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Introduction 

This great master (François Delsarte) taught us that physical development, poise and gesture 

are but the external expressions of an internal condition. But by the law of reflex action and 

correspondence these physical manifestations also influence the inner nature for good or for ill. 

To each spiritual function responds a function of the body. To each grand function of the body 

corresponds a spiritual act.  

—Carrica Le Favre, ‘Delsartean Physical Culture with Principles of the Universal Formula’  

In this article I shall focus on those artistic, philosophical and cultural movements (Delsartism, 

Orientalism, Esotericism and Yoga) which largely contributed to the birth of  Modern Dance 

between the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th century.1 I’ll try to tackle here 

the connection between those movements and some pathfinding creations composed 

particularly by women, some of whom are not much known despite their importance in the 

genesis and the development of those artistic ‘avant-gardes’ in the dance field. Unfortunately, 

not much attention has been given so far by the majority of scholars to those movements and 

to their aesthetical and philosophical discourses, whose impact on the development and the 

transformation of some choreographic styles have not been taken as seriously as they truly 

deserve. Thus, I’ll highlight in this contribution the affiliations between those theoreticians and 

practicians who embraced, embodied, elaborated and spread some ‘esoteric’ and ‘orientalist’2 

speculations in their writings, choreographies and in their teaching as well. Out of the many 

artists and intellectuals who were the precursors of Modern Dance in Europe and North 

America and who toured and disseminated their principles and technical elements in various 

countries,3 I’ll deal here particularly with the French professor of lyrical singing, François 

Delsarte, the North American actors, performers and teachers James Morrison Steve MacKaye, 

Genevieve Stebbins, R. Anna Morris, Carrica Le Favre, Eleanor Georgen, and the well known 

Loie Fuller, Isadora Duncan, Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn. Their lives and careers helped us 

 
*A first enlarged version of this article has been published in Spanish (Leucci, 2023) in The Procedings of an 

International Conference on ‘Esotericism in the Dance Avant-gardes’ held in Spain in 2021 at the Pablo Picasso 

Museum of Malaga, where I delivered my lecture on this topic. I therefore thank the editors of that volume, Irene 

López Arnaiz and Raquel López Fernández, for kindly giving me the permission to publish the English abridged 

version of it. I would like also to thank here my ballet, modern dance and Indian dance masters: Jean Cébron, 

Eugeni Polyakov, Ninel Kurgapkina, Kama Dev, V.S. Muthuswamy Pillai, K.M. Selvam Pillai, Kadur 

Venkatalakshamma and Kelucharan Mohapatra. I am also very grateful to Barbara Segal and to the editors of this 

volume for their remarkable editing work. 
1 See: López Arnaiz, Irene & López Fernández, 2023. 
2 For an analysis of the Orientalism in the Western arts and literatures see: Schwab, 1950; Said, 1978; Halbfass, 

1988; Mackenzie, 1995.  
3 See: Leucci, 2013a, 2021&2023. 



to better identify the ‘Connected History’, according to the definition formulated by the 

historians Sanjay Subrahmanyam4 and Serge Gruzinski, between some ‘spiritualist’, 

‘orientalist’ and ‘esoteric’ movements and those artists’ productions, in order to finally trace 

out their mutual and synergic influences.  

From France to America: the spread and transformation of François Delsarte’s system  

Delsarte says: - The three principles of our being, life, the sensitive state; mind, the intellectual 

state; and soul, the moral state, form a trinity, the elements of which, though distinctive, cannot 

be separated; they interprenetrate, interlace, correspond with, and embrace each other and 

must, each and all, be harmoniously cultivated to reach the best possibilities of human 

existance. 

—R. Anna Morris, ‘Physical Culture in the Public Schools. Designed as a Guide for Teachers. 

The Delsarte Principles of Gynnastics and Gestures are Embodied in the Exercises Given’ 

Though we can find the historical and cultural roots of some ‘esoteric’ and ‘orientalist’ 

doctrines in the dance field by going back to the previous centuries, I will start my analysis 

from the second half of the 19th century, and precisely with the French professor of lyrical 

singing and theoritician, François Delsarte (1811 - 1871). A 

number of specialists have already worked on this fascinating 

French author (see Fig.1), and therefore I suggest to the readers 

to refer to their remarkable publications for further details about 

his career and his artistic contribution.5 Here, for obvious reasons 

of space allotted in the present volume, I’ll just give few 

glimpses of his life and achievements. After a childhood spent in 

poverty and illness, Delsarte was instructed in classical music 

and vocal repertoire by a musician who spotted out his talent and 

encouraged his training. From 1826 till 1829, he integrated the 

‘Royal School of Music and Declamation’ in Paris, becoming 

later on a tenor at the Opéra Comique, as well as a composer and 

a teacher of lyrical singing at the Royal Conservatory of Paris. 

Unfortunately, in the course of time his voice got badly affected, 

and such a traumatic accident, truly devastating for any 

professional singer, produced a very fruitful research whose 

results were quite unexpected, particularly in the field of dance 

in which Delsarte himself was not directly concerned during his 

own life. Thus, in order to find a method to supply his loss and 

to boost his weakened voice, he started to ponder and to enquire deeply into the expressivity of 

 
4 I would like to express my gratefulness to Sanjay Subrahmanyam (University of California Los Angeles, UCLA), 

who was, from 1999 till 2003, my professor of Indian History at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales, 

during the years of my Ph.D. studies in Paris. See: Subrahmanyam, 2014, 2016, 2020&2022; Margolin & 

Markovits, 2015. 
5 About François Delsarte’s work and its impact, and ‘Delsartism’ see: Casini-Ropa, 1984; Porte, 1992; Randi, 

1993a, 1993b, 1996, 2011a, 2011b, 2013, 2016; Randi & Brunetti, 2013; Tessari, 1993; Ruyter, 1999; Marsella, 

Carnicke, Gratch, Okhmatovskaia & Rizzo, 2006; Preston, 2009; Waille, 2009, 2011; Veder, 2010; Leucci, 2013a; 

Smith Fischer, 2017.  

Figure 1. François Delsarte’s 

photo-portrait by R. Carjat 

(1864), Bibliothèque National 

de France. 



the voice, body, face and hand gestures employed by the contemporary Opéra singers and actors 

during their performances on the stage. Delsarte then started to meticoulously observe and note 

down all the body and hand movements, the voice modulation and the facial expressions of 

both the artists on the stage and of the common people in their daily life. Furthermore, he used 

to spend long hours in the Parisian museums and libraries in order to study the body postures 

and gestures of the ancient sculptures and paintings, particularly of those belonging to the 

Greek, Roman, Aegyptian, Middle Eastern and Asian traditions. By combining all those 

personal observations, Delsarte elaborated a complex system of correspondance between the 

common and artistic people’s body, voice, hand gestures and facial expressions along with the 

artefacts observed and analyzed in the museums. He then systematized the relation between the 

human feelings and emotions that he considered to be at the origin of all those movements, 

postures and expressions. Being a very religious person, Delsarte made a direct connection 

between the human mind, the soul and the body with the ‘Divine’ as, according to him, such a 

tripartition reflected the Holy Trinity of the Christian Catholic theology, to which he added 

some elements of the ancient and medieval esoteric Neo-Platonic doctrines that interested him 

particularly: 

While much of the Delsarte system is speculative, it does offer valuable insignt into one of the 

very first attempts to successfully systematize an approach to aesthetic expression. The method 

of observation and inference upon which Delsarte relied is not dissimilar to the method of 

inquiry used by Stanislavski to initiate his ‘Method of Physical Actions’. The physical 

components of the Delsarte system serve as the well-spring for the Modern Dance movement 

of the 20th century. (…) His utilization of an Immanent aspect, though based in an Occidental 

Christian doctrine, hints at methods considered Oriental.6 

Delsarte, in his paedagogical system, therefore made a close link between human feelings, body 

movements, the voice, gestures and facial expressions with the Divine Holy Trinity by also 

enriching his classification with the princeps of the esoteric and mystic movements, diffused 

amongst the European intellectuals, writers and artists of the Romantic period. Finally, the 

human body represented for Delsarte a sort of microcosmos reflecting the macrocosmos, 

personified by the Divine that each human being embodies within her/his own self. 

