightrope. I fear the venture into the unknown. But that is part of the
act of creating and the act of performing. That is what a dancer does.
People have asked me why I chose to be a dancer. I did not choose. I was
chosen to be a dancer, and with that, you live all your life. When any young
student asks me, `Do_yon think I should be a dancer?' I always say, 'If you
have to ask, then the answer is no.' Only if there is one way to make life
vivid for yourself and for others should you embark upon such a career .
You will know the wonders of the human body because there is nothing
more wonderful. The next time you look into the mirror, just look at the
way the ears rest next to the head; look at the way the hairline grows; think
of all the little hones in your wrist. It is a miracle. And the dance is a
celebration of that miracle.
•
I feel that the essence of dance is the expression of man - the landscape of
his soul. I hope that every dance I do reveals something of myself or some
wonderful thing a human being can he. It is the unknown - whether it is the
myths or the legends or the rituals that give us our memories. it is the
eternal pulse of life, the utter desire. I know that when we have rehearsals,
and we have them every clay, there are some dancers, particularly men, who
cannot be still. One of the men in my company is not built to be still. He
has to be moving. I think at times he does not know what he is doing, but
that is another matter. He's got the essence of a man's inner life that prods
him to dance. He has that desire. Every dance is a kind of fever chart, a
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graph of the heart. Desire is a lovely thing, and that is where the dance
comes from, from desire.
Each day of rehearsal for a new ballet I arrive at a little before two in the
afternoon, and sit alone in my studio to have a moment of stillness before
the dancers enter. I tease myself and say I am cultivating my Buddha nature;
but it is really just such a comforting place for me to be – secure, clear, and
with a purpose. It is that order of these elements together that led one writer
to call dance 'glorified human behaviour'. I sit with my back to our large
mirrors so that I am completely within myself.
Outside my studio door, in my garden, is a tree that has always been a
symbol of facing life, and in many ways it is a dancer. It began as a sapling
when I first moved here and although a wire gate was in its way, it persisted
and grew to the light, and now thirty years later it is a tree with a very thick
trunk, with the wire embedded within. Like a dancer it went to the light and
carried the scars of its journey inside. You traverse, you work, you make it
right. You embody within yourself that curiosity, use that avidity for life no
matter whether it is for good or for evil. The body is a sacred garment. It's
your first and your last garment; it is what you enter life in and what you
depart life with, and it should be treated with honour, and with joy and with
fear as well. But always, though, with blessing.
They say that the two primary arts were dance and architecture. The word
'theatre' was a verb before it was a noun – an act, then a place.That means
you must make the gesture, the effort, the real effort to communicate with
another being. And you also must have a tree to shelter under in case of
storm or sun. There is always that tree, that creative force, and there is
always a house, a theatre. The spine is your body's tree of life. And through
it a dancer communicates; his body says what words cannot, and if he is
pure and open, he can make of his body a tragical instrument.
I am absorbed in the magic of movement and light. Movement never lies.
It is the magic of what I call the outer space of the imagination. There is a
great deal of outer space, distant from our daily lives, where I feel our
imagination wanders sometimes. It will find a planet or it will not find a
planet, and that is what a dancer does.

For all of us, but particularly for it dancer with his intensilication of life
and his body, there is a blood memory that can speak to us. Each of us from
our mother and father has received their blood and through their parents
and their parents' parents and backward into time. We carry thousands of
years of that blood and its memory. How else to explain those instinctive
gestures and thoughts that come to us, with little preparation or expectation.
They come perhaps from some deep memory of a time when the world was
chaotic, when, as the Bible says, the world was nothing. And then, as if some
door opened slightly, there was light. It revealed certain wonderful things. It
revealed terrifying things. But it was light.
William Goyen, in The House of Breath, wrote that 'we arc the carriers of
lives and legends -- who knows the unseen frescoes on the private walls of
the skull.' Very often making a dance springs from a desire to find those
hidden frescoes.
In Burma, on our second Asian tour in the I970s, I had been asked to

present flowers at the tomb of the Burmese Unknown Soldier. This I did in
the presence of our ambassador and the Burmese minister of culture. When
I had finished, there was a tremendous stir, great sounds of conversation.
The Burmese wanted to know who had coached me to present the flowers in
precisely the correct manner, steps, and gestures that would be appropriate
to a Burmese woman of my age and station. No one had. Just as no one had
taught Ruth St Denis to touch back generations in East Indian dance to find
the true path and spirit for her solos which even the Indians at that time had
lost.

And then there is inspiration. Where does it come from? Mostly from the
excitement of living. I get it from the diversity of a tree or the ripple of the
sea, a bit of poetry, the sighting of a dolphin breaking the still water and
moving toward me ... anything that quickens you to the instant. And
whether one would call that inspiration or necessity, I really do riot know. At
times I receive that inspiration from people; I enjoy people very much and
for the most part feel it is returned. I simply happen to love people. I do
not love them all individually, but I love the idea of life pulsing through
people – blood and movement.

