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Abstract

Throughout the history of art from classical times to the present, visual artists including draftsmen and  painters have made the human body a privileged subject matter. Sculptors from ancient Greece to Michelangelo and beyond to Degas and Rodin have made the body their central theme.   Since the 1970s with the beginning of video art, and into the present, video art, performance art and installation art have offered new platforms for re-examining the role of the body in human experience. In the process of developing their art, contemporary artists have raised interesting questions about the body. These queries have gone beyond early video artists’ narcissism to asking questions about, what is the body? How does it fit into our identity? And how can the body best be presented in contemporary art? While many philosophers have contemplated the body, mainly in a role subordinate to and apart from mind, few have so boldly proclaimed the primacy of the body and the positive benefits of its cultivation as a means for enhancing our experiences of the arts and indeed all of life, as have the proponents of somaesthetics. 

Building on those efforts,  I propose to look at this topic from the rather narrow viewpoint of  considering how the body is understood through the photographs of American photographer Barbara Morgan in  her collaboration with Martha Graham and other modern dancers.  For the performer, whose preparation typically includes in depth training in using the body to create and express feeling and meaning, knowledge of the body experience is crucial to achieving a satisfactory performance experience, both for herself and for the viewers. At the center of dance for the spectator is the moving body.  To experience a dance, the audience member relies on, among other factors, information supplied by her own body as it interacts with the kinesthetic signals given off by the body of the dancers.  One problem with the art of dance is that it is only available in a moment of time and is difficult to preserve in any form. Once the moment has passed the spectator must rely on photography and other means of capturing some elements of the dance performance.

The eye of the photographer operating at the peak moment in the dance is still among our best means for capturing the essence of the dancers’s art.  There are some exceptional efforts to preserve dance in photography.   The dance photographs of Morgan will serve as a means of exploring somaesthetics of the body by means of the juxtaposition of these two art forms.  By focusing on the readings of the body in this particular context, I hope to shed some light on how the arts of photography and dance both use the  body and contribute to its understanding as  a central element in their particular aesthetics.  It also  my intent to argue that reflecting on  the body through the lens of the camera and the dancer’s art will support the claims of somasethetics that appreciation and understanding of the body is central to understanding the human person. 