Interestingly, his theories and his pedagogic system spread not only in Europe, Russia, America, 

but even in India, by becoming fundamental for the development of the ‘Avant-gardes’ in both 

the dance and the theatre fields.7 

François Delsarte’s heritage in America: James Morrison Steele MacKaye and Genevieve 

Stebbins 

In Paris, François Delsarte started to be well known after that his successful lessons were 

attended by a number of artists from France and abroad. One of his foreign students, the 

American James Morrison Steele MacKaye (1842 - 1894), once back to the USA, began to 

teach regularly the so called ‘Delsarte system’ and he extensively spread his French master’s 

principles in North America. He started to note down, simplified and systematized them by also 

naming the physical exercises connected with Delsarte’s theories as ‘Harmonic Gymnastics’.8 

 
6 Donald Francis Hebert, 1997, pp.132-133. 
7 See: Brunetti & Randi 2013; Leucci 2013a, 2023. 
8 About the MacKaye works see: Mangrum, 1970; Hebert ,1997; Ruyter, 1999; Sokalski, 2007; Holtcamp, 2013. 



In the following lines MacKaye claimed himself to have been Delsarte’s best pupil, in order to 

legitimate his own work and legacy:  

Delsarte knew nothing of Harmonic Gymnastics. He taught a series of gestures which were very 

beautiful and expressive in character – but exceedingly intricate and difficult of imitation. Many 

of his pupils devoted years to their mastery, and yet failed to completely understand and obey 

their subtleties. I did this completely to the amazement of Mr. Delsarte in three months. I 

succeeded by the most diligent study in analyzing the motions according to a system which I 

invented myself – after analyzing the motions I discovered by close study the physical obstacles 

existing in my own organization to the realization of these motions in my own action. Before 

Delsarte and I parted, I had laid down the foundation of my whole system of philosophy of 

psychologic gymnastics of which Harmonic Gymnastics is a branch.9  

MacKaye integrated the Delsarte methodology, which he had elaborated further, during his 

lectures, courses, stage rehearsals and performances in America. Thus, he firmly believed that 

this system should always have a didactic and a social purpose and therefore, thanks to the 

application of those principles, the artistic and the personal development of both the actors and 

the audience would improve considerably:  

This theatre will be a school for the player and the public, having no less a purpose than the 

elevation of both. (…) this experiment becomes one of social no less than aesthetic importance.10 

Steele MacKaye was the only american teacher of acting to have studied with Delsarte. He had 

a good understanding of the Delsarte system and added and developed a number of its 

components and aspects. That understanding, added to MacKaye’s development and 

ehnancement, has provided a framework upon which a student of the theatre can build a clearer 

understanding of the 19th century systemization that has a direct bearing on modern actor 

training.11 

Thus, the Delsarte method of teaching, slowly but steadily, became quite popular amongst the 

American intellectuals and performers, to the point that it originated the cultural and artistic 

movement called since those days ‘Delsartism,’ which indeed in America took the form of a 

‘craze’, a true ‘Delsartomania’! However, such a ‘Delsarte fashion’ gave birth to a number of 

artistic ‘avant-guardes’. Amongst the large number of Steve McKay’s American students, 

noteworthy to be mentioned here, is Genevieve Stebbins (1857 - 1934), who elaborated the 

Delsarte system further by enriching it with the integration of the psychophysical technics of 

breathing and postures adopted from Indian Yoga, along with Swedish Gymnastics excercises 

and some dance sequences reproducing the gestures and poses of ancient classical sculptures, 

observed and noted down on the paper during her visits to the American and European art 

museums.12 Stebbins gave shape to her drawings by animating them with her own body’s 

movements and she regularly used to perform them by teaching and showing her compositions 

on the stage. In the introduction of one of her books, she narrated her meeting with one of the 

French students of Delsarte, the Abbé Delaumosne, at Nanterre, near Paris, who told her some 

 
9 Steele MacKaye undated letter, quoted in: Ruyter, 1999, p.9. 
10 Steele MacKaye, A Plea for a Free School of Dramatic Art, 1871: 8, quoted in: Ruyter 1999, p.17. See also 

MacKaye 1875, 1877. 
11 Donald Francis Hebert, 1997, p132-133. 
12 About Delsartism in North America, and particularly about the work of Genevieve Stebbins, see the remarkable 

book by Ruyter, 1999. See also: Stebbins, 1886, 1888, 1992, 1995, 1903, 1913a&1903b; Casini-Ropa, 1990; 

Leucci, 2013a, 2018a, 2021&2023; Bordelon, 1916; Mullan, 2016, 2017&2020; Leucci & Rousseleau 

(forthcoming). 



interesting details about the life of his master after he had to renounce the profession of tenor 

when his voice got damaged: 

Delsarte became, in 1825, a pupil of the conservatory, a government institution for instruction 

in dramatic art, music, and the ballet. (…) Finding himself thus incapacitated for the stage, he 

resigned that career for that of a teacher of singing and the dramatic art. (…) After years of 

unremitting labor and study – study which took him by turns to hospitals, morgues, asylums, 

prisons, art galleries, etc., patiently unearthing the secrets and methods of past genius – study 

which kept him enchained by the hour watching the children at play in the great public gardens, 

weighing humanity everywhere and everyhow, he succeeded in discovering and formulating the 

laws of the aesthetic science. Thanks to him, that science has now the same precision as that of 

mathematics.13  

Stebbins mentioned here the impact that Delsarte’s principles had in her times, marked by 

scientific discoveries and achievements, but also by the interest in the esoteric and occult 

doctrines. In other words, the last decades of the 19th century and the first decades of the 20th 

century were characterized by the presence of both Positivism and Esotericism in the scientific, 

cultural and artistic fields: 

This is an age of formulation. What Comte has done for exact science, Buckle and Mill for history, 

Spencer for culture, and Ruskin for painting, Delsarte has tried to do for action, for expression. It 

is as though the world, growing weary of productive activity, sought to pause and rearrange before 

plunging into further depths; to rescue from the void and formless mass of collected material a 

system whose symmetry and beauty should embody all that is worth saving; and, surely, an art like 

acting should have some higher standard than the empirical caprices of its exponents. ‘Trusting to 

the inspiration of the moment, is like trusting to a shipwreck for your first lesson of swimming.’14  

In the introduction of the same book, Stebbins paid homage to her own teacher, Steele 

MacKaye, with the following words:  

Many years ago an enthusiastic young man, finding himself in Paris in pursuit of art-studies, 

heard of the famous classes in pantomime of François Delsarte. He went, saw, and was 

conquered. He had found his master and the master his most ardent disciple - Steele Mackaye. 

The latter, like a John the Baptiste, came back to America to prepare the New World for the 

coming of Delsarte. Talks, lectures, interviews in the daily papers on the grand new philosophy 

excited public attention, and prominent men united to bring Delsarte to this country. Visions of 

a conservatory, a theatre, and a reformed stage, which, like liberty, should enlighten the world, 

floated before the public gaze; and such people as William Stuart, of the old Winter Garden 

theatre, Alger, Monroe, thought the scheme practicable.15 

Actually, Mackaye invited François Delsarte to America but, unfortunately, he could not fulfil 

his wish due to the 1870 Franco - Prussian war, which prevented Delsarte from travelling 

abroad. Neverthless, Mackaye brought the French theoretitian’s principles to the other side of 

the Atlantic ocean, without knowing that his master’s amazing system would soon produce 

some of the most fascinating performing arts ‘avant - guardes’ in his country.  