But for this you must keep your vessel clean -- your mind, your body; it is
what the Zen masters tell their students who get too full of themselves, too
wrapped up in theory and too many thoughts. They ask them, 'That is all
very good; but have you cleaned your dish?' For the Buddhist student lived
by begging food; and how could he receive it if his bowl was not clean? He is
being asked if he is ready for his next meal. A clear instruction to get back to
-basics. It is so easy to become cluttered.
I think that is what my father must have meant when he wrote to me when
I was away from home. 'Martha,' he said, 'you must keep an open soul.' It is
that openness and awareness and innocence of sorts that I try to cultivate in
my dancers. Although, as the Latin verb to educate, educere, indicates, it is
not a question of putting something in but drawing it out, if'it is there to
begin with.
Dancers today can do anything; the technique is phenomenal. The
passion and the meaning to their movement can be another thing.
At times I will tease my dancers and tell them that they are not too bright
today, that all of their jumping has addled their brains. And yet they move
with grace and a kind of inevitability, some more powerfully than others.
This moment of rehearsal is the instant that I care about. This is the very
now of my life.
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The only thing we have is the now. You begin from the now, what you
know, and move into the old, ancient ones that you did not know but which
you find as you go along. I think you only find the past from yourself, from
what you're experiencing now, what enters your life at the present moment.
We don't know about the past, except as we discover it. And we discover it
from the now. Looking at the past is like lolling in a rocking chair. It is so
relaxing and you can rock back and forth on the porch, and never go forward. It is not for me. People sometimes ask me about retirement and I say,
'Retire? Retire into what?' I don't believe in retirement because that is the
time you die.
There are always ancestral footsteps behind me, pushing me, when 1 am
creating a new dance, and gestures are flowing through me. Whether good or
bad, they are ancestral. You get to the point where your body is something
else and it takes on a world of cultures from the past, an idea that is very
hard to express in words. I never verbalize about the dance as I create it. It is
a purely physical risk that you desire to take, and that you have to take. The
ballet I am doing now is a risk. That is all I can say because it isn't fulfilled
yet. I let no one watch, except for the dancers I am working with. When they,
leave I am alone with the ancestral footsteps.
Somewhere very long ago I remember hearing that in El Greco's studio,
after he died, they • found an empty canvas on which he had written only
three words: 'Nothing pleases me.' This I can understand.
What I miss some days in a dance class is not perfection, because some of
them will never achieve that moment of technical expertise. I don't demand,
at the beginning, any vestige of perfection. What I long for is the eagerness
to meet life, the curiosity, the wonder that you feel when you can really move
-- to work toward a perfect first or a perfect fifth position. There comes an
excitement, an avidity, a forgetfulness of everyone about you. You are so
completely absorbed in this instrument that is vibrant to life. The great
French poet St John Perse said to me, 'You have so little time to he born to
the instant.' This I miss in class very much. I miss the animal strength, the
beauty of the heel as it is used to carry one forward into life. This, I think
!more than anything, is the secret of my loneliness.
I do not feel myself unique by any means, but I do know that I agree with
Edgard Varese – and I'm going to use a word that I never use regarding
myself or anybody else. And that word is genius. Varese, a wonderful French
composer, who wrote some music for me, opened up new areas of musical
strength in the way he used percussion that I had never experienced before.
He said, 'Martha, all of us are horn with genius, but most people only keep
it for a few seconds.'
By genius he meant that curiosity that leads to the search for the secret of
life. That is what tires me when I teach and I come away alone. Sometimes
- 'you will see a person on the stage who has this oneness with himself it is so
70

I AM A DANCER

it has the power to stop you. It is a common gift t o all of us bur
people only keep it a few moments.
1 can never forget the evening I was staying late at the school, and the
phone rang. I was the only one there and I picked it up to hear a mother ask
about classes for her child. 'She is a genius. Intuitive. Unique. It must be
nurtured now.' 'Really,' I answered. 'And how old is she?' Her mother
replied, 'Two years old.' I told her that we only accepted children at nine
(today much earlier, thanks to vitamins and computers and home training).
'Nine!' she cried. 'But by nine she will have lost all of her genius.' I said,
'Madame, if she must lose it, it is best she lose it young.'
I never thought of myself as being what they call a genius. I don't know
what genius is. I think a far' better expression is a retriever, a lovely strong
golden retriever that brings things back from the past, or retrieves things
from our common blood memory. I think that by every act you do -whether in religion, politics, or sex . – you reveal yourself. This, to Me, is one
of the wonderful things in life. It is what I've always wanted to do – to show
the laughing, the fun, the appetite, all of it through dance.
In order to work, in order to be excited, in order to simply be, you have to
be reborn to the instant. You have to permit yourself to feel, you have to
permit yourself to be vulnerable. You may not like what you see, that is not
important. You don't always have to judge. But you must be attacked by it,
excited by it, and your body must be alive. And you must know how to
animate that body; for each it is individual.
When a dancer is at the peak of his power he has two lovely, fragile, and
perishable things. One is the spontaneity that is arrived at over years of
training. The other is simplicity, but not the usual kind. It is the state of
complete simplicity costing no less than absolutely everything, of which
I. S. Eliot speaks.
How many leaps did Nijinsky take before he made the one that startled
the world? He took thousands and thousands and it is that legend that gives
us the courage, the energy, and arrogance to go hack into the studio knowing
that while there is so little time to be born to the instant, you will work again
among the many that you may once more be born as one. That is a dancer's
world.
My dancer's world has seen so many theatres, so many instants. But
always I have resisted looking backward until now, when I began to sense
that there was always for my life a line through it necessity. The Greek
myths speak of the spindle of life resting on the knee of necessity, the
principal Fate in the Platonic world. The second Fate weaves, and the third
cuts. Necessity to create? No. But in some way to transcend, to conquer fear,
to find a way to go on.
glorious
most

How does it all begin? I suppose it never begins. It just continues.
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