  

 
13 Stebbins, 1886, pp.4-5. 
14 Stebbins,1886, p.5. 
15 Stebbins, 1886, p.7-8. 



Body and mind liberation: Genevieve Stebbins’ battles for women’s emancipation 

Besides her career as an actress, Stebbins contributed to women’s 

emancipation by campaigning for the improvement of their 

physical, social and cultural conditions. Thus, she encouraged girls 

and adult ladies to learn gymnastic and dance, by opposing the 

current ideas during her time concerning the dangers of the body-

exercises for women. In fact, in those days medical opinion 

discouraged such physical disciplines, by arguing that they would 

affect the fertility of women, by also interfering negatively with the 

development of the babies during their pregnancy, and the quality 

of breast feeding as well. Such ideas, sexist, racist and eugenist at 

once, were largely spread amongst the considered ‘respectable’ 

American middle and upper classes of ‘white’ Anglo-Saxon and 

Christian Protestant origins. Obviously, such pseudo-scientific 

beliefs did not apply to the labouring women of the working classes 

and to the Afro-American slaves, who daily had to work hard with 

their own body in their masters’ home, in the fields, in the 

plantations and in the factories. By struggling all their life to survive, the working women, in 

America and elsewhere, in order to do their menial tasks could not wear the same type of dresses 

as the upper class ladies. Thus, Stebbins believed that to liberate women’s minds from the 

social, moral and psycological restrictions, firstly, they should liberate their own body from any 

form of material constrictions, including the tight shoes and other dress accessories, like the 

corsets, which were deeply limiting their movements, besides deforming their torso’s bones 

and badly affecting their breathing and their blood circulation. Consequently, she herself 

refused to wear the corset, which at that time women were obliged to wear under their dresses, 

but opted instead to wear some long, ample and more confortable clothes inspired by the tunics 

and fabrics reproduced in the ancient Greek - Roman and Oriental sculptures (see Fig.2). 

A few words regarding dress, (…). All ladies should bear in 

mind that the habitual wearing of ordinary dress will almost 

completely counteract the hygienic value of culture as described 

in this work. Cramping corsets and high-heeled shoes are far 

more in keeping with the uncultured barbarism than with the 

intellectual development of the last decade of the 19th century. 

(…) We strongly advocate such a system of dress that shall 

enable any woman or girl to perform every exercise given in 

this work without change of costume. There is really no need, if 

women would dress sensibly and artistically, to have a change 

of costume for gymnastic exercise.16  

The adoption of such a dress should be understood not just as a 

mere extravagant choice to wear unconventional clothes, though 

certainly more confortable, as for Stebbins it meant a true way to 

get rid, throughout the garments, of a number of physical and 

psychological constraints that women were enforced to follow at 

 
16 Stebbins, 1892, p.134. 

Figure 2. Genevieve 

Stebbins’ photo-portrait by 

S A Thomas (1902), New 

York. 

Figure 3. Some drawings of 

‘Delsarte Exercises’ by 

Genevieve Stebbins. 



that time.17 One should not forget that in those days it was a sort of scandal for a lady to refuse 

to put on the corset and to prefer to be garbed in such large and light tunics, or to wear some 

sandals without socks, alike the female characters portrayed in the ancient sculptures and 

paintings (see Fig.3).18 According to her, the regular training in physical movements would 

tremendously improve women’s health, well being, self-confidence and beauty as well: 

I come, my friends, to inaugurate with you, I hope, a crusade of health and beauty (…) I wish 

to talk to you of the new education (…) the education of the mind and the body at once.19  

Women who supported Delsarte’s system: R. Anna Morris, Carrica Le Favre and Eleanor 

Georgen 

Amongst the many women who were practising the Delsarte system’s exercises, not all of them 

were ready to follow Stebbins’ radical proposals. Some agreed and adopted her body revolution 

and related subversive clothing, such as R. Anna Morris and Carrica Le Favre, whereas others 

found too risky for their reputation to reject completely the conventional women’s dresses and 

shoes of their times and they adapted Stebbins’ suggestions to a more common and ordinary 

way to be garbed, as in the case of Eleanor Georgen. Besides their personal opinion concerning 

how women should dress, each one of them gives us some glimpses about the way the Delsarte 

system was understood and applied at that time in America. I will quote here some insightful 

paragraphs taken from their books. Beside the better known seminal works by Steele Mackaye 

and Genevieve Stebbins, these ladies who wrote about the Delsarte principles are equally 

important for us, as they shed further light about a number of issues concerning the way the 

Delsarte system was perceived and applied in America, particularly amongst the female 

followers. I will start by quoting here R. Anna Morris words, who was a supervisor of Physical 

Culture and Declamation in the Public Schools of West Des Moine, in the Iowa State:  

Preface. (…) The lessons in free gymnastics are based on the Delsartian principles as taught by 

Mrs. A. C. Gunter, née Etta L. Burns, Mrs. Henrietta Crane Russel and Genevieve Stebbins, 

they are calculated to produce graceful strength, and are the outgrowth of nearly two years 

experience in practically adapting the exercises to the grades and conveniences of the seated 

school-rooms. (…) That these lessons may hasten the introduction of Physical Training into the 

public schools, be helpful to our fellow teachers who have so earnestly and courteously 

supported us in the work, discipline, strength and give grace to the bodies of the children is the 

earnest hope of the author.20 

In accordance with Stebbins’ advice, Morris too requested her students, particularly the girls, 

to adopt a comfortable dress during their physical training, and to follow other rules in order to 

improve their health and stamina: 

Preliminary Suggestions. Let the ‘Physical Exercises’ have an appointed time and be certainly 

carried out. Perform each movement with the utmost precision. (…) Pure air and good position 

of body, expecially of the chest, are the first requisites in physical training. Breathe deeply and 

master the diaphram and waist musles. (…) All the exercises intended to strenghthen and to give 

 
17 About Stebbins’s practical and symbolic meaning of refusing to wear the corset see: Leucci, 2013a, 

2018a&2023. 
18 G. Stebbins, Delsarte System of Expression, 1885, p.13. 
19 Stebbins in ‘Delsarte matinée’, quoted in Ruyter, 1999, p.45. 
20 Morris, 1888, p.5.  



grace and power to the muscular system should be taken in a costume which will not impede or 

interfere with the free movement of any member of the body. The girls should be influenced to 

wear jersey or blouse waists, or princess dresses hanging from the shoulders. It is highly 

essential that the teacher of the school should learn to execute the movements.21  

Carrica Le Favre was a fervent follower of both the Delsarte and the Stebbins educational 

systems. She was also a passionate militant of vegetarianism and human well-being throught 

the adoption of a proper diet and a comfortable way of clothing enriched by a correct and a 

regular training of physical exercises: 

The body being the machine through which the mind and the soul work, it is necessary to keep 

it in smooth and harmonious working condition. Upon examination we find that these 

requirements, when complied with, invariably restore health. And health is an essential in true 

beauty. (…) A diet chiefly of fruit and cereals will construct the material, but it reamins for 

proper exercise to conduct and deposit that material in the proper parts of the body and imbue 

it with strength. Proper Food is the material and Proper Exercise is the builder of a perfect 

body.22 

In the next paragraph, Le Favre stressed the need for women to strenghten their torso and waist, 

which had became weak due to the corset (see Fig.4A), beside other side effects concerning the 

bones’ deformation and the related difficulties of proper breathing, and for that she suggested 

a number of helpful exercises (see Fig.4B and 4C). Even if ladies stopped wearing it, still their 

muscles should be trained in order to get their body more strong and tonic: 

 
21 Morris, 1888, p.9-10. 
22 Le Favre, 1891, p.6&60. 

Figure 4. A: ‘The corset, incorrect position, correct position’, in Carrica Le Favre, Delsartean 

Physical Culture with Principles of the Universal Formula (New York, 1891), p.62; B: ‘Chest 

exercises – breathing, front view’, in Le Favre, Delsartean Physical Culture, p.73. C: ‘Chest 

exercises – breathing, side view’, in Le Favre, Delsartean Physical Culture, p.74. 



Much more exercise is needed for the torso than for the other parts of the organism, because 

exercise of that part has been neglected. Moreover, our closely-fitted clothing, even when no 

corset is worn, has taken away the responsibility of the waist muscles to hold up the torso, and 

the muscles have become flabby and weak. Now a great of twisting, bending, brething and even 

manipulating, is necessary to give the vigor and firmness needed for support of the body and 

breath.23 

Interestingly for us, in her book she referred to a ‘Delsartean type of corset’ depicted on 

Fig.5(Left) which apparently was manufactured in a more flexible and soft way, in order to 

allow women to practise physical exercises without having to renounce wearing this much 

despised ‘bodice.’ This information shows us that in those days the Delsarte system was very 

popular and many women were practising it, otherwise there would have been no need for an 

enterprise to manifacture such a type of adapted ‘corset’. Obviously, for a person with a strong 

faith against its use, as indeed Carrica Le Favre was, the lady proposing to her the ‘Delsarten 

corset’, must have been at that time quite disappointed: 

During a lecture course I was giving in New York upon ‘Delsarte’s Philosophy of Expression,’ 

an agent came in and requested the privilege of showing a Delsartean (?) corset. I felt that the 

name of Delsarte was desecrated in its association with the boned and corded vice so elaborately 

decorated with buttons. She was shocked beyond measure when I told her I wore a God-given 

corset. (…) Yet this or a good health waist is to be recommended in preference to the regular 

corset, and may often be found to be a happy ‘bridge’ in the transition from the corset to the 

‘body-glove.’ Such a waist serves a worthy mission when it releases a victim from the iron 

embrace of the ‘regular’ corset. (…) Slaves of the use of a corset will ask: Is it possible to 

recover power of the atrophied waist muscles? I say yes. (…) I am frequently told I have a fine 

figure, yet I once had a crooked ‘wasp-waist,’ and no breath at all. I tell this to encourage the 

weak and foolish to give up the corset and aim for health, grace and beauty, and it shall be 

theirs.24 

 
23 Le Favre, 1891, pp.60-61. 
24 Le Favre, 1891, pp.62-63. 

Figure 5. Left: ‘Delsartean corset’s advertisement’, in Carrica Le Favre, Delsartean Physical Culture 

with Principles of the Universal Formula (New York, 1891); Right: ‘Carrica Le Favre’s lessons’ 

advertisement’, in Le Favre, Delsartean Physical Culture with Principles. 



According to Le Favre, the correct diet along with a 

proper dress and the practice of regular exercises would 

definetely improve the health, beauty and psycho-

physical well-being of women, as clearly attested by some 

advertisements appearing at the end of her volume as on 

Fig.5(Right), whereas Eleanor Georgen was less radical 

concerning the use of the corset (see Fig.6).  

She was a stage actress and later on a professor of the 

Delsarte system at the American Academy of Dramatic 

Arts of New York. In her book she wrote: 

Chapter I. Apparel. It may be well to mention at the 

beginning the sort of apparel most suitable to wear 

while exercising, for it is of the utmost importance that 

the dress shall not hamper the movements in any way. 

We would not be understood to decry the corset, since 

there are few female figures that can do without some 

support for the bust, unless the form be sufficiently 

slight to be independent of waist or corset. (…) But 

above all things, wear a flexible corset that will not 

destroy the natural curves of the form; and wear it sensibly, by which we mean, wear it in such 

a manner that it will not in any way interfere with the actions of the body.25  

However, those ladies, all of them authors of manuals on the Delsarte system, were very 

particular on the issue of liberating women’s bodies and mind through the use of breathing and 

physical exercises, proper diets and comfortable clothes. Before completing this chapter, I 

would like to quote some more paragraphs taken from both Carrica Le Favre’s and Eleanor 

Georgen’s volumes, concerning Delsarte’s philosophy:  

Lesson I. Many years of Delsarte life were devoted to the discovery of a principle underlying 

all art and expression. Upon this principle or law he founded a philosophy for the guidance of 

those who would make the body, voice and gesture render the highest service to the soul and 

mind.  The principle of the Delsarte philosophy is in the universal formula which may be applied 

to all things possible : this formula is founded on ‘the Trinity’. (…) The three principles of the 

human being are life, soul and mind, and this forms our trinity, our triple unity.26  

In the next paragraph Le Favre focused on the importance attributed to the expressivity of the 

face, the arms and the hand gestures in the Delsarte system, by mentioning all the benefits of 

this type of exercise for women’s well-being, in terms of health, grace and beauty. Quite 

important for us is the close association between Delsarte’s principles and the dance, since 

Stebbins’ works. Such a close connection gave birth in America to the most fascinating avant -

garde movements of ‘free dance’ and ‘modern dance’, though François Delsarte himself, during 

his life, was not particularly concerned with the dancers’ world: 

Lesson XI. The hand has many articulations, and next to the face is the most expressive agent 

we have. When well trained, the hand carries with it much elegance and grace. Society young 

ladies have told me that they could do anything with their feet, but positevely nothing with their 
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Figure 6. ‘Body exercises for ladies 

and gents’, in Eleanor Georgen, 

Metropolitan Culture Series. The 

Delsarte System of Physical Culture 

(New York, 1893), p.18. 



hands. The dancing master has done much for the feet, but the Delsartean is to do much more 

for the hands and arms. Did you know that Delsarteans dance with their hands? Well, we do. 

Foot dancing is indulged in by other animals than man, while no animal has yet danced with 

their hands aloft; for man is the only one so constituted as to be capable of so doing. Foot 

dancing may some day be relegated to the vulgarists, for Delsartean hand and arm dancing is an 

exercise that appeals to the highest sentiments. It is purifying, health-giving and grace-inspiring. 

It is as much a delight to the onlooking artist as it is a pleasure to the dancer. No loving mother 

and no strict churchman can find fault with this aesthetic exercise. Delsarten dancing is 

incomparably more refining and fascinating to men, women and children, than leg dancing. The 

hand has so many articulation, and being uncovered too, is susceptible to wonderful training, 

and, when trained, is capable of many beautiful curves and artistic lines. When you are trained 

in this superior amusement you will feel ashamed to have devoted so much time and vitality to 

floor polishing.27  

Le Favre in this latest quotation seemed to anticipate one of the major principles of both ‘free’ 

and ‘modern dance’, much claimed by future women artists such as the American Isadora 

Duncan, Ruth St. Denis, Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, the German Mary Wigman, the 

Russian Liudmila Alekseeva, Vera Maya,28 and many others: 

Lesson XIII. Remember that the fundamental principle of expression is: ‘Strength at the center 

and freedom at the extremities.’29  

In the following lines, taken from Eleonor Georgen’s book, we get an idea about the 

dissemination and the evolution of Delsartism, and the way that system, and related physical 

exercises, were interpreted and transformed in America. Quite interesting for us are the 

reactions of François Delsarte’s daughter, Marie Gèraldy, to the manner by which her father’s 

principles and his teaching were applied in the United States. Similarly, are the explanations 

given by Georgen in order to justify the adaptation of the Delsarte system to the specific needs 

of the American population and specific local contexts. Furthermore, Georgen seemed to argue 

about the basic difference between the supposed ‘French way’ of living and communicating, 

which according to the American author were supposed to extensively employ hand gestures 

and facial expressions, compared with the manner by which the Americans interacted and 

expressed their intentions and emotions, in other words by the different ways of using their own 

respective ‘body languages’. To this explanation, by paraphrasing the French ethnologist 

Marcel Mauss, I would like to mention the different ways to move and react according to their 

respective socio-cultural ‘body techniques’ (French: ‘techniques du corps’):30 

Autor’s note. When Mme. Marie Gèraldy, daughter of the late François Delsarte, visited the 

United States some eighteen months ago, she informed us that her father never taught 

gymnastics of any kind, but simply expression of the face and body; and she was very much 

disturbed by the idea that he seemed to be known in America only as a professor of gymnastics, 

and remarked that she would rather he were wholly unknown than that he should have such a 

reputation. While she was wholly in error regarding the estimation in which Delsarte is held by 
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the thinking students and followers of his doctrines in America, it is not remarkable, considering 

her slight acquaintance with our language, that she should have formed erroneous ideas 

concerning the nature of the work done here under her father’s name, since so many instructors 

teach only the aesthetic gymnastics, which were no doubt formulated by those who first 

introduced the form of expression in this country, and which have since been added to from 

time to time by the leading exponents of the system to meet the especial needs of the American 

people. The French as a nation are naturally expressive, using a great deal of gesticulation to 

supplement and emphasize their speech; and for that reason the methods of expression taught 

by Delsarte are much more readily mastered by his contrymen than by Americans, who, on 

account of their different temperament, mode of life and conventional restraint, would find the 

art difficult to acquire without first preparing the body for ideally correct expression through  

this almost perfect form of physical culture, which has grown from the doctrines taught by 

Delsarte. As no one has ever publicly claimed the honor of originating the aesthetic gymnastics 

now known only by the name of Delsarte, we, as Americans, with all honor and affection, 

dedicate to the great master this ideal form of aesthetic culture, which has gradually developed 

as a fitting accompaniment of his inestimably valuable system of expression.31 

Genevieve Stebbins’ Delsartism, Esotericism, Indian Yoga, Chinese Martial Arts, 

Harmonic and Swedish Gymnastics  

After having quoted those Delsartean ladies’ reports, let us focus again on Genevieve Stebbins. 

Apparently, during her journeys to Europe and Great Britain, she learnt in London some Yoga 

postures (Sanskrit: āsana) and breathing systems (Sanskrit: prāṇāyāma) from an Indian Pandit, 

though the name of her teacher is never mentioned in her writings. If her claims are true, perhaps 

she was one of the first foreign students of Yoga who adopted and applied those Indian psycho-

physical traditional disciplines in the West. In her book Dynamic Breathing (1892), in 

describing some breathing exercises, she wrote: 

Yoga breathing. So called because of its use by the Brahmins and Yogis of India. It is, perhaps, 

more clearly defined in English phraseology as concentrated-will breathing. (…) Special Note. 

– The foregoing exercise has a peculiar force when the imaginative faculty is so trained that it 

will quickly respond to the will. The will reacts upon the parts by strong magnetic action and 

invigorates to such an extend as to merit the name of galvanic respiration, so potent is mind over 

matter. We must further note that the sixth function of the skin is to breathe, and certainly under 

this mental stimulation of the entire body, that function must be increased.32 

Beside the body movements inspired by the Delsarte system, also known in America as the 

‘Harmonic Gymnastic’ according to Steele MacKaye’s definition, Stebbins learnt the so called 

‘Swedish Gymnastics’, formulated by the Swedish medical doctor founder of this type of 

physical discipline, Pehr Henrik Ling (1776 -1839), who was himself the student of a Chinese 

teacher of Chinese martial arts, named Ming. This special style of gymnastic integrated the 

study of human anatomy, physiology and some body excercises taken from the military and 

fencing practices, but also from the the traditional Chinese martial arts. The Sweedish 

Gymnastic became very popular in America and in Europe during the 19th and the 20th centuries. 

Thus, Genevieve Stebbins, herself an accomplished performer and a dedicated teacher at the 

New York School of Expression, in contrast with François Delsarte who never published a book 

on his own system and left only a number of handwritten notes, she was herself a prolific writer 
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who elaborated her own pedagogic system by integrating the Delsarte principles received by 

Steele Mackaye, with the Indian Yoga Postures and related Breathing Systems, the Harmonic 

and the Swedish Gymnastics, along with some exercises taken from Chinese martial arts and 

other disciplines listed below: 

The Prospectus for the New York School of Expression’s first season (1893-1894) by 

Genevieve Stebbins listed seven areas of study: literature, elocution, Delsarte expression, 

physiology as applied to physical culture, Swedish and Aesthetic gymnastics, artistic statue 

posing, and dramatic criticism.33 

To them Stebbins also added the ‘Oriental Dances and Prayers’ by making a close connection 

between the Delsarte system with stage acting and, most importantly, with the dance, as she 

had mentioned in her writings: 

The system of psycho-physical culture and the various exercises for the same given in this work 

are based chiefly (on Delsarte and Ling) combined with others more occult and mystic in their 

nature, which have been taken from those ideal and charmingly beautiful motions of sacred 

dance and prayer practiced by various Oriental nations of certain religious and metaphysical 

effects, while the whole is blended with a system of vital dynamic breathing and mental 

imagery.34  

Most probably, Genevieve Stebbins along with her second husband, the journalist Norman 

Astley, were both members of the ‘Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor’, an esoteric and occultist 

movement founded in England and Scotland in the 1880s. Inspired by the ‘Hermetic 

Brotherhood of Light’, both those movements traced their origins to the ancient Greek -

Egyptian texts attributed to their mythical author, Hermes Trismegistus. Though Stebbins never 

refers in her books to those esoteric movements, Nancy Ruyter suggested that such a silence 

was due to the fact that their members kept a form of strict confidentiality: 

Stebbins never mentions the Brotherhood of Light in any of her writings, but she was apparently 

involved in this occult tradition for some time before 1893, prior to writing Dynamic Breathing 

and her marriage to Astley. Occult groups such as the Brotherhood tended toward secrecy, so 

one would not expect Stebbins to be quoting its lessons or referring to it. Knowing, however, 

her connection with the Brotherhood helps to explain her more esoteric and speculative writings 

– particularly that of Dynamic Breathing with its pervasive mystical cast. While Stebbins’ ideas 

could have come from elsewhere, the parallels between some of her statements and the 

principles put forth in Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor documents (…) are striking.35  

One of the major theoretitians of the ‘Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor’ was the Polish kabbalist 

and occultist Louis - Maximilian Bimstein (1848-1927), better known as Max Théon. In the 

preface of a monographic book about this esoteric movements we read: 

The Hermetic Brotherhood of Luxor was an order of practical occultism, active in the last 

decades of the 19th century. It taught its members how to lead a way of life most favorable to 

spiritual development, and gave them detailed instructions in how to cultivate occult powers by 

working on their own. It differed from contemporary movements such as Theosophical Society 

(founded in 1875), whose teaching (at least after its earliest phase) were philosophical rather 

than practical, and the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn (founded in 1888), whose activities 
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were social and ceremonial. The ‘H. B. of L.’ (as it was always known) succeeded in enrolling 

a surprising number of influential people, who carried forward its training and its doctrines into 

many other esoteric movements of the 20th century. Its private and individual nature, and the 

mystery that still partially surrounds its Great Master Max Théon, are among tha reasons why 

it has remained so obscure.36  

Stebbins’ attraction for those esoteric cults was probably strengthened by the results of recent 

archaeological excavations, by her frequent visits to arts’ museums and libraries where she read 

and researched extensively because of her own passion for ancient and oriental cultures and 

their philosophical doctrines and poetic productions. In the 1890s she composed and performed 

two plays of dance and pantomime titled The Myth of Isis and The Discent of Ishtar,37 she wrote 

some manuals amongst which the Delsarte System of Dramatic Expression, New York 1886, 

Society Gymnastic and Voice Culture, Adapted from the Delsarte System, New York 1888, 

Dynamic Breathing and Harmonic Gymnastics. A Complete System of Psychical, Aestetic and 

Physical Culture. Second Edition, New York 1892, Genevieve Stebbins Drills, New York, 

1895, and The Genevieve Stebbins System of Physical Training, New York, 1898, that contained 

some ancient Greek, Egyptian and Oriental elements, as attested in the description of her 

‘Eastern Temple Drills’:  

 

The following exercises are adapted from the various forms of Oriental worship at present 

observed in Persia, Turkey, and other parts of the East. They do not follow strictly any one of 

the numerous sects found in Asia, but are a blend of the ceremonials found variously among the 

Mohammedans, the Druses, the Marabouts and the Dervishes. From long association with one 

who has spent years in Oriental travel, as well as frequent conversations with learned natives of 

the East, I have discovered that there is a wonderful unity in their faith; that there is much yet 

for Christians to learn from the so called heathen; (…). The motive of the exercise is religious 

aspiration. The flame motion typifies the eternal spirit, the origin of life and mind. This is 

represented in the motions to east and to west as the rising and the setting of our sun, which 

gives life and mind to the inhabitants of the earth.38 

She also translated An Egyptian Initiation by 

Iamblichus, a Neo-Platonist of the 4th century (Denver, 

1901) and she published the poems composed by Omar 

Khayyam The Rubaiyat (New York 1903), out of which 

she made a pantomime play (see Fig.7). Ten years later 

she wrote a book titled Quest of the Spirit by a Pilgrim 

of the Way (New York, 1913b). All those works show 

her deep interest and involvement in the spiritual, 
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Figure 7. ‘Marie G. MacDonald’s illustrative photo-

portrait pose’, in G. Stebbins, The Rubaiyat. Poem by 

Omar Khayyam. Astronomer-Poet of Persia. Illustrative 

poses by Marie G. Macdonald as taught by Genevieve 

Stebbins, author of ‘Delsarte system of Expression’, etc. 

(New York, 1903), p. 4. 



esoteric and neo-platonic doctrines, some aspects of which were already present in François 

Delsarte’s system.39 Certainly, her deep interests in esotericism, spiritualism, occultism and 

orientalism were at the origin of her journey to India, in 1914. Not much is known of her 

travelling in Asia, as she did not publish any account about it. After that, she returned to 

America and lived in California till the end of her life, around 1934. According to Nancy 

Ruyter, the specialist of Genevieve Stebbins’s life and work, the exact date of her demise is not 

yet sure.40 Quite interestingly for us, all her books and manuals were read by a large number of 

artists and intellectuals, amongst whom were many women. Perhaps more than anybody else, 

Stebbins contributed a great deal with her books, performances, lectures - demonstrations and 

teaching, to the dissemination among the large public in America of the Delsarte system and of 

the other disciplines mentioned above. Last but not least, she also played a major role in 

women’s emancipation, by encouraging them to get rid of their coercive dress and shoes, to 

learn and practise gymnastics and dance, to study and analyse their body movements, hand 

gestures and the expressivity of their face and to inspire, as a true pioneer of the ‘free’ and 

‘modern dance’, the young generations of future performers and teachers. In other words, 

according to her, women had to free firstly their own body in order to be liberated from the 

constrictions of their minds and souls and ultimately become socially emancipated. It was not 

by chance that her books, very well documented and richly illustrated by several drawings and 

photos, portray some very strong, cultivated, bold, seductive and athletic female characters 

taken from Greek, Roman, Egyptian and Babylonian mythology, such as the warrior Amazons, 

the Nymphs, the goddesses Athena, Arthemis, Aphroditis, Isis, Ishtar and the huntress-princess 

Atalanta. Unfortunately, only recently have her works and contributions, as well as her impact 

on the next generations of artists, been analysed and appreciated: 

In her ideals, in her approach to movement as an expressive medium, and in her performances, 

Stebbins introduced much of what would be credited by future generations to the invention of 

Isadora Duncan and Ruth St. Denis. It was Stebbins who was the first pioneer in the tradition 

that is called ‘modern dance.’ The lack of recognition of her contribution is undoubtely because 

she was mainly an educator rather than a performing artist; she worked in a narrower circle than 

the internationally renowed Duncan and St. Denis; and dance historians have tended to focus on 

great and famous artists rather than on figures who migh have been important as part of the 

matrix of major developments.41  

The craze for spiritism and hypnotism at the end of the 19th century: the case of Loie 

Fuller’s Serpentine Dance (1891)  

Before focusing on Stebbins’ heritage and legacy in the work of several ‘avant-guarde’ 

American choreographers of ‘free’ and ‘modern dance’,42 I would like to direct the readers 

attention toward the craze for both the phenomena of spiritism and hypnotism which spread in 

the West at the end of the 19th century, at the same time when the Delsartism became a fashion, 

particularly in America. As a case study, I will take the genesis of the ‘Serpentine Dance’, 
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elaborated by one of the American pioneers of ‘modern 

dance’, Loie Fuller (1862-1928), who became 

internationally known with this particular creation. Fuller 

in her auto-biography, published in London in 1913, 

related the birth, quite by chance, of this composition 

when, in 1891, she was performing in New York a play 

titled ‘Quack, M.D,’alias ‘Quack Medicine Doctor’, 

written by Fred Marsden and produced by Charles Hoyt. 

Actually, the scene of hypnotism, including this dance 

item, was not part of the Marsden’s script, as it was 

introduced by the author only during the play’s rehearsals. 

Apparently, though Loie Fuller and Fred Marsden 

themselves did not take this scene very seriously, still in 

her narration we can make out how the fashion for 

spiritism and hypnotism was quite popular at that time 

amongst intellectuals and artists. As a costume for this 

scene, Fuller wore a long and light skirt made of a fine 

Indian muslin gauze (see Fig.8), a fabric that she had 

received as a gift from two British officers posted in India, 

whom she previously met in London during a party: 

How I created the Serpentine Dance. In 1890 I was on 

a tour in London with my mother. A manager engaged 

me to go to the United States and take the principal part 

in a new play entitled, ‘Quack, M.D.’ In this piece I was 

to play with two American actors, (…). On our arrival in New York the rehearsals began. While 

we were at work, the author got the idea of adding to the play a scene in which Dr. Quack 

hypnotised a young widow. Hypnotism at that moment was very much to the fore in New York. 

(…) I put on the Hindu skirt, the skirt sent me by the two young (British) officers (…). My robe, 

which was destined to become a triumphal robe, was at least a half a yard too long. Thereupon 

I raised the girdle and so shaped for myself a sort of empire robe, pinning the skirt to a décolleté 

bodice. The robe looked thoroughly original, perhaps even a little ridiculous. It was entirely 

suitable for the hypnotism scene, which we did not take very seriously.43 

Thus, the role of Loie Fuller in this drama was that of a young widow, Mrs. Imogene Twitter, 

hypnotized by Dr. Franck Drake, named punningly as ‘Dr. Quack’ in the title of the play.44 In 

the next paragraph, Fuller described the scene in which she impersonated the character of the 

lady under the effect of hypnosis, and how she herself was amazed about the audience’s 

enthusiastic reactions: 

At the end of the play, on the evening of the first presentation, we gave our hypnotism scene. 

The stage scenery, representing a garden, was flooded with pale green light. Dr. Quack made a 

mysterious entrance and then began his work of suggestion. The orchetra played a melancholy 

air very softly, and I endeavoured to make myself as light as possible, in order to give the 
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Her Distingueshed Friends, with an 

Introduction by Anatole France 

(London, 1913), p.29 



impression of a fluttering figure obedient to the doctor’s orders. He raised his arms. I raised 

mine. Under the influence of suggestion, entranced – so, at least, it looked – with my gaze held 

by his, I followed his every motion. My robe was so long that I was continually stepping upon 

it, and mechanically I held it up with both hands and raised my arms aloft, all the while that I 

continued to flit around the stage like a winged spirit. There was a sudden exclamation from the 

house: ‘It’s a butterfly!’ (…) ‘It’s an orchid!’ To my great astonishement sustained applause 

burst forth. The doctor all this time was gliding around the stage, with quickening steps, and I 

followed him faster and faster. At last, transfixed in a state of ecstasy, I let myself drop at his 

feet, completely envelopped in a cloud of the light material. The audience encored the scene, 

and then encored it again – so loudly and so often that we had to come back twenty times, or 

more.45 

Delsartism, Esotericism, Orientalism and Stebbins’ legacy in the work of Isadora Duncan, 

Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn 

Though Isadora Duncan (1878-1927), the other fascinating American pioneer of ‘free dance’, 

claimed to have been an autodidact and therefore never mentioned in her writings her teachers 

or her artistic mentors, she certainly knew François Delsarte’s principles, as once she expressed 

her admiration for the French master during an interview she gave on 1898,46 and she must 

have also read the Stebbins’ books, which were very popular in her time. Nancy Ruyter, during 

her visit to France in 2011, where she participated to the International conference held in Paris 

for the bicentenary commemoration of François Delsarte’s birth, told me that at the beginning 

of her career in America, on Duncan’s visiting cards, it was written that she proposed classes 

of ‘Delsarte & Dance’. Most probably, also her use, in both her teaching and performances, of 

Greek-like tunics as dresses47 (see Fig.9) and some music items which were not composed for 

the dance, was inspired by the Stebbins’ lectures-demonstrations and methods of teaching for 

ladies and children. It seems that Stebbins used to ask to her accompanying pianists to play 
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Figure 9. Left:‘Isadora Duncan’s photo-portrait of anonymous author, in a Greek-

inspired pose and tunic’, New York 1915-1918 circa; Right: ‘Isadora Duncan’s 

photo-portrait of anonymous author, wearing a Greek-inspired dress’ (1915 circa). 



during her classes some pieces of Schubert, Liszt, Schumann, Rubenstein, and of other major 

music composers.48 Concerning Duncan’s costumes, we know that she reproduced them by 

taking as models the ancient Greek - Roman sculptures and paintings, exactly as Stebbins had 

done earlier. Duncan too got inspired by the habit, shared by both François Delsarte and 

Genevieve Stebbins, of spending many hours in art museums and libraries in order to observe, 

to draw and to document the movements portrayed in ancient statues and in other archaeological 

artifacts. Beside her own fascinating choreographic compositions, what Isadora Duncan also 

adopted from Stebbins, elaborating it further, was her concern particularly for women’s 

emancipation, as well as her revolutionary claims, which where pushed and defended even more 

stronlgly than Stebbins in both Duncan’s personal and artistic life.49 For instance, Duncan 

always refused to get married, she had her children with differents partners, she refused her 

native Christian Catholic creed, although being of Irish origins, and she was rather agnostic and 

adept at the cult of Nature, she embraced revolutionary causes, etc., whereas Stebbins, though 

she was interested in esoteric doctrines and she was involved in the improvement of women’s 

conditions, she never rejected Christianity, she got married twice and she was not openly 

engaged in politics. 

If Duncan never aknowledged her debts to Genevieve Stebbins, on the contrary Ruth St. Denis 

(1879 - 1968), another pathfinding American pioneer of ‘modern dance’, in her autobiography 

clearly wrote that, thanks to Stebbins, she decided to become a dancer. This happened when in 

her youth she saw, on the 25th of November 1892, one of her performances, described by St. 

Denis as following: 

The curtain rose on a dark greenish background… and there stood an exquisite woman in a 

costume made of soft ivory-white material that fell in gracious lines to her feet, her figure 

beautifully proportioned, (…).  The strong light pouring upon her made her gleam like a pearl 

against the dark setting. She moved in a series of plastiques which were based upon her 

understanding of the laws of motion discovered by Delsarte. Her poses were derived from Greek 

statuary and encompassed every thing from the tragedy of Niobe to the joyousness of 

Terpsichore. Later she did a dance called the Dance of Day.50 

Ruth St. Denis and her own mother, both of them engaged in women’s emancipation, studied 

Harmonic Gymnastics and the Delsarte system with Aurilla Concord Poté, a student of Steele 

MacKaye. Her spiritual attitude towards dance was the result of her Christian Protestant 

education imbibed by Delsarte’s principles. For those readers interested to know more about 

Ruth St. Denis’ long and prolific carreer as a performer, I suggest they refer to the remarkable 

works on her life and her artistic achievements.51 In the past I myself had the opportunity to 

analyse her ‘Oriental’ productions, particularly those inspired by Indian imagery.52 I would like 
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to mention here just few of those compositions which 

are most pertinent to the main topic of the present 

article. I will start with her representation of the ancient 

Egyptian goddess, Isis, which St. Denis at the beginning 

of the 20th century, on 1904, saw reproduced on a poster 

advertising some cigarettes. Apparently, this image 

impressed her so much that she wished to know more 

about this ancient deity and the esoteric cults celebrated 

for this goddess. Thus, she started to document things in 

local libraries and museums about the Isis ‘mysteries’. 

Soon after, she composed an item on this deity, followed 

by other dances inspired by the ancient Egyptian 

imagery, which she interpreted as a solo, or in couple 

with her husband and artistic partner Ted Shawn, or in a 

group with other dancers. As mentioned above, 

Genevieve Stebbins too wrote and performed a play on 

the goddess Isis. In the same year, another major event 

influenced her artistic career, this happened when at 

Coney Island Ruth St. Denis attended the performance 

of some North Indian dancers around the years 1904/1905. Apparently, she was so touched by 

their art that she wanted to know more about Indian dance traditions, consequently she 

researched in local libraries and museums, and at the beginning of the year 1906, she performed 

publicly one of her most famous compositions, eloquently titled: Radha, or the Mystic Dance 

of the Five Senses (Fig.10), inspired by the performances she attended at Coney Island, by the 

books she read on Indian mythology, by her training in the Delsarten Harmonic Gymnastics 

filtered by her Christian Protestant faith, and finally by her own personal interest in the mystic 

and esoteric Oriental doctrines and cults. Interestingly, the two final dances of Radha were 

named ‘the delirium of the senses’ and the ‘renouncing of the senses’. The music was taken 

from the French composer Léo Delibes’ opera Lakmé, having an Indian plot and premiered in 

Paris in 1883. With Radha, Ruth St. Denis seems to suggest that the final purpose of dance is 

to transcend the mere ‘materiality’ of the body in order to reach the realm of pure ‘spirituality’ 

by renouncing the body’s sensuality and sexuality. Such an attitude was the product of the 

religious spiritualism already present in the Delsarte system to which were added the artist’s 

faith in Christian protestantism and the puritanism common in American society at that time, 

though St. Denis and her mother were both supporting women’s émancipation.53  

 
53 For an analysis of St. Denis’ Radha, see: Coorlawala, 1991&1992; Leucci, 2005, 2009a, 2009b, 2013a&2018; 

Franco, 2018. 

Figure 10. Ruth St. Denis’ photo-

portrait in Radha (1906). The New 

York Public Library. 



In 1909, during a tour in Europe, Ruth St. Denis performed in Vienna the dance ‘Yogi’ by 

having in mind the Indian ascetics practising Yoga postures. Most probably, by composing this 

item she was also influenced by Genevieve Stebbins’ manual Dynamic Breathing and by the 

books and the miniatures she found in libraries and museums which referred and portrayed 

those Indian wandering ascetics. In 1911, during one of her performances, a young student of 

theology, Ted Shawn (1891-1972), was enchanted by her charming interpretation of the Indian 

heroines. In 1914, he married Ruth St. Denis and the couple started to perform together various 

dances, some of them inspired by Egyptian, Babylonian and Indian imagery (Fig.11).54 The 

next year, in 1915, they founded together the ‘Denishawn’ dance school and company, that 

formed some of the major ‘avant-garde’ choreographers of the 20th century in the field of 

American ‘modern dance’, like Martha Graham, Doris Humphrey, Charles Weidman, as well 

as some cinema actors, such as the famous actress Louise Brooks.55 Ted Shawn too was trained 

in the Delsarte system by an other American specialist, Mary Perry King (1865 circa 1930), 

who was a student of Henrietta Richard Hovey (1849-1917). Hovey 

studied in France with the French master’s son, Gustave Delsarte. 

In 1954, Ted Shawn himself published a volume titled Every Little 

Movement. A Book about François Delsarte.56 In the Denishawn 

school the students were attending classes of Oriental, Aegyptian 

(Fig.12), Spanish and other forms of dances, along with ballet 

technique, Yoga physical and breathing exercises,57 Delsarte 

principles under the guidance of Henrietta Richard Hovey. There 

were also classes on the dance techniques formulated by Ruth St. 

Denis and Ted Shawn, which were later on integrated with the 

techniques elaborated in Europe by Rudolf von Laban (1879 - 1958) 

and Emile Jaques-Dalcroze (1865 - 1950),58 all of them also inspired 

by Delsarte’s principles. In 1918, the art historian Ananda 

Coomaraswamy (1877 - 1947) published a book in New York titled 

The Dance of Śiva. Fourteen Indian Essays, which had a 

tremendous impact on the intellectuals and artists,59 amongst whom 

were Ruth St. Denis and Ted Shawn. After having read this book, 

in 1925 and 1926, the couple and the members of their Denishawn Dance Company made a 

long tour in the East and performed in majour theatres of Asian cities. At the beginning of 1926, 

the company reached India (that in those times included various countries known today as 

Pakistan, Bangladesh and Myanmar under British colonial rule), and they performed firstly in 

 
54 See: Schlundt, 1962; Leucci, 2005&2013a. 
55 See: Sherman, 1979; Thomas, 1995; Leucci, 2005, pp.235-260; Mannoni, 2015, pp.10-16; Scolieri, 2020. 
56 See: Suquet, 2011&2012; Scolieri, 2020. 
57 About the adoption of Yoga techniques in America, particularly in the dancers’ training see: Singleton, 2010; 

Aubrecht, 2017. 
58 See: Kuschnig & Pellois, 2015. 
59 On the influence of this volume and the South Indian bronze images of the dancing Śiva on the artists and 

intellectuals in Europe, America, Russia and India since the publication of Koomaraswamy’s book, see the 

forthcoming volume edited by Leucci & Rousseleau. 

Figure 11. ‘Ruth St. Denis 

and Ted Shawn photo-

portrait wearing Indian 

cloths’ (1915). The New 

York Public Library. 



Calcutta (today Kolkata) and later on in the most 

important Indian cities.60 Back in America, the 

Denishawn school and the company were very 

active till the year 1931, when both finally stopped 

to function due to the divorce of their founders. 

Conclusion 

In this article I have tried to demonstrate that, far 

from being just some eccentric and marginal 

cultural phenomena, both orientalism and 

esotericism had deeply nourished some of the most 

fascinating ‘avant-gardes’ in the fields of dance 

and related performing and fine arts. I started my 

analysis here with the work of the French 

theoretitian and professor of lyrical singing at the 

Paris Music Conservatory, François Delsarte. 

From the end of the 19th century onwards his 

innovative pedagogical system, which included 

also some esoteric elements taken from Christian 

mysticism and Neo-platonic doctrines, spread all 

over Europe, America and Russia, by adapting 

itself to the local religious and artistic contexts. 

One of Delsarte’s students, the American James Morrison Steele MacKaye, contributed a great 

deal to the dissemination of his master’s teaching in the USA, by systematising some of 

Delsarte’s principles which he named ‘Harmonic Gymnastics’, and by also paving the way to 

the new inventive methods of training for both actors and dancers. Amongst the large number 

of the Delsarte system’s American practitioners, some remarkable women are noteworthy, such 

as Genevieve Stebbins, who battled for the women’s emancipation by advocating the liberation 

of their body and mind. Stebbins rejected the use of the corset and of any other constrictive 

dresses and shoes commonly worn by the ladies in her time, she encouraged young girls and 

adult women to get trained in gymnastics and dance, in order to improve their psycho-physical 

well being, health, beauty and self-confidence. Other women followed Stebbins’ suggestions 

about the need to practise regularly some physical exercises, such as R. Anna Morris, Carrica 

Le Favre and Eleanor Georgen, who also wrote some interesting books about the Delsarte 

system. Stebbins was also deeply interested in some esoteric and occult doctrines; she published 

several books and manuals, she popularised the Delsarte principles, she learnt Yoga in London 

and in 1914 she made a journey to India. Her teaching, lectures and performances inspired many 

artists, amongst whom was the pioneer of American ‘modern dance’, Ruth St. Denis. I also 

referred shortly here to one of the major exponents of the dance ‘avant-gardes’ in America, 

Loie Fuller, the inventor of the ‘Serpentine Dance’ in 1891, which was conceived as the effects 

of a scene of hypnotism acted in a drama titled ‘Dr. Quark, M. D.’ Coming back to American 

Delasartism, some other women, such as Aurilla Concord Poté, Mary Perry King and Henrietta 

Richard Hovey, were equally important for having trained Ruth St. Denis and the other pioneers 

 
60 See: Shawn, 1929; Coorlawala, 1991&1992; Leucci, 2005, 2009a, 2009b, 2013a, 2018&2021. 

Figure 12.‘Photo-portrait of two Denishawn 

dancers in Aegyptian-inspired costumes’ by 

Putnam and Valentine (1918). 



of American ‘modern dance’, Ted Shawn, who married Ruth St. Denis and with her founded in 

1915 the Denishawn dance school and company, that trained a large numbers of famous 

choreographers that further developped American Modern Dance. Delsarte’s principles were 

taught in this newly founded institution by Henrietta Richard Hovey. Some years later, in 1954, 

Ted Shawn himself wrote a book on the Delsarte system. With the members of the Denishawn 

troupe, St. Denis and Shawn toured in Asia in 1925 and 1926, and performed in major cities. 

They also spent many months in India and showed the local audience their own version of the 

‘Indian dances’. During their stay in South Asia they interacted with Indian intellectuals by 

discussing with them about the Delsarte system as well.  

In guise of conclusion I would say that, by following those artists and intellectuals in all their 

lives, works and travels, one realizes how their destinies often intertwined, in some cases their 

own careers were closely linked, and how some esoteric and orientalist doctrines deeply 

influenced their own artistic creations, and finally how the ‘Delsarte system’ was itself ‘context 

sensitive’ in its applications to the specific local conditions of the various countries in which it 

spread. Far from being exhaustive, I hope that this essay highlighted the ‘connected-history’ of 

‘avant-garde’ dance which developed in Europe and America from the second half of the 19th 

century onwards, and how all those innovative artistic movements were greatly inspired by the 

artifacts of ancient sculptures and paintings and by some esoteric and orientalist doctrines as 

well.  
